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The planet Syrene is gripped by Separatist rebellion. Pavlov’s Dogs, a team of Russian spetsnaz lead by Lieutenant Petya Pavlov, are dropped into a world at war.
 
Their task is simple. Defend Hammerfall, a research centre right on the front lines, surrounded by steaming jungle. There are enemies to fight and battles to win, but the greatest dangers come from within, and the Russian Confederation faces a threat much more serious than anyone could have possibly believed…
 
The Khorsky Incident begins at Hammerfall.
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A quick guide to gratuitous Russian
 
 
Cука блядь (Cuka bljad’) - a rude exclamation, lit. “Fucking bitch”
Заткнись (Zatknis’) - “Shut up”
За ваше здоровье (Za vase zdorovje) - “A toast, to your health!”
Здорово (Zdorovo) - “Awesome!”
The Great Patriotic War - World War II





 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 1
 
 
Russian Confederation ship Varyag
Orbit of Planet Syrene
Liv System
 
Sixteen years before the events of Constitution
 
“LOOK
ALIVE, PAVLOV. TIME
TO wake up.”
Light. Light that cut through his hangover with a savagery entirely unbecoming given the early hour. Junior Lieutenant Petya Pavlov squinted at his watch. 14:20. God.
He struggled up into a sitting position, his gut aching. He could barely make out the blurry face of his CO, Major Ninochka Yanovna—a hard Russian woman with equally hard fists—stood outside his cell, hands folded behind her back, vertical plastic bars distorting her figure.
Pavlov wasn’t wearing his armour. He didn’t have his rifle, or Apalkov’s flask, but there was something in his pocket. A lump he’d been lying on. He ignored it.
Someone was in the cell next to him. He could see the vague outline of a person through the semi-opaque plastic wall. He couldn’t make out their face, but it was probably a woman. Whoever they were, they were short and stocky, with cropped hair. Like some kind of pixie cut. A huge, hulking, brutish man stood guard beside Yanovna, hands folded behind his back.
“Why is it so damn bright in here,” he said, then added, “ma’am?”
“Because,” said Yanovna, her tone joyless and so completely done with all of this, “I turned up the lights. You need to answer questions, Pavlov. First and foremost, why you were drinking right after your mission? I had expected a debriefing on the events at Hammerfall to the array of senior officers who have, at my personal request, come a very long way to hear what you have to say. Instead I got…” she glared at him. “A drunk dropped on my metaphorical doorstop, too sloppy to even talk.”
The knowledge filtered through the grey fuzz that was his memory. Too much alcohol. Not good booze either. Something else…
It had been necessary to drink. Very necessary. “It’s complicated, ma’am.”
“Заткнись! Dammit, Pavlov, the captain and Colonel Volodin both wanted you shipped out to a military prison on Kiev Prime the moment you stepped back aboard the ship. I was the one who talked them out of it.” Her tone soured even further. “Maybe I shouldn’t have.”
And yet, here he was in a cell anyway. He put his face in his hands. It was so hard to think. Wait…the others. “Any word from Chuchnova, or…anyone from the surface?”
“We haven’t received any transmissions,” said Yanovna. “No sign of survivors. Not that we were expecting any—the only ones left down there are Separatists.” Her eyes narrowed slightly. “And why would they talk to their enemies?”
“Cука блядь, my head is pounding. I don’t know.”
“Well, after an explosion that big, there won’t be anyone alive for kilometres around that facility.”
Now he remembered. Of course…the reactor. He’d blown it up.
There wouldn’t be any survivors.
“I read your preliminary report,” she said. “It claims that Separatist militia overran your defensive positions. You got to the only working shuttle and retreated, right before the research station’s reactor exploded. I’ve only skim-read, but most of it’s straightforward.”
“Most of it’s lies,” he said.
Yanovna reached up to brush a stray strand of blonde hair out of her eyes. “We saw the explosion from orbit.”
“Yes, ma’am. Arf arf.” Pavlov tilted his neck until it cracked. “Captain doesn’t believe it was the Separatists, or she wouldn’t be dragging a half-dozen flag officers to the arse end of nowhere just to hear me repeat everything again. Neither do you.”
“I’m not sure what I believe,” Yanovna said, her tone even. “And don’t bark at me. I’m not one of your dogs.”
“Aye aye, ma’am.”
She pursed her lips. “Although it is odd that you escaped alone. That’s one of the less straightforward parts, and it implies…well. It implies something I’m hoping is untrue.”
It was easy to see where she was going with that. “Major, I promise you this: I didn’t abandon my squad. They were all dead by the time I escaped.”
“Killed by the Separatists?”
“Killed by me.”
She stared at him through the transparent wall of the brig. Then, she folded her arms behind her back. “That’s a crucial detail you might have, you know, mentioned. The murders.”
“I didn’t murder them. It was self-defence. They all—” How could he make her understand? Not with the whole truth, certainly. “They…went crazy. I had to do it, to defend the Confederation. I was saving all of us.”
Yanovna nodded understandingly. “So they were trying to kill you? All of them, together? Highly trained spetsnaz all lost their minds at the same time, in the same way?”
This was stupid. Pavlov put his hand over his eyes to shield out the light. “Yes and no, ma’am.”
Yanovna took a shallow, even breath. “You know…if this is about Private Minsky, you can just say it.”
“No,” said Pavlov, his tone flatter than the deck plating. “I didn’t go crazy. This isn’t a Combat Stress Reaction. This has…almost nothing to do with Minsky.”
“Then why don’t you tell me what really happened?”
How could he? The more he talked, the crazier he would sound. It was why he’d lied in the first place. “No. It doesn’t matter. Not important. What is important is this: we have to get to Vitaly Three. It’s a planet in the Khorsky system. There’s some seriously bad mojo in that sector. I promise you, we’ll find answers there. More than I can give you in this cell.”
She didn’t answer for a brief moment, a window in which Pavlov felt scrutinised, as one might examine a quivering rat in a cage.
“Have you told anyone else about what happened?” asked Yanovna.
“Nope,” said Pavlov. He hadn’t had the chance.
“Good,” said Yanovna. “After recent events, we don’t know who to trust.”
“Okay,” said Pavlov, “but listen…I can tell you on the way to the Khorsky system. We need to q-jump as soon as possible.”
“I am not,” said Yanovna flatly, “going to petition the captain to move the Varyag to the Khorsky system, or any system, unless you give me a very good reason as to why. A Confederation warship is not a civilian yacht to be dragged around space at a whim.”
“You won’t believe me if we don’t,” he said. Pavlov threw his hands up in the air, immediately regretting letting the light in. “Not you, not the captain, no one will.”
“Try me,” she said, something in her tone suggesting that—hope against hope—she might actually listen. “Convince me, and maybe I’ll talk to the captain, tell her we should take the ship to the Khorsky system. Or…possibly a small team attached to a frigate.”
He had to try. Otherwise, he would spend the rest of his life breaking big rocks into smaller rocks in the gulags of Noveu Siberia…if there would even be a Noveu Siberia left by then. “Cука блядь. Where should I start?”
“At the beginning,” said Yanovna, pulling out a thin tablet from her breast pocket. It glowed as it started recording. “Start with your deployment from the Varyag six weeks ago. Dropping down to the research station. Do you remember that?”
“Yeah,” said Pavlov, dragging the memories back from the dark corners of his mind to the forefront. “I remember…”





 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 2
 
 
Dropship Anarchy
70km above Syrene
 
Six weeks earlier...
 
“I’M
JUST
SAYING,” SAID JUNIOR Sergeant Apalkov, “I’d do her, sir. Arf arf!”
“I know you would.” Pavlov grinned good-naturedly as the dropship Anarchy shook, descending through the thick Syrenian atmosphere, nine spetsnaz crammed into her passenger compartment. Four women, five men. What little air there was reeked of gun oil and body odour. “Apalkov, you’d literally have sex with anything. Man, woman, beast…sometimes you’re not even that picky.”
“You’re damn right.” Anarchy rattled as it descended. Apalkov leaned forward in his harness, grinning like a jackal. “Lieutenant Yanovna her name was, right?” He laughed. “Gorgeous. I’d love to check her six, if you know what I mean, sir. I would do things to her that would be illegal throughout the Confederation. I would—”
* * *
Pavlov’s Cell
 
“I don’t need to hear this part,” said Yanovna, bristling firmly.
“It’s my story,” said Pavlov. “The details are important. You told me to tell you everything. This part is very important.”
“Fine,” she said, in that way that indicated that it was entirely not fine. “Proceed.”
* * *
Dropship Anarchy
 
“—I would lick a bar of her soap just to taste where it’s been.”
“You’re a sick bastard,” said Pavlov. Anarchy jostled again. Pavlov adjusted his armour, a full body, airtight suit that protected him from the hazards that tended to try and kill people in his line of work. Bulletproof, save for high velocity rounds. Explosion proof, except for the really big stuff. Heat resistant. Vacuum resistant. “I always assumed you field medics were a little more…wholesome.”
“You clearly didn’t go to medical school,” said Apalkov. “But hear this: this medic is spetsnaz, and spetsnaz will sleep with anything. Anything.”
“My understanding is that there is not that much sleeping involved.”
Ilyukhina pulled her rifle into her lap, checking the scope alignment. Her blonde hair tumbled down her shoulders. “There is if you’re bad at it.”
Apalkov snorted playfully, his breath fogging his visor for a brief moment. “I’ve had no complaints.”
“That only means you like polite women,” she said, tweaking a knob on the rifle’s electronic sight. Each of their weapons were linked to a camera that fed into the visor, allowing the wielder to shoot around corners and peak around obstacles without exposing themselves. “With a whole world of choices available to you, why would you walk into an ice cream parlour and select harmless vanilla?”
“But I like vanilla,” said Apalkov.
“I like vanilla too,” said Junior Sergeant Jakov.
“Me too,” said Private Antonina Karpola, her first contribution to this conversation. Or any conversation. Her taste in ice cream was all Pavlov knew about the short Mongolian woman—that and she had a Russian name. “It’s delicious.”
“Hey, vanilla is nice,” said Pavlov, “but that’s ice cream. Not sex. With sex, you gotta have someone a bit more—” The dropship pitched downward, stealing the words from his mouth. For a brief second, he thought they were crashing, but the craft levelled out. “Interesting.”
“Like Minsky?” asked Apalkov.
Nobody said anything. Suddenly things had become awkward.
Minsky was dead.
It had been nearly a month, but the wounds were still raw. His boyfriend had been shot by Separatists. Or was that ex-boyfriend? Was someone your ex if they were dead?
He and Minsky hadn’t been together for long, not really, and it was a super bad thing for an officer to be fraternising with an enlisted man, probably for exactly this reason.
But Pavlov had fought through it. He’d continued to lead his squad. Do his paperwork. So everyone had been quietly understanding and ever so slightly more polite than they would otherwise be.
Politeness. Politeness pissed him off. He wanted it to be over. This whole shit with the Separatists, squabbling with the Confederation over urban development laws, which had slowly degenerated into armed aggression.
His boyfriend had died for a war which ultimately boiled down to a taxation and zoning dispute.
“Doesn’t matter,” said Pavlov. “Doesn’t matter.”
More awkward silence.
Mercifully, the voice of their pilot filtered over the intercom, a woman’s voice that carried far too much energy for his tastes. “Good evening, Pavlov’s Dogs! We will be touching down momentarily. We haven’t had any communications from the settlement since their mayday call, so I hope you got your war faces on! This research station is a stone’s throw from Separatist territory.”
“Great,” said Pavlov to Apalkov, casually sliding a magazine into his rifle. “Maybe we’ll get to pop some heads sooner rather than later.”
Whatever remained of Apalkov’s mirthful, joking face slipped away. “You sure you’re okay for this, sir?” he asked. “This is the first time back in the field, after all…”
“I’m fine,” said Pavlov, keeping as much strength in his tone as he could. “Don’t worry. This assignment is a milk run anyway.” They must have felt sorry for him. “I’m sure it’s just a communications glitch. We’ll investigate, stay around to make sure everything’s okay, and be back ship-side in a couple of weeks. Maybe less. I can’t imagine that these Separatist bumpkins are interested in a research centre.”
“Arf arf,” said Apalkov. “What do they study at this place anyway, sir?”
Good question. Pavlov touched his wrist, bringing up the mission dossier. He scrolled through the information. “Apparently,” he said, scrunching up his face, “cattle and other livestock. Insemination techniques, breeding, and genetic diversification. They also butcher some of their test subjects and distribute the meat.”
“Great,” said Ilyukhina. “The Confederation is sending a squad of highly trained spetsnaz to check on some cow-fuckers.”
“Здорово,” said Apalkov, his whole face lighting up. “Scientists have the best booze.”
The ship shook again as it flew through a cloud. Jakov looked like he might throw up.
Pavlov barely contained a playful smile. “Don’t like flying, Private?”
“Nope,” said Jakov. “I love flying. It’s crashing I hate.”
Pavlov laughed at that. “Well, dropships hate flying. Unlike airplanes, they don’t want to be in the sky; they’re enslaved by us, forced to ferry our sorry arses around in exchange for meagre rations of fuel and maintenance hours. A dropship’s just a box with plasma jets attached to it, really. No aerodynamics at all, and they resent us for taking them away from their cool, quiet hangers. A dropship has absolutely no qualms with killing us all to reach the ground again.”
“Cука блядь,” said Jakov, clutching his seat tighter. “Cука блядь, Cука блядь, Cука блядь…”
The dropship descended and broke through the low-hanging cloud cover. Below him, he could see a flash of red. The bicolour red and black flag of the Separatist armies, spray-painted into a clearing cut into the endless jungles that carpeted Syrene’s equatorial belt. Where all the fighting was happening.
Where all the dying was happening.
“Well,” said Apalkov, blowing a low whistle. “The Separatists really rolled out the welcome mat for us.”
“They’re showing us their colours,” said Pavlov. “They want us to see that they’re not afraid of us.”
“Arf arf,” said Apalkov as the dropship swung around and began to slow down. “That’s good; I’m itching for a damn fight.”
There was a brief moment—the briefest, tiniest moment—between Apalkov’s words and the flashing of the alarm, the entire dropship interior suddenly bathed in red light.
“We got a missile lock,” said the pilot, her voice charged, radar detection alarms keening in the background. The ship pitched violently. “There’s an active SAM battery down there. Hold on, this is going to be rough…”
Pavlov gritted his teeth as the ship began to turn, pressing him into his seat. Hey God, if you’re out there, now’s a really good time…





 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 3
 
 
Pavlov’s Cell
 
“I’M
GUESSING,” SAID YANOVNA, “THAT you didn’t die.”
Pavlov honestly had no idea what to say to that. “Obviously not,” he said. “I don’t know how we made it through, though. The passenger compartment doesn’t have g-force compensators. I was unconscious pretty quick.”
A loud cough came from the next cell. “Actually,” said someone, “I might be able to shed a bit more light on that.”
“Who,” asked Pavlov, “the fuck are you?”
The almost-stranger turned to face him, her face obscured. “Lieutenant Borislava Lukina. I was the pilot of your dropship. Remember? I said I owed you a drink when we got back.”
“Oh,” said Pavlov. That part…the drink. That was coming. “Your callsign was…Buzzsaw. Wait, no. Chainsaw. Yeah.” The details slowly filtered back into his hung-over mind. “Chainsaw. I remember you.”
“Kind of wish you didn’t,” said Chainsaw. “You got me into a world of shit, comrade. I’m in this cell because of you.”
“Yeah,” said Pavlov. “Trust me, it hasn’t exactly worked out well for me either. Don’t worry, I haven’t forgotten that drink. I’m going to collect.”
Yanovna turned, the soles of her boots squeaking on the metal deck. “Okay then, Lieutenant Lukina, why don’t you tell me what happened?”
* * *
Cockpit
Dropship Anarchy
 
“Come on, come on, come on…”
Chainsaw pulled the control stick back into her gut. The dropship Anarchy pitched upward, engines roaring as she climbed. The spetsnaz in the back wouldn’t enjoy that, but she was pretty sure they also wouldn’t like being blown into a million pieces and scattered over the jungle floor, either, so turn she did. All around her, screaming alarms fought for her attention.
She filtered it all out, though, apart from the flashing red dot on her radar warning screen. A Type-4 anti-spacecraft missile bearing down on her baby.
The computer, Anne, her co-pilot who never failed her, silently worked on a million things at once. Trimming the various control surfaces. Angling the thrusters. Broadcasting various forms of electronic static to quash whatever guidance the missile used. The rear camera showed clumps of flares drifting away like falling stars, and puffs of chaff, sparkling rain with the sun behind it.
Beautiful, really, if it wasn’t the last line of defence against a fistful of explosives and ball bearings trying to kill them.
Chainsaw turned and turned, feeling her body compress into the seat. A standard anti-air missile could pull a 40g manoeuvre; a standard dropship like Anarchy capped out at about 9g. Any more than that and the pilot and crew passed out. But the dropship was also travelling slower…its turning circle was tighter.
The key was to force the missile to overshoot. Let it fly on, into the sky or ground, ignoring them.
Easier said than done. It needed full throttle and hard over.
7g. 7.5g. 8g.
Her vision began to tunnel, a dark curtain drawing on all sides of her eyes. The blood was being forced out of her head and into her feet. That was bad. 8.5g…8.75g.
She felt sick, but at the same time, lightheaded. Anne could do more. Could fly on and save them, but it was a risky prospect; autopilots had a tendency to be remarkably cavalier about the safety of their human counterparts, including minor details like where the ground was, and exactly how many g-forces the human body could withstand.
Besides, if the AI turned too hard and lost airspeed, they would plummet out of the sky and crash.
Falling out of the sky was harmless. Hitting the ground, on the other hand…
9g. 9.1g…9.2g.
“Turn harder,” said Anne, her artificial voice completely bereft of any urgency. “The missile’s approaching.”
Tell me something I don’t know! Chainsaw groaned through gritted teeth as she pushed herself, and her craft, to the limit. Her vision became a clouded sheet. The only thing she could see was the radar screen. Closer and closer…darker and darker. The world went grey, and for a brief moment, almost vanished. Almost.
The red dot of the missile merged with the centre of her radar, and then—so close the air buffeted her craft—it streaked past, flying off toward oblivion.
Close enough to have exploded. Those things were proximity-fused.
Yet it had malfunctioned. Failed to kill them all.
They should have been dead.
Her vision swam and she eased back the stick. Slowly, slowly, blood returned to her head. She felt like she was going to throw up.
“Welcome back,” said Anne, her tone even. “Glad I could help.”
Why did they make the AIs on these things so annoying? “You didn’t do anything, circuit brain. I pulled us through.”
Anne’s tone became almost condescending. “You’ve been unconscious for nearly fifty seconds. I had to disable your flight controls, or we would have turned inverted and hit the ground at nearly Mach 2.”
“Yeah?” said Chainsaw, and let her gaze wander down to the navigation computer. They were some distance away from where the missile had been. A distance worth about fifty seconds of flight time. She’d passed out and hadn’t noticed the gap in time.
“Oh. Well…nice work, then.”
“You’re welcome,” said Anne. “By the way, you might want to check on our passengers. One of them made a hell of a mess back there.”
“Vomit?” she asked, dreading the answer. “Or…from the other end?”
“No, just vomit. This time.”
Chainsaw smiled weakly. “They’re not the first ground-pounder to bring their breakfast back for a cameo appearance.”
Anne laughed—a weird sound given that she had no lungs or anything. Must be pre-recorded or synthetic or something. “Yeah, well…I’m just glad I don’t have to clean it up.”
“Someone else will,” she said.
“Someone else who isn’t me.”
Good point. “You got the location of the SAM site, right?”
“Yeah,” said Anne. “You want me to plug the coordinates into the weapons systems? We can go back and strafe it, if you feel so inclined.”
Attacking the dedicated anti-aircraft site with an aircraft seemed very stupid. Besides, the Separatists were probably already moving the launcher, driving like maniacs, knowing that fiery retribution was on its way. “Negative, relay it to the Varyag. They should be able to spot it from orbit and take it out. We gotta get our girls and boys to the surface.”
“Righteo,” said Anne. “Can’t say I’m glad to hear we’re just going to run away.”
“To run away is not glorious, but it is very healthy.”
“Roger that,” said Anne. “Pushing our combined cowardly arses onward.”





 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 4
 
 
Passenger compartment
Dropship Anarchy
 
PAVLOV
WIPED
DROPS
OF JAKOV’S puke from his face as he came to.
Gross, but it wasn’t the guy’s fault. They’d all passed out pretty quickly—too quickly for him to clip down his visor. That was his first mistake.
But, then, he wasn’t entirely sure it was Jakov’s puke. So maybe it was a blessing in disguise.
All around him, his squad woke up one by one. Their stuff had been thrown around the cabin; anything not strapped down had become a missile. Fortunately, their armour was tough enough to handle it.
Still, if something had killed him, he would have never known. Just gone to sleep and never woken up. It was a horrible, helpless feeling, one he hoped to not relive anytime soon.
But they were alive, and that was something. The alarm had disappeared, the craft returned to level flight. They were safe. Not being dead was a good way to start the mission.
Thank you, God. Thank you for watching out for me. He reached under his chestplate, pulled out the steel cross he wore, and kissed it. Thank you.
A few moments passed in silence, Ilyukhina, Jakov and Apalkov exchanging ghost-faced, harrowed looks, then Pavlov started to laugh.
Almost everyone joined in. Even Jakov. It was the best kind of laughter: wild, manic, so full of relief and joy that they were alive.
The new guys didn’t laugh. They hadn’t even passed out.
Impressive.
Slowly, the mirth faded and their professional faces returned. Pavlov tucked the cross back under his armour, and then he and the rest of Pavlov’s Dogs were ready to fight once more.
The dropship crested a mountain, revealing the Hammerfall research facility. It was a blocky, oblong structure perched on top of a small hill, barely clearing the thick green blanket of green. Emerald vines clung to it, creeping up all the walls like the hands of an angry horde trying to drag the metal box back down into the jungle. Attached to the top was a communications dish pointed straight up, an inverted mushroom growing on the only patch of clear land for kilometres. A landing pad jutted out from the side, a round disk with a wide walkway leading to it, two levels below the roof.
Ominously, several large scorch marks marred the sides of the structure, blossoms from shrapnel blooming out from them, and as they drew closer, he could see places where the paint had been scratched off by heavy gunfire.
Their transport made for the centre of the pad and touched down with a hiss. The door swung down and the searing, humid air of the jungle rushed in, sucking out the carefully climate-controlled atmosphere of the small ship.
Their pilot spoke again. “Guns are hot,” she said. “We don’t know what the situation is here. If they start shooting, we’ll shoot back.”
“Copy that,” said Pavlov. “If it’s not flashing a friendly signal, light it the fuck up.”
“You got it,” said their pilot.
Pavlov stepped out of the dropship and into the sweltering jungle heat, weapon pressed snugly against his shoulder. Apalkov and Jakov came out on his flanks, the latter still white in the face. Spent brass tinkled underfoot, rolling away and into the jungle. The smell, thick mud and rotting things, invaded his nose.
Instantly he was reminded of Minsky. Bleeding. Dying in the mud. He almost expected to hear his voice, but the only noises were the hissing and groaning of the dropship and the loud squawking of birds and stranger creatures.
Pavlov bit the inside of his cheek, trying to think of something else. Fortunately, a moment later, a helpful distraction presented itself: people came out to greet them. Three scientists, all women, with white lab coats and a green stripe on gold as their shoulder patches. They had wide, happy smiles on their faces that Pavlov found vaguely disconcerting. Science wasn’t supposed to be fun.
These would be the so-called cow-fuckers. Or people pretending to be. Pavlov raised his rifle again. “Let’s see some ID,” he called.
The lead scientist, a brunette with long hair pulled into a ponytail, raised her hand, showing a golden chip embedded in her palm. His own chip read the details, and his visor highlighted her in blue. Civilian. ID checked out. Probably not a Separatist. Neither were the other two. He lowered his gun.
“I’m Mika,” said the lead scientist, extending her hand. “Doctor Mika Chuchnova.”
Pavlov glared at the hand with suspicion. He didn’t know this person. The chips they had in their hands would trade contact information if touched…but they could also transmit hacks. Viruses. It would be a security risk. After a moment, Chuchnova pulled it back.
“Lieutenant Petya Pavlov,” he said, “Spetsnaz GRU. Behind me is the biggest, baddest group of Russian Confederation spetsnaz in the galaxy…who are now assigned to your protection, ma’am.”
“Spetsnaz?” Chuchnova’s eyes flicked to the dropship, although her smile remained. “We were told we would be receiving a small security detachment. Not elite soldiers.”
“Your call said it was urgent,” said Pavlov. The scientists were so happy. Not relieved, not joyful, not…anything. Just the spitting images of happy people. “We came expecting the Separatists to have taken the place, to be honest, given your lack of further communication.”
“It was urgent,” said Chuchnova, “but right as we were about to lose the facility, the Separatists retreated. A parting shot damaged our communications array, so we couldn’t cancel the request.” She smiled warmly. “Everything’s okay now. We’re safe and the building is secure. You can go.”
Odd, but stranger things had happened in war. “Well, unfortunately for you, we nearly got tagged by anti-aircraft fire coming here. The dropship’s okay, but there’s no way we can leave now. Not until the Fat Lady completes her orbit then clears the way for us.”
“Fat…Lady?” asked Chuchnova. “You mean your ship?”
“Yes, the Varyag.” The edges of Pavlov’s mouth curled up in a smile. “She’s not a thing of beauty, but when her guns sing, it’s all over for her enemies.”
Chuchnova didn’t laugh or react in any meaningful way.
Might as well get on with it then. “Regardless, this facility is now under the jurisdiction of military intelligence. The following deployment will be observed: my men will stay around and secure the facility, and prepare to repel further Separatist aggression.” He casually tapped his finger against the side of his rifle. “Is our presence here going to be a problem?”
She considered, then folded her hands behind her back. “No, I suppose not. We set aside quarters for you and your men in the living area, and prepared a report on the facility’s defences and equipment.”
The living area. Apalkov would love that, all mixed in with these civilians…but that wasn’t only it. Something else gnawed at him. Tugged his warrior sense.
He didn’t trust these people.
“I’d prefer my men to be billeted away from your people if possible, ma’am. Military and civilians don’t mix.”
Chuchnova tilted her head. “What, why? Are our lodgings not good enough for you, Lieutenant?”
Cука блядь. “Pavlov’s Dogs need a kennel,” said Pavlov. “Can’t be putting us animals in with you regular people.”
The edges of her mouth curled up mockingly. “Your squad is called Pavlov’s Dogs? What, are you the companion squad to Schrödinger’s Cats?”
“Schrödinger’s Cats. Hmm. Name rings a bell, but I’m not sure if they actually exist or not.”
Chuchnova didn’t laugh.
Pavlov put his serious face back on. “Besides, it’s for your own safety. We’re bringing in a lot of dangerous gear. Explosives. Automatic weapons. I’m sure you wouldn’t want our boots kicking around your delicate lab equipment either. You let us do our jobs, Doctor, and we’ll let you do yours.”
The slightest pause. “As you wish,” said Chuchnova, frowning at him. “You can stay wherever you like. And you don’t have to worry about us getting near your guns.”
“Kind of feel like I should,” said Pavlov.
“We can take care of ourselves.”
An odd statement for those who had nearly been overrun. “I understand, but Fleet Intelligence wouldn’t be sending us in the first place if they didn’t think our presence was necessary.” Pavlov pointed to one of the dark scorch marks. “Speaking of defending yourself, what happened here?”
Chuchnova grimaced. “The Separatists have been lobbing mortars at us every few days for weeks now. They don’t often hit, but it’s loud when they do. The main problem is the raiding parties; every so often, they send though small teams of partisans to test our defences. Our 6-1 rifles have been effective at keeping them at bay so far.”
The 6-1 was a rifle built to shoot small game. All that brass came from varmint rifles? How long had they been fighting off attacks? “Mortar fire does tend to be distracting,” Pavlov admitted. “I’ll establish a perimeter and set watches. The next time these partisans show their faces, we’ll blow them in half.”
The bold statement didn’t seem to faze her. “Sounds good. Have your men bring in their things and we’ll get you settled.”
“Good,” said Pavlov, trying a wide smile. “I need a drink.”
Chuchnova narrowed her eyes suspiciously. “No alcohol in this facility,” she said, “nothing for drinking, anyway. Strict orders.”
Denying Russians their vodka? Officers in good standing had been shot for less. “Whose orders?”
“Mine.”
He could hear Apalkov groaning over the whine of the dropship’s engines.
“As you wish,” said Pavlov. Behind him, the dropship powered down, the noise of her engines dropping down to a low murmur, then vanishing entirely. He touched his radio. “Coming inside with us, pilot?”
“No thanks,” she said. “I’m staying with my craft. If I get the all-clear from Varyag, I should be ready to leave at a moment’s notice. It also means I’m ready to go if the facility gets attacked.”
Pilots and their ships. “It might be some time before we get that go-ahead,” said Pavlov. “You sure you can sleep in there?”
“Absolutely,” she said. “Not a drama. I’ll seal the ship—nobody gets in or out. I’ll string up a cot in the transport section. Got myself a nice little stash of lunchables, even a small lavatory. Just like camping.” There was a brief pause. “Besides…I should clean up the mess you made before taking the ship back home.”
That was fair enough.
“As you wish,” said Chuchnova, turning and heading back toward the large double doors leading into the structure. “Welcome to Hammerfall.”





 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 5
 
 
Lower levels
Hammerfall
 
“THIS
PLACE
SMELLS
LIKE
SHIT,” said Apalkov, holding his nose as he stepped into the large, empty room labelled Bovine Processing. The room was to serve as a kennel for the Dogs.
“That’s because,” said Pavlov, “until like an hour ago, cows shitted in it.”
It did still smell. Although the scientists had clearly gone to some effort to clean it—the bottoms of the walls still glistened slightly from the hosing—it would smell for some time. But spetsnaz were used to hardship.
“Arf arf.” Apalkov threw his rucksack into one of the far corners. “Mine.”
“Mine,” said Ilyukhina, claiming the other.
“Well,” said Pavlov, “guess I get to be the meat in the idiot sandwich.” He tossed his rucksack between them, against the far wall. “No touching me while I sleep.”
“Arf arf,” said Ilyukhina. “Don’t worry, sir. I’ll protect your honour.”
The other spetsnaz spread out, bickering as they divided the space between them. Apalkov pulled out a steel hip flask Pavlov had seen before; he took it on every deployment, full with as much vodka as it could carry.
No. Not this time. Pavlov gestured to it. “Hand it over, doc.”
“What?” Apalkov looked as though Pavlov had insulted his father’s honour. “Cука блядь. You can’t be serious.”
“I am serious,” said Pavlov. “Chuchnova was very clear. No booze. I don’t want to give her a reason to kick my arse ten minutes into our deployment.”
“You can’t possibly be listening to that nerd,” said Apalkov, his eyes narrowing. “C’mon, sir.”
Pavlov waggled his fingers, and Apalkov, grimacing visibly, slid the flask in.
“You’ll get it back,” said Pavlov, slipping it into his breast pocket. “Consider this as me saving it for the victory parade.”
“Victory parade.” Apalkov put his fingers against his temple. “Yeah.”
With that little bit of administration out of the way, Pavlov turned his attention to the three new members of his squad, all transfers from another unit, as they bunked in together.
Private First Class Nessa Stolina. Heavy weapons specialist. A squat, Mongolian woman with heavy scarring. Quiet sort. She was replacing Sharova.
Private Shurochka Tomlin. Nikolai’s replacement. Communications. Tall, athletic, but with a face like it got kicked by a mule. Then eaten by that mule. Then gotten shitted out, and the shit shaped into a stylised representation of one of Syrene’s moons.
And finally, Private Markov Marchenko. A rifleman. Basically just a kid. Pavlov wasn’t sure why he was still a private. Strong, as they all were, but with dark skin; bronzed, as though he’d been in the sun too long. Probably of Turkish extraction. An oddity, to be sure, but he seemed competent and strong.
The new Minsky.
He spent a moment studying all three of them. They all seemed so young. Pavlov himself was only twenty-four. Didn’t feel like twenty-four was the age to be an old hand, but apparently it was so. Wasn’t so long ago he was a fresh-faced officer fresh out of the academy. Now he was breaking in the new guys.
Newcomers to a unit were always a roll of the dice. Especially for spetsnaz. The question was a simple one: would they integrate? 
“Hey,” said Pavlov, stepping up to them once their gear was done. “Stolina. Marchenko. Tomlin. All you new meat.”
“Sir,” they said in unison. Like damn robots. New guys, always with a point to prove.
He waved his hand. “Settle down, no need for all that. We’re spetsnaz, we don’t have to be formal when there’s nobody watching.”
“Yes, sir,” said Marchenko. Pavlov tried not to look at him.
“Walk with me,” said Pavlov, stepping out of the cow-shit room and into the steel-grey corridors. The three new soldiers fell into step behind him.
“Firstly,” he said, talking as he walked, “Pavlov’s Dogs is elite. Spetsnaz GRU. The best. We’re the long arms of military intelligence, reporting to Colonel Volodin. He says jump, we ask how high. I don’t know how things were in your previous outfit, but that’s how things are going to work here. We’re less formal, but we’re more effective. You get me?”
“Aye aye,” said Stolina.
“Secondly, we don’t say ‘aye aye’. It’s ‘arf arf’. Because we’re dogs, get it?”
“Yes, sir. I mean…arf arf,” said Tomlin, the noise awkwardly tumbling out of his mouth.
Pavlov turned a corner. He had no idea where he was going, so he tried to make a loop around the inside of the building. “You’ll get used to it,” he said. “Soon it’ll be second nature.”
“Sir,” said Stolina, “I get it, but with respect, we’re here to kill Separatists. Esprit de corps is all very well, but…we thought this was going to be a combat drop. There’s no combat. What gives?”
Who knew? “I know about as much as you do. I was expecting an uneventful milk run, but after we almost got blown up on the way in, I figured we’d switch to shooting our way in, so…turns out I was right the first time.” He rolled his shoulders. Time to do a little bonding with the new guys. 
He pulled Apalkov’s flask out of his pocket. “За ваше здоровье,” he said, taking a long draught of the burning high-proof alcohol. Then he offered it to the others.
They all exchanged a long look with each other, their disappointment palpable.
“I know,” said Pavlov, “I know. But Apalkov’s got no taste. Vodka this good shouldn’t be wasted on degenerates like him. Have a drink?”
“No thank you,” said Stolina, a little more formally than he expected. Maybe they’d done things differently where these kids were from.
Pavlov turned and kept walking. So much for that. “Okay, so, no alcohol. How about a chat? Where are you kids from anyway?”
“We’re from Vitaly Three,” said Stolina. “It’s a small colony orbiting the Vitaly star in the Khorsky Sector. A military outpost. We used to be attached to Archangel’s Vengeance, but they were disbanded. Major Yanovna recruited us herself…handpicked for Pavlov’s Dogs.”
They must be good then. Maybe he’d misjudged them…
Home was a good topic to bond with. “What’s Vitaly Three like?”
Stolina considered the question as though she’d never been asked. “Basically the opposite of Syrene. Most of the inhabitable band is cold. Three moons; tidal forces make coastal areas uninhabitable. What’s away from the water is mostly covered in ice, battered by blizzards, and frozen solid most of the year.”
“Sounds like Mother Russia,” said Pavlov.
She didn’t seem to react to that. “It’s weird being outside like this. At home, we’d be dead in twenty minutes dressed as we are.” Stolina paused, then asked, “What about these Separatists? What can you tell us about them?”
His walk had taken them back to the landing pad. Pavlov took a thick cigar out of his breast pocket, lit it, and blew the smoke out into the jungle.
“Yeah,” he said, “the Separatists. They are unhappy being in Mother Russia’s bosom and yearn for freedom, or some shit.” Pavlov drew in smoke, inhaling the fumes and holding them in his lungs before slowly letting them out through his nose. “Their war cry is Die for Freedom! It’s actually funny, because we’re okay with them getting slaughtered for their cause. So Die for Freedom! is our war cry, too.”
“Sounds peachy,” said Marchenko. Why? Why did he keep talking? “You’ve been down here a while,” he said. “What’s it like?”
“What’s what like?”
“Fighting the Separatists.”
Pavlov considered, taking another deep draw of his coffin nail. “It’s like an extreme sport, except people are trying to kill you. And they will, too. There’s a reason why our squad had three gaps in it.”
None of them said anything.
“Go get Apalkov,” said Pavlov. “Execute a four-point patrol of the surrounding jungle. Be back here by dawn. Keep comms open with me and watch out for Separatists. If you see anyone out of uniform, or any one of these scientists wandering where they shouldn’t be, shoot them.”
“Just like that?” asked Marchenko. “We’re green light to engage any target we see?”
“Yep.” Pavlov rubbed the cigar out on a metal beam. “The Separatists have drones. Tanks. Artillery. They aren’t the rebellious dirt farmers that the media wants us to think they are; they aren’t the kind of folks who inexplicably pull back when they have the advantage.” Jungle birds screeched endlessly all around them. “Something’s off about this whole place. The jungle, the facility, the people within…everything. I don’t trust these lab-coat wearing fuckers as far as I can throw them.”
“But sir,” said Marchenko, “aren’t we supposed to be protecting them?”
Pavlov looked out over the jungle, a sea of green and brown teeming with leeches, parasites, venomous and poisonous creatures of all kinds and descriptions.
“Yeah,” he said, “but from what, exactly?”





 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 6
 
 
Pavlov’s Cell
 
“YOU
DIDN’T
THINK
TO
REPORT any of this?” asked Yanovna, tapping away on her tablet.
Pavlov shifted in the jail cell, cupping his hands between his knees. “Report my new men for not being alcoholics?”
She squinted. “Fair enough.”
It was difficult to explain. He clicked his tongue. “I’m telling you this with the benefit of hindsight,” he said, taking in a deep breath and trying to keep his pounding headache at bay. “Everything looks suspicious now that I’m looking back on it, but at the time, it seemed a little weird but fine.”
“Fine,” echoed Yanovna. “You went in expecting shooting and found—”
“Found nobody to shoot at.”
Yanovna considered a moment, reviewing her notes. “So what happened then?”
Pavlov smiled grimly. “Someone to shoot at found us.”
* * *
The Kennel
Hammerfall
 
The first night, at about 0300 hours, a mortar shell screamed into the side of the structure and exploded.
“Cука блядь!” Pavlov jerked awake, snatching up his rifle. Beside him, Ilyukhina similarly grabbed her weapon, chambering a round as though by instinct.
“Contact!” Apalkov shouted into the radio. Pavlov’s earpiece lay beside his sleeping cot. “Fucking incoming mortars!”
Helpful.
Pavlov staggered to his feet, clipping on his helmet and earpiece. He took just a moment to orient himself, then kicked the last of the sleepers awake.
Weapons. Armour. Communications. Everyone pulled on their equipment in a frenzy and then, with the thunder of tromping boots, ran out from the Bovine Processing Room—their kennel now—to the upper levels. A glance out of one of the reinforced windows told him everything.
The sky was lit up with dozens of silvery streaks, flying in from the distant mountains, soaring toward them with a quiet grace. They fell into the surrounding jungle, disappearing into the green momentarily before slamming into the ground and exploding, spraying out fire and metal in all directions.
Bright flash after bright flash.
“Apalkov,” said Pavlov as he activated his radio, “are you guys clear of this shit storm?”
“Yeah,” came the breathy response, energised and slightly too loud. In the background, he could hear the snap of firing rounds. “We’re engaged over here, but we’re fighting our way toward you.”
“Don’t come too close,” said Pavlov. “They’re still bombarding us.” He paused as a round screamed overhead, exploding in the jungle on the far side. “How are the new guys holding up?”
“They’re massive nerds,” Apalkov spat, “but they’re doing good. Marchenko and Stolina are fighters, sir. I’ll bring them back alive.”
Good to hear. “Arf arf,” he said, and then closed the link, turning to the others. “Wait here until the party dies down. Then we’ll do a sweep for intruders.”
Ilyukhina managed a smile. “And I thought this mission was going to be boring.”
“In Soviet space-Russia,” said Karpola, “the party finds you!” Her face seemed to come alive now that there was actual combat, and she seemed much more relaxed and happy.
“Ahh,” said Pavlov, “the comedy stylings of Yakov Smirnoff. Six hundred years old and it’s still hilarious.”
“Relax,” said Jakov, patting the side of the structure. “I checked the blueprints. This baby is clad in, like, two inches of smart-steel armour. Separatist mortars will keep us awake, but as long as we stay inside, we’re safe.”
“Armour designs we stole off the IDF,” said Ilyukhina. “We don’t even know how it really works.”
It was ever thus, though. Pavlov risked a look out the window again—another wave of silver streaks were drifting toward them, friendly little fireflies with glowing tails. “We steal off them, they steal off us. We point guns at them, they point guns at us. We tell Yakov Smirnoff jokes, they tell Yakov Smirnoff jokes. All the while, the poor infantry cower in their bunkers, hoping the next incoming shell isn’t their last.” He smiled. “Just like old times.”
“The more we change, the more we stay the same.” Ilyukhina’s eyes drifted past him, toward the incoming fire.
Explosions burst all around them, rocking the building. From below, he heard the faint bellowing of terrified cows.
Poor beasts.
“Pavlov to Chuchnova,” he said. “Your undercooked steaks are making a racket down there. Is everything okay?”
“They’ll be fine,” she answered in his ear. Her voice was distant; she was using a fixed microphone instead of an earpiece. He’d have to make sure to fix that in the morning.
“Hey,” said Ilyukhina, “is the bombardment stopping?”
It was true. The sky was clear of silver streaks and the thunder of exploding shells faded. Pavlov linked his earpiece into the building’s external sensors. Then came a new sound. Human voices. Low and muted. They were trying to sneak past the sensor net.
“Looks like you’ll get your fight,” Pavlov said to Ilyukhina. Cука блядь. It was about time.
“Arf arf,” she said, a cold fierceness in her eyes.
Pavlov adjusted his communications equipment. “Apalkov, the bombardment’s stopped. Make your way here—the Separatists are making a push on the base, and we’ll need your assistance fighting them off.”
“Copy that,” said Apalkov. “We’ll advise when we get close.”
The squad checked their equipment, weapons, and attuned their sensors to the building’s network. They moved through the building’s winding passages in a clump, and after a few minutes’ travel, passed by a group of scientists led by Chuchnova.
The poor bastards were manually loading rounds into their 6-1 rifles; the things were positively ancient, completely dwarfed by the weapons of the spetsnaz, to say nothing of the force-multiplication effect of their communications and targeting equipment.
“Stay here,” said Pavlov to the scientists. “We’re going to sort this out.”
“We can help,” said Chuchnova, brandishing her rifle. Loaded. Finger on the trigger. Safety off. What a recipe for disaster.
“Stay here,” he said again, and then moved forward.
Time to do what they were here for.





 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 7
 
 
Near the landing pad
Hammerfall
 
THE
LANDING
PLATFORM
CONSISTED
OF little more than a walkway to a long disk. Together, Pavlov and his squad transitioned out from the narrow corridors to the walkway, crouched low, bodies almost touching. Pavlov took the lead, his rifle’s stock pressed firmly against his shoulder. 
“Fan out,” he said. “Six metre dispersal. Use cover, and prepare to engage targets of opportunity as they appear. Stay away from the dropship, it’s our way out of here. Try not to let it get damaged.”
Speaking of, Pavlov could use their guns. He signalled the dropship. “Hey Chainsaw, buddy, you there?”
“Yup,” came the response. “I can’t take off, otherwise those damn missiles will get me, but I can still fire my guns from the surface. Let me know when to engage.”
“Got it,” he said.
Like ghosts, the spetsnaz branched out, keeping their silhouettes low as they crouched on the lip of the landing platform. Pavlov took the tip, bracing his rifle’s bipod on the very edge. His visor picked out enemies for him, highlighting the human shapes as red outlines against the blue-black of the nighttime jungle. Seventy or eighty at least. As he focused, his visor picked out the important details. Self-loading rifles. Some plasma throwers. Modified welding and cutting tools, designed to project hot matter at a distance. No sign of artillery or support weapons.
“This is a small raiding party?” asked Ilyukhina.
Something was wrong, but Pavlov shrugged it off. “It’s about ten to one, their favour,” he said, “but we’re spetsnaz.”
“Always outnumbered,” said Jakov, “but never outgunned.”
“I’m helping with that,” said Chainsaw. “Guns are hot and ready to play.”
Through his scope, he could see them approaching. Creeping through the jungle, eyes fixed ahead, on the facility.
No time like the present. “Time to kick off this shindig,” he said, picking out one unlucky son of a bitch and lining up his sights on his head. The rifle’s computers did their work, calculating wind, distance and round trajectory. His crosshairs flashed green, and Pavlov gently squeezed the trigger.
The round travelled for nearly four seconds, then the target jerked and slumped forward, falling into the mud. He fired again, making sure. All around him, the Dogs fired as well, staccato beats silencing the jungle birds for barely a moment.
“Damn,” laughed Jakov, “you ruined his whole day.”
“I don’t think it’s a whole day for him now.” Pavlov shot a third time, then lined up on a new target. Crack. Crack. Crack. Down they went.
Shooting fish in a barrel. The Separatists were known to be spotty in terms of training; some were defectors from every branch of the military, while others were little more than civilians with pilfered firearms. These ones were clearly the latter. Their fellows charged forward, sprinting across the mud.
“Die for freedom!” Their war cry echoed across the jungle. “Die for freedom!”
“Die for freedom,” echoed Pavlov under his breath as he pulled the trigger and took down another.
The Separatists broke through the thick jungle. Pavlov aimed his rifle down, coming up into a kneeling position. His enemies came in a human wave, disorganised and staggered, firing wildly on full automatic.
Fucking amateur hour over here. Pavlov lined up one that seemed to be coordinating the effort, standing completely out in the open, firing his rifle with one hand and waving others forward with the other. A single shot blew him backward onto the ground.
Crack. Crack. Crack. The shots came faster now that the Separatists were exposed.
“Chainsaw, you have a green light on engagement. Waste these clowns.”
The dropship’s miniguns spun up and fired with a loud roar like a giant ripping paper, followed by the staccato rain of shell casings onto the metal landing pad, and quad lines of fire leapt out into the dark jungle, scything through Separatists and splashing into the mud. Shells designed to pierce spaceship hulls didn’t even slow down when they cut through people.
Still the Separatists charged onward, heedless of their own destruction, seemingly empowered by the hopelessness of it all.
Brave but stupid. Pavlov’s Dogs engaged them with ruthless precision, employing three-shot bursts to cut them down. Meanwhile, Chainsaw’s miniguns slashed across the foliage, carving them up. Fifty men became forty, soon thirty, and soon half that.
Thirty seconds later, the red outlines were lying on the ground, their blood splashed over the muddy jungle floor, dead to the last man. The dropship’s guns spun down and went silent once more.
“No retreating that time,” said Pavlov, his ears ringing, nose full of the thick, sweet smell of gunfire.
“Wait,” said Ilyukhina, “I see one last contact.”
Movement snagged his eye. A Separatist with an axe, charging forward through the tree line, like he was going to chop the facility down from its base.
A volley of fire from the spetsnaz sent him sprawling face down in the brown slop. Pavlov almost felt sorry for him. Almost.
“That motherfucker brought an axe to a gun fight,” said Karpola, her face still aglow. “Look at him twitch down there.”
Pavlov put a round through the dying man’s brain and he twitched no more.
“Nice work,” he said, pulling back his rifle. “Let’s check on our new people.” Pavlov touched his radio, opening the channel. “Apalkov,” he asked, “you out there?”
The voice that came back to him was definitely Apalkov, but it was different. Excited. Happy. “Yes, sir! Just sitting at the edge of the Separatist lines. We didn’t want to get in the way of your beautiful massacre.”
Combat high. He knew the signs. “That’s what we do best,” said Pavlov. “Nice work out there. Now get your arses back to the kennel. I’ll do a debrief and send through our report to the Varyag. Whatever bullshit the Separatists were trying to pull, they’re done here.” He smiled widely, even though the guy on the other end couldn’t see it. “You earned a drink. Don’t tell Chuchnova.”
“Aye aye,” said Apalkov. “But that’s not necessary.”
He didn’t want a drink? After all that?
“We’re heroes,” said Ilyukhina, a thin trail of smoke rising from the muzzle of her rifle. “We saved the cow-fuckers.”
It was hard to dispute that. Pavlov removed the magazine from his rifle and clicked the safety on. “Here’s to hoping the rest of our deployment will be uneventful.”
“I’m going back to sleep,” said Chainsaw. “Wake me if you need anyone else massacred.”





 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 8
 
 
Hammerfall
 
THE
SQUAD
DISPERSED. THERE
HAD been a lot of Separatists; Pavlov wanted to make sure there were no surprises.
He went back into the building to prepare his report, but halfway there, some urge came over him. A powerful tiredness that crept in slowly, almost unnoticeable at first, but when it hit, it came hard.
It was the smell. The smell of mud and jungle and death, of gunpowder and oil and the heat of Syrene’s star, baking the wet world, its long days growing the jungle, its heavy rains creating the endless mud.
He was back on Syrene. Back in the field.
Like nothing had ever happened.
His breath came quicker. Shorter. He felt a tightness in his chest, at once familiar and terrifying.
No. Not now. God, no, not now…
Pavlov found a side passage deep in the building, an adjunct to a maintenance shaft, and he leaned up against the wall, loosening the straps on his armour and trying to keep his breathing even. Just focus. Breathe.
He tried to think of something else. Anything else.
But all that came to mind was him.
He’d never truly grieved for Minsky. That dumb, hick Ukrainian all tangled up in the neo-Communist movement. So stupid and annoying. Why did he have to go and get killed like that? That was the worst. The absolute worst.
Or so he told himself.
Every breath came as a faint wheeze. Pavlov loosened the clip on his shoulder armour, yanking off his helmet. That didn’t help. It felt like a giant was clutching his throat, squeezing the life from him from the inside. All he could think about was Minsky. That one time Minsky had gotten him a grenade for a present. A grenade. What kind of guy gave another guy a grenade for their anniversary? He’d even put a little blue bow around it. He was so proud of it. What kind of guy did that?
Pavlov slid down the wall, squatting on the ground, spots dancing in front of his eyes. His heart thumped crazily in his chest. The scar on his shoulder hurt, a scar earned in the same battle where Minsky had been killed.
Not killed. Executed.
They had been on a mission. A Separatist tank had beaten their dropship to the rendezvous. Pavlov surrendered the unit. For reasons he could not possibly understand, the Commander had reached into her pocket, withdrew her pistol, and shot Minsky. Like it was the most natural thing in the world. Like…like…
Just try to breathe.
It wasn’t working. Nothing was working.
He needed a drink.
With shaking hands, Pavlov took out Apalkov’s flask and took a deep swig. That helped. The burning alcohol numbed his senses, numbed his mind, and the memories went from screaming in his ear to a dull murmur at the edge of his consciousness.
Slowly, slowly, the thoughts faded completely, and with considerable strain, Pavlov’s breathing returned to normal.
He wasn’t sure how long he’d been there. Sitting with his back against the metal wall of Hammerfall. Nobody had come, or if they had, he hadn’t seen them.
Pavlov wiped away the mostly dried tears, stood up, and clipped his helmet back on.
There was still a lot he had to do.





 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 9
 
 
Hammerfall
 
ON PAVLOV’S
ORDERS, APALKOV
AND the new meat took care of the bodies. Surprisingly, he and the others did it all without complaint. Normally it wouldn’t be a problem—the steaming hot jungle would rot them away in no time, to say nothing of the myriad predators and scavengers that would help with the job, but a body was typically a treasure trove of intelligence. Orders, uniforms, even details on the state of their equipment could provide valuable information for a military unit.
Yet when Apalkov returned, all he had was a bunch of blood-soaked rags, a handful of dented firearms bearing the scratched-out insignia of the Russian Confederation, and a stack of personal effects. A comb. A photograph of some girl. A flask of whisky.
“Nothing interesting,” said Apalkov. “Just this junk, carried by malnourished farmers trying to fight for their survival.”
Was that sarcasm? Apalkov had shown absolutely no such sympathies before coming here. It was a strange change—like the punchline to a joke that you just had to be there for. Pavlov squatted down and picked up the flask. “Still full,” he said, giving Apalkov a playful smile. “Surprised you didn’t lighten your burdens some.”
“Chuchnova’s orders,” Apalkov said, sifting through the armfuls of stuff, not looking at him. “Like you said, sir. No drinking.”
Blink.
“You’re fucking with me, right?” Pavlov tapped his breast pocket. “Give it a few days, then you can have it back. I just didn’t want Little Miss Glasses And Clipboard to see us acting like the dogs we are.”
“No thank you.” Apalkov shrugged absently. “I don’t want it back, and you shouldn’t be having it either. We’re on duty.”
Weird. Apalkov had almost fought him to keep it, but now he couldn’t care less? It must have been the battle. Pavlov cracked a crooked smile. “Because neither of us have ever drunk on duty before.”
“We shouldn’t be doing it.”
As though to prove a point, Pavlov picked up the flask of whisky, unscrewed the blood-spattered top, and took a big, long drink. It burned as it went down, fiery and warm, and then he slowly, pointedly, re-screwed it up and slid the bottle into his pocket. “На здороÏвье, random dead Separatist.”
Apalkov said nothing but had a vaguely disdainful look on his face.
“What?” asked Pavlov. “You’re Russian. You’re basically obligated to like vodka.”
“That’s whisky. And just because I’m Russian doesn’t make me alcoholic.”
“Correct,” said Pavlov. “Being an alcoholic makes you an alcoholic.”
Again Apalkov said nothing.
“When you’re done being a weirdo,” said Pavlov, standing with a soft groan, “let me know. In the meantime, I should go and give my report to Chuchnova.”
“Okay,” said Apalkov, and with that, Pavlov left.
What a weird moment.
It wasn’t the strangest thing he’d ever seen. Combat could change even the hardest, most jaded soldier. This wasn’t Apalkov’s first time on the surface, but these things could creep up on you…or hit suddenly, with no warning.
Advice which totally didn’t apply to him, of course. The whole thing with Minsky wasn’t clouding his judgement at all.
Not even a little bit.





 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 10
 
 
Hammerfall
 
APALKOV
WAS
WEIRDING
HIM
OUT. Fortunately, the chug of whisky he’d taken muffled those strange, nagging thoughts and pushed them out of his mind. The station’s computer guided him toward Chuchnova, a little marker appearing in his visor. He followed the electronic guide, which led down toward her quarters.
A simple steel door, closed, labelled Chief Scientist. He pulled out Apalkov’s flask, took another quick sip to wash down the whisky, and knocked politely.
“Ah,” said Chuchnova, pulling open the door with a wide smile. “Lieutenant Pavlov.”
“Doctor Chuchnova,” he said, inclining his head formally. “Just giving you my report.”
She beckoned him inside. Did that woman ever stop smiling? “That sounds wonderful,” she said. “I’ll make you tea.”
He was always partial to tea, but for some reason, he didn’t want to be indebted to this woman, even through a minor politeness. “Kind, but unnecessary,” said Pavlov, but he stepped into the threshold of her door anyway. The inside of her room was sparsely furnished: a single bed pushed against the wall, a steel work desk, and a handful of computers. A small white vase, empty, sat on a coffee table by her bed. It was starkly plain, no pictures, no photographs, no dirty clothes lying on the floor—Minsky had called it the floor-drobe—no…personality. No life.
“You and your men really cut those Separatists apart,” said Chuchnova. “Боже мой, you were right. I have to hand it to you…you handle yourself so much better than we ever could. You fight like the Devil.”
Sorry, God, he thought to himself. I’m not the Devil. I’m your hand. You’re with me.
“Surprisingly enough,” said Pavlov, “professional soldiers fight better than civilians.” He held up his hand. “It’s not a slight against you. Pretty sure you can work that computer much better than I can. I could barely ask the system to find where you were. Killing people is what we do.”
Chuchnova poured water into two mugs, put them in the heater, and in an instant, they were boiling. She dipped a tea bag in each. “How do you like yours?”
“Black like my soul,” he said. “And no sugar. I’m sweet enough already.”
“Right,” said Chuchnova, cupping her mug in both hands, her strangely persistent smile continuing unabated. “So. The Separatists…”
“Two spetsnaz were slightly injured,” said Pavlov. “Their fingers hurt from pulling the trigger so much.”
Chuchnova chuckled. “Like I said, you did well.” She paused, bringing her drink up to her lips and sipping. “Do you know much about the neo-Communist movement?”
Pavlov groaned audibly. Minsky had been into that shit…bringing back that memory put him on edge and once again tightened his chest.
No, not now. He had this…he had this.
The feeling passed.
“Yeah,” he said. “Enough to know how stupid it is. And I know how defectors from the USSR would see American supermarkets and break down crying because there was so much food, and so many varieties, available that it didn’t seem real to them. The neo-Communists forget all that; they see the good, not the bad. They’re people venerating a police state, an idea that’s hundreds of years old, a plan for government that failed wherever it was implemented.”
Chuchnova nodded in agreement. “Regretfully, post-Communist Russia took the worst parts of American capitalism and the worst parts of USSR communism and created modern Russia. Which is basically the same as old Russia. Karl Marx forgot to consider human nature.”
“Communism would work great if it were robots, not people, involved. Humans like being arses to each other.”
Her lips curled up even more. “We do,” she said. “Which is why the neo-Communists have a much better way. A stronger way. A way we can forge ahead without any of these…human frailties.”
“We?” Pavlov stiffened slightly. “Doctor Chuchnova—”
“Call me Mika,” she said, sipping more of her tea.
The woman was mighty political for a cow-fucker. “Doctor Chuchnova, I’m just here to give you my report, then I’m going to go back to protecting this facility. When the fighting and dying are done, I’m going to go home.”
She tilted her head. “It’s odd that an officer would bunk down with enlisted men. Are you sure you don’t want to stay here?”
First she had tried to brush them away, up on the landing pad, and now she wanted them to stay? “Live here with the scientists?” Pavlov laughed. “I may be an officer, but I’m a Dog, too. Dogs go in the kennel.”
“I meant,” Chuchnova said, with a softness that implied far more, “in here.”
His eyes nearly fell out. “I-in…your room?”
“That’s right,” she said, something in her eyes lighting up. “Stay here with me. I’ll show you how to live without human greed, human weakness, human selfishness. Together.”
What in the galaxy…what was she babbling about?
“You’re…sure?”
“Yes,” she said. “It’s been a long time, army boy.”
Army? Pavlov was Navy. He tried to defuse the situation. “It would never work,” he said, trying to smile. “I’m a guy, you’re a girl…we’re just so different.”
Chuchnova laughed, putting her hand in front of her mouth. Sure, she was pretty. Even a half-wit could see that. But Pavlov, well…Minsky’s body wasn’t yet cool, and he had never been interested in women. 
That didn’t mean they weren’t interested in him, though. It had been this way for—well, since forever. Spetsnaz were strong, and in peak physical condition. Women liked that. Too bad he didn’t like them. “Um, Doctor, I’m afraid it’s true, though. I, uh, kind of like boys, so that’s—”
She went to touch his arm.
There was a significance to it that he didn’t understand. A moment where, briefly, Chuchnova’s whole face lit up as though experiencing some kind of release, the culmination of some kind of great excitement, executed in a single moment.
Pavlov pulled away just in time, staring banefully at her.
She stared back. This result was clearly not what she had anticipated.
“Look,” he said, “that was completely inappropriate.”
For a moment, he thought she might try again—she was leaning forward ever so slightly, eyes focused on his bare skin—but then she stiffened slightly and seemed to get a hold of herself. “I’m sorry,” she said.
“You’re damn right you’re sorry.”
“I’m sorry,” she said again, and this time, he almost believed she meant it. “It’s just…oh, God.” Her voice cracked. “It’s just, I’ve been here so long, and I’ve never shot a person before coming here—now I’ve shot two! And I was just starting to get used to it, starting to feel like it might be okay, and then—I just wanted something normal, something—”
“Stop,” said Pavlov, holding up his hands and taking another step backward. “Stop, stop. You don’t have to explain yourself, Doctor. Just…don’t try to touch me anymore.”
She was being weird. Beyond any kind of weird he’d ever experienced.
Chuchnova went to talk again, but Pavlov hushed her and, stepping back out of her room, could barely leave fast enough.





 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 11
 
 
Hammerfall
 
PAVLOV
WALKED
ALL
THE
WAY back to the kennel as fast as he could, his legs moving quickly, mind wandering far, far away from the little research station in the middle of the jungle.
Why was everyone so fucking weird all of a sudden?
Minsky was the last guy to show any interest in him. The Ukrainian bumpkin had been adorable in the way his words had all stumbled past his lips, barely able to get a properly formed sentence out.
Suddenly, much more than ever, Pavlov missed him.
He arrived at the kennel. The smell of the cow shit was gone—someone had sprayed some light scent into the area. A kindness he appreciated, but most importantly, everyone else was gone. Doing their duties. Cleaning up bodies. Checking weapons. Doing patrols.
The surge of emotions, the weirdness of Chuchnova, it all hit him like a brick. They’d been woken up from sleep, running on adrenaline…then the thing with Minsky, and…
He needed to rest.
Pavlov pulled up the thin blanket over his chin, wiggled around until he was lying on his side, and didn’t masturbate at all.
* * *
Pavlov’s Cell
 
“You’re disgusting,” said Yanovna, her face scrunching up.
“Hey,” said Pavlov, the throbbing pain in his head mercifully receding a little bit. “I said I didn’t do it.”
“Implying that…” She put her finger to her temple. “Ugh. Doesn’t matter. What was all that stuff about…live without human greed, human weakness, human selfishness anyway?”
He wasn’t ready to tell her that. “You’ll find out,” he said. “I just…you won’t believe me. Not yet.”
“So far everything seems to be going okay,” said Yanovna. “I mean, it’s a shit show full of insane weirdoes, but what deployment isn’t? That doesn’t justify killing them all.”
Pavlov said nothing, resting his chin in his hands.
“Okay,” she said, a mildly soothing edge to her tone. “Sorry. I know you’re getting to that part. What happened next?”
“Well,” said Pavlov, taking in a deep breath, “as is usual for Russian history, things got worse.”
* * *
The Kennel
Hammerfall
 
By morning the dropship was gone.
The whine of its engines, straining to break orbit, reverberated throughout Hammerfall. Pavlov patched his visor into one of the outside cameras. He could see the dropship pushing through the upper atmosphere, shooting flares out in every direction.
Paranoia. Although, technically, paranoia was the delusional fear that someone was out to get you. If they really were out to get you, your fears were merely prudence.
Ilyukhina was still asleep. She had been sharing the same shift as him, so that was understandable. Might as well let her have a little more. No harm in it. 
He pulled up his visor to rub his face, then put it back down and flicked through his incoming messages. Most of them were quick, one-line status reports automatically generated by the station’s computers. His squad was healthy, everyone was at their post, and the facility’s security system was in place and working. There was, however, one communiqué that stood out.
 
SAM site moved overnight. Looks like you’re out of its range now—but it might be back. Returned to the Fat Lady. Almost out of ammunition anyway. Have a good time down in the mud! I’ll buy you a drink when you get back to the Varyag.
— Chainsaw
 
Well, that was a blow. The dropship had been their trump card, but without any ammunition, the miniguns were useless, and the ship itself an expensive liability. It was a miracle it hadn’t been hit during the mortar bombardment. It was good that it was gone.
So he told himself.
Pavlov shoved a processed protein bar into his face with all the enthusiasm of an underpaid prostitute, then rummaged through his rucksack for his canteen. He drank, then strapped his pistol to his side, knife to his ankle, and clipped on his armour. Dressed and ready, he slung his rifle over his chest and wandered out into the hallway, rubbing the encrusted sleep from his eyes.
And walked right into a total stranger with a plasma thrower.
For the briefest second, they both stood there in stunned silence, taking in each other’s appearance. The stranger was a man—brown hair, dark, almost black skin, and he had the sun-weathered face of a farmer. Short. Skinny, but carrying a big gun that a man like him shouldn’t have been able to lift. It was typically mounted on vehicles.
Pavlov drew his pistol in one smooth motion. The farmer swung the barrel of his plasma thrower toward him, the tip ominously glowing as it powered up. But Pavlov was faster; his pistol met the guy’s chin, knocking him back. Pavlov stepped into his space, driving his knee into the man’s gut. The guy slumped over, weapon clattering to the deck.
In training, Pavlov and the other spetsnaz had been regularly given an exercise. Computer projections would pop up on their visor: green for shoot, red for not. Training them to take action quickly.
In that brief moment, he’d reacted almost on instinct. Pavlov was grateful for that training.
The guy rolled around on the ground, groaning pitifully. He really didn’t seem like a soldier, despite his impressive gun, and he’d gone down like a sack of potatoes. Pavlov pointed his pistol at the stranger’s face, then took a hand off to touch his radio. “Intruder alert, intruder alert. Lock down the facility.” He shouted into the doorway, “Ilyukhina, wake the fuck up!”
Hammerfall’s alarms started ringing out, flooding the corridor with red light. Now the computer decided to do something; its cameras, its sensors, should have identified this person long before Pavlov was literally running into him. What had gone wrong?
Someone had dropped the ball. He would find out exactly who in time, and their lives would become shit, but that was a job for later. For now…
Pavlov grabbed the stranger by his collar, pulling him up to his feet. “Who the fuck are you? How did you enter this facility?”
The guy, seemingly, recovered his wits almost immediately. He grabbed Pavlov’s armoured shoulder pad, the one to his left, and pulled with a force that seemed impossible for one of his small stature. It strained and broke off.
The force wrenched his arm, pulling it out of his socket. Pavlov felt, rather than heard, the click as it dislocated. Then he was flying, spinning through the air, before the steel of the bulkhead stopped him.
Everything went kind of fuzzy. Pavlov’s helmet and its Mark VII steel composite plates absorbed much of the impact, but the skull beneath was Mark I human. He landed on his back, staring up at the ceiling, and at the blurry form of the intruder he thought he’d dispatched stepping over toward him, hand reaching for the gap in his armour. For his…shoulder?
There was something in the man’s eyes. Pavlov had seen plenty of men try to kill him. Growing up in rough neighbourhoods. Separatists. Even a junkie with voices in her head, once.
This guy didn’t have that look. He wasn’t trying to kill him.
He was trying to save him.
Pavlov wiggled like a worm, kicking back, trying to get away, but the man stepped after him, grabbing Pavlov’s left wrist. The armoured sleeve groaned and bent as the man, with impossible strength, crushed it with his bare fingers.
Warning, said his visor. Structural integrity failure.
“Everything’s going to be okay,” said the man. “Just relax.” He held him tight, pinned to the deck with a single hand, his other reaching for the gap in Pavlov’s armour.
Then, right as their skin was about to make contact, the guy’s head burst like a melon hit with a bat.
Gore splattered onto the walls, onto his cheek. Pavlov’s ears rang with the sound.
Ilyukhina fired twice more, blasting the man’s body against the bulkhead, just to make sure he was dead.
“You okay, sir?” she asked, stepping up to him and giving the headless corpse a swift kick in the gut.
His right arm hung limply out of its socket. Pavlov bit his lower lip and, with a firm thud, slammed his shoulder into the deck. It popped back into place. Painful, but he’d had worse. “I will be,” he said.
The broken armour on his left arm, though, was more of a concern. It was crushed in the pattern of a man’s hand. The intruder, whoever he was, had easily crushed metal that could deflect simple automatic weapons fire.
“What the fuck?” asked Ilyukhina, lowering her weapon, staring at the damage in amazement.





 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 12
 
 
Pavlov’s Cell
 
THE
SCEPTICAL
CURL
OF YANOVNA’S upper lip told him everything he needed to know.
“I told you,” said Pavlov, grinding his teeth. “I knew you wouldn’t believe me. And, hah…we haven’t even gotten to the good part yet.”
She squinted slightly. “The tensile strength of your armour—”
“I know.”
“What you’re telling me is simply not possible, Pavlov. A standard shoulder plate is rated to withstand—”
“I know!” Pavlov stood up and yanked up his shirt. He pointed to an area on his shoulder, a little round dimple about a centimetre in diameter, neatly healed by bioform. “About four months ago, I got shot,” he said. “I’m sure you remember. Straight through the armour, below the shoulder plate, then out the other side. In and out. I know it takes a specialised, high velocity, armour-piercing round to do that—the kind of round that doesn’t tumble or deform when they hit you because they’re too hard and going too fast. I know they have to just punch neat little holes, because they have to, because when it comes to standard rounds, the armour we wear is, in a very literal sense, bulletproof.” He pulled his shirt back down. “So…believe me, I know. And he still did it. Crushed the forearm bracer like it was a can of borscht.”
“Боже мой.” Yanovna tapped the side of her tablet, turning it off. “Listen, Pavlov, you’re on thin ice as it is. You can’t expect me to go to the captain with these fairy tales…stories of strange men who sneak into your base carrying crew-served weapons like they’re sacks of flour.” She leaned forward, the overhead light forming ominous shadows on her face. “You realise that your squadmates are dead, right? A lot of people saw the explosion of Hammerfall. They know you got away. They want answers—and the simplest answer is that the squad’s commanding officer went crazy and blew the place to atoms. What you’re telling me so far only confirms this theory.”
He took a long, lingering breath, trying to steady himself. She was right. He wouldn’t have believed it if she was the one telling it to him.
“I told you,” he said, slumping back down on the cell’s uncomfortable, hard bed. “It doesn’t make any sense.”
Yanovna walked away, out of view. For a moment, he thought he was done—but, thank God, she came back, carrying a chair. She put it down, sat in it, and stared at him for some time, her chin in her hands.
Pavlov stared back.
“Fine,” she said at last. “Let’s assume for a moment that I believe you. Let’s say I accept that there was some guy in your base, mysteriously, who was about to enter your domicile and kill you and your sergeant while you slept, and this man possessed super strength—but conveniently died before he could be questioned.” She took a breath. “And, of course, you conveniently returned without the damaged pieces of your armour, so your story could not be verified in any way, nor did you send through any reports that anything was amiss at all.”
“That is pretty crazy,” said Chainsaw from the next cell over. “Sorry, comrade. It just is.”
“Stop calling me comrade,” said Pavlov, and then he turned back to Yanovna. “And I tried to send through a report. It was the first thing I went to do…”
* * *
The Kennel
Hammerfall
 
“Talk to me, sir,” said Ilyukhina, slowly holstering her pistol. “What’s going on?”
“Everything’s going to shit.”
“Well, that makes a nice change of pace.” Ilyukhina’s breath fogged her visor. “Who was that?”
Pavlov took a deep breath, eyes drifting down to the body. “I don’t know. Some guy. I just walked right into him, coming out of the kennel. He was heading right for us…coming to get us while we slept.”
Ilyukhina tilted her head as she, too, stared at the dead stranger. “Arf arf. Sounds like he’s the kind of guy who squeezes toothpaste from the middle of the tube.”
An apt description for a skulking murderer. “I have to report this,” said Pavlov. He slid off the broken armour piece, careful not to cut himself on the shards, and fit his hand into the dent, just to be sure it was real. It fit perfectly.
“You definitely should,” said Ilyukhina. “Definitely, sir.”
“Our suit’s radio won’t reach into orbit,” he said. Especially true with the polar orbit that the Varyag had adopted over Syrene. “And the local communications facilities were damaged in the attack.”
“Maybe we should un-damage them,” said Ilyukhina. “This area of Syrene is remote, but if we could snag transportation to Druzhba City, we could get whatever parts we needed and repair it.”
That was actually a solid plan. “Let’s do that,” he said. “I’ll make sure to tell Fleet Command that it was all my idea and take all the credit.”
Ilyukhina smiled. “Isn’t that what officers are for, sir?”
“Something like that.” Pavlov forced himself to look at the headless body sprawled near him. “Hey Apalkov,” he said into his radio. “I got another body for you to dispose of.”
He expected bitching. Complaining. Instead, the medic’s voice was calm and almost bored, as though Pavlov were relaying information about the weather. “Where?”
“Outside the kennel. Plenty of blood everywhere, too. Your favourite.”
“I’ll be there in a few minutes,” said Apalkov, as though Pavlov had asked him to perform the most mundane of tasks.
Pavlov closed the link and consulted the facility’s computer. The medium-range communications equipment was held in the server room in the basement. He waited until Ilyukhina was dressed properly, in her armour too, and then together they walked through the facility toward the stairs leading to the basement.
They passed through the cow level. Big dumb cows stared at them like they were foreign intruders. Perhaps because they were. The whole area reeked of cow shit and sweaty animals.
“How could this happen?” asked Pavlov, trying to keep his mind off the smell. “I feel like I’m losing my mind.”
“Maybe you are,” said Ilyukhina.
“Everyone’s acting so weird.”
“You know what they say, sir…if everyone you meet is a total weirdo, maybe you’re the weirdo.”
Maybe that was true. Pavlov let it go, trying to ignore the quiet mooing around him.
“Hey sir,” said Ilyukhina, her rifle pressed snugly to her armoured chest. “Speaking of weirdos…do you think Apalkov has been acting kind of strange recently?”
Oh, thank God. Someone else had noticed. “You mean, like, for most of the deployment? Yeah. I noticed.”
“Kind of worried about him,” said Ilyukhina.
“That’s odd for you,” Pavlov said, but he held up his hand. “I mean…it’s good you noticed. But, you know, worrying about other people isn’t exactly what you’re best known for.”
“Yeah.” Ilyukhina laughed. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, sir, I don’t give a shit about him really—but he’s our medic, and our certified Combat Stress Reaction guy to boot. If he goes loopy, we’re supposed to call in the Varyag for support, but if we can’t fix the radio, the Fat Lady can’t help us. What are we supposed to do then?”
“Going to be honest, not sure the Officer’s Field Manual really covers this kind of situation.”
“Guess we shoot him,” said Ilyukhina.
Pavlov stepped past the animal pens and turned toward the stair that led down to the building’s basement. “Yeah. Guess so.”
They walked further. The lighting was poor down here—the illumination must have been damaged by the mortar strikes. Maybe that was what freaked the cows out during the attack. Fortunately, the stairway loomed.
Lighting was completely out in the basement. His visor adjusted, adding in thermal imagery.
His visor flickered briefly between heat and optics, and in that moment, he saw something else. A body, slumped at the base of the stairs.
Karpola, her skull crushed into red paste.





 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 13
 
 
Basement
Hammerfall
 
HE
TOOK
A
SECOND
TO process the body lying there. It was definitely Karpola.
Yet the green light on his visor showing her life sign still pulsed strongly. Heartbeat calm and quiet, brain activity normal, as though she were sitting and reading a book. According to the interface, she was on duty on the landing pad.
Pavlov and Ilyukhina exchanged a look.
“All units, all units, priority alert.” Pavlov took a deep breath. “Karpola’s dead. Sound off by the numbers. Pavlov here.”
“Ilyukhina here.” She shook her head at Karpola’s corpse. “Fuck.”
“Likhovtseva here. Sir, I’m showing her as fine on my sensors.”
Pavlov gritted his teeth. “I know. Ignore them. Sensors are compromised. Next.”
“Jakov here.” He sounded disturbed, as one might expect.
“Tomlin here.” Calm as a cucumber.
Here was the hole where Karpola’s voice should be. A brief moment of silence, then Pavlov said, “Skip.”
“Stolina here.”
“Apalkov here.”
“Marchenko here.”
Everyone was okay except Karpola. That was something at least. He took a deep breath. “Copy, acknowledged. Please be advised, sensors are compromised. We can’t rely on our systems—Karpola is definitely dead, and we don’t know what other systems have been tampered with. For the moment, remain at your posts, but be wary of more intruders in the base. Break. ” He took a breath to think. “Actually, belay my last. Everyone to the lower levels. We’re going to perform a sweep of this entire structure, bottom to top, and we’re going to find answers. How copy, all?”
Everyone acknowledged, then Pavlov closed the channel.
“Damn,” said Ilyukhina, running her tongue over her teeth. “We should check the computers while we’re here.”
“Right,” said Pavlov, and then he slowly made his way down the stairs to the bottom.
The whole room was bathed in green, the energy from the reactor core. Pavlov gingerly stepped over Karpola’s body.
God, I promise I’ll take care of her when I know it’s safe.
He made his way to the server room, weapon pressed snugly against his shoulder, the only light the illumination of the reactor core.





 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 14
 
 
Pavlov’s Cell
 
“I THOUGHT
YOU
SAID
YOU killed them all?” Yanovna tapped on her tablet. “Your squadmates, I mean.”
“I didn’t specify all,” said Pavlov. “And just to be clear for whatever you’re writing down: no, I didn’t kill Karpola. She was with us on many missions…I mourned her loss.”
“Did you bury her?”
“No,” said Pavlov. “We didn’t have time. Believe me, I wanted to. I was going to bury her out by the outskirts of the facility, away from the Separatist dead.”
Chainsaw shifted on his bed in the next cell over. Pavlov had almost forgotten she was there. “You know,” said Chainsaw, “if that body is recoverable, skull crushed and all, forensics might be able to match up what killed her. It’s not definite proof of your superman, but it’s something, no?”
Pavlov wished his hangover would clear up. “You’re right. The body would definitely have survived the destruction of the facility’s reactor that was, you know, fifteen metres away from where she was lying. If we could just dig down under the rubble, then it would be the smoking gun to prove what I’m saying is true.”
“Not quite,” said Yanovna carefully. “Even if we hypothetically recovered that body—”
“Which we can’t,” said Pavlov. “It was incinerated.”
“That would only be proof that Karpola is dead, although it might prove to be evidence—flimsy, circumstantial evidence—that would mitigate your responsibility in this matter.”
“At this point,” said Pavlov, “I don’t think I’ll look a gift horse, one less murder charge, in the mouth.”
“Wise advice,” said Yanovna. “Although, as discussed, that’s unlikely.”
Right. “Anyway,” said Pavlov. “The next thing we checked out was the reactor…”
* * *
Basement
Hammerfall
 
Away from the main staircase, the facility’s reactor core throbbed with power, various tubes and lights glowing faintly in the dark. Almost all green.
The colour came from the coolant pipes. The liquid flowed, the lifeblood of the entire building, the reactor its throbbing, beating heart. The instrument was small—only the size of a car—but even being a few metres away made his hair stand on end, tingling slightly against his scalp. The raw power of it was palpable.
“Keep your weapons tight,” said Pavlov. “If we hit that thing…”
Ilyukhina pointed to one of the cooling pipes. It was heavily dented, scratched and beaten, and there were dozens of shell casings lying in a small pile near one of the corners. “Looks like someone already tried. Fortunately, I think you’d need an AT-rocket or something to get through that kind of smart-steel.”
Thank God for Russian over-engineering. You came through for me, God. If that coolant pipe had been breached, we would have all been killed in our sleep. I know you have a plan for everyone, but I kind of hope that whatever you’ve got in store for me is a little more important than being blown to subatomic particles without having the chance to shit my pants before all is said and done.
Swearing at God always seemed odd to him, but He forgave all sins.
“Sir?” asked Ilyukhina. “You okay?”
“Sorry,” he said. “Just…thinking about what might have happened if that thing had breached. Who do you think did it?”
“Our friend, no doubt,” said Ilyukhina. “He probably saw Karpola here and took her out. But what was she doing in the basement? She was supposed to be on duty with Tomlin.”
A niggling, nasty thought crept into his mind. “You don’t think…it was her who tried to blow the thing, do you?”
Ilyukhina grimaced sceptically. “You’re telling me that she tried to destroy the reactor in the building she was living in, and when her rifle couldn’t finish the job, she…crushed her own head?”
Pavlov could not possibly explain it. “Let’s check the servers,” he said. “See if we can get the radio working. Talk to Fleet Command.”
“It is the height of delusion to think that Fleet Command would grow ears to hear, a heart to care, and a brain to decide.” Ilyukhina adjusted her visor, flicking between vision modes. “But what the hell.”
The basement was the smallest of all levels, and in a few moments, they were outside the room labelled Computer Equipment.
“Ready?” he asked.
“Do it.” Ilyukhina gripped her rifle tight.
Pulling open the door, a quick look told him everything he needed to know. The entire server room was toast. Someone had gone to town on it with a steel bar, bashing everything into scrap. Exposed wires and shattered circuit boards lay in pieces all around, their cases and mounting frames bent beyond recognition.
In the centre of the room, plugged in with blackened wires, was a new system. A black, oblong box. Featureless except for its vents. It hummed away quietly.
“What the hell is this?” Pavlov circled it cautiously.
Ilyukhina ran her hand along the top of it, her fingers coming away with a thin coat of dust. “This isn’t a new installation. Whoever installed this did so long before we arrived.”
He scrolled though the facility’s logs on his computer. “It’s not on the system logs,” he said.
“Figures,” said Ilyukhina. “If at first you don’t succeed, destroy all evidence that you tried.”
Still, such a thing would have had to have been done with the head scientist’s approval. Pavlov’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “Chuchnova.”
“It looks like a replacement mainframe.” Ilyukhina squatted beside it, pulling out a cable from her visor. She plugged in. “Yup,” she said, reading off her visor. “This is the ‘main system’ of the building we’ve all been interfacing with. It’s replaced whatever was there before. It’s been monitoring our communications, lying to us, and generally playing spy. I’m guessing it hid the Separatist who got into the building.”
Computers. “I’m not exactly a tech,” said Pavlov, “but I know how to deal with spies.” He unclipped a claymore mine and magnetically attached it to the side of the box. The device hummed as it armed.
“Right you are, sir,” said Ilyukhina.
They stepped outside, closed the door, hid behind the wall for good measure, and Pavlov pressed the detonator.
Kra-kow. The whole room shook. Dust and ashes filled the air, giving the whole basement a foggy quality.
The display on his visor winked out, then returned as the local systems took up the slack. They wouldn’t have location information and would have to rely less on their systems, but at least their data was accurate.
Karpola’s true data came through. Red. Flat. Dead. 
So did everyone else’s. Most of the squad’s heartbeats were up, especially the new guys. There was also something…odd with some of their brainwaves. Higher Delta-frequency wave patterns, as though they were all sleepwalking. Apalkov’s, too. Only his, Ilyukhina’s and Likhovtseva’s were normal.
The three new guys were weird. Apalkov was weird.
What was going on?
Then he heard footsteps, and he and Ilyukhina raised their rifles together.





 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 15
 
 
Pavlov’s Cell
 
“SO,” SAID YANOVNA. “NOW
WE’RE starting to get somewhere. Delta brainwaves, was it?”
“Yeah.” Pavlov cupped his right hand in his left, trying to focus. “I didn’t think much of it at the time. I’m not a doctor. It was just something I noticed.”
“But,” said Chainsaw from the next cell over, “it’s evidence, isn’t it? Can we review the combat logs and see these Delta brainwaves for ourselves?”
That was a good point. His helmet recorded everything. “I told you, I don’t have my armour. It was left behind in the base. And the mainframe backup…toast.”
Yanovna nodded understandingly, though it seemed slightly condescending. “Right.”
“Anyway,” said Pavlov. “So our systems were crippled by the loss of the mainframe, and we heard footsteps…”
* * *
Basement
Hammerfall
 
Pavlov almost shot Jakov in the head as he came around the corner, weapon similarly raised. Twice in one day, he was grateful for the red-green training.
“Cука блядь,” said Pavlov, exhaling and lowering his weapon. “Took your damn time.”
“I was on the other side of the facility,” said Jakov breathlessly, looking around at the smoky basement, his eyes briefly flicking to Karpola’s body. “Where’s everyone else? They should have been here by now.”
I’m not sure they’re coming, Pavlov wanted to say, but he kept his mouth shut. A swift look at his readouts showed that Jakov’s brainwaves were normal.
“Fuck those guys,” said Ilyukhina. “They’re all crazy.”
“You noticed too?” asked Jakov, to Pavlov’s infinite relief. “Apalkov turned into a boy scout, stopped drinking, and there’s something weird and fucked up about the new guys. Just something in their eyes, you know? Unsettling. Bunch of psychopaths with scrambled eggs for brains.”
“Maybe they’re all like that in Vitaly Three,” said Pavlov. “Bit morose. Standoffish. Weird. The Khorsky system sounds like a lovely place to vacation.”
“We should go there after we’re done with here,” said Ilyukhina. “Catch the crazy, too.”
Everyone laughed the same nervous, relieved laughter they had in the dropship. It seemed such a wild idea, that simply being in a place might make someone insane.
Then, silence.
“So,” said Pavlov. “We can’t report back to the Varyag. We’re here on our own.”
“You’re in command,” said Ilyukhina. “Your word goes, sir.”
That was a fancy way of saying, I have no fucking idea either.
His guess was as good as anyone’s. “Let’s meet up with the others. Whatever’s gotten into them, we can talk it through.”
“Yes, sir,” said Jakov, the very edges of his words clipped with sarcasm. “Let’s try and talk. Arf to the motherfucking arf.”
With weapons in hand, the three of them climbed the stairs out of the basement and away from the ruined mainframe. Pavlov took point, rifle held comfortably in his hands. He turned left coming out of the stairs, walked to the end of the passageway, and carefully peeked around the corner.
It was that caution that saved him as the crack crack of rounds snapped into the bulkhead, screaming past his ears. “Cука блядь!” He pulled his head back as more bullets whizzed past the doorway like angry wasps.
Apalkov had tried to shoot him.
“It’s me!” shouted Pavlov. “You говноед! Мудак!” What an arsehole.
No response. Apalkov was out there, though. Just waiting for him to poke his head out. Pavlov moved the tip of his rifle around the corner, activating a camera on the side of the rifle’s foregrip, projecting the view onto his visor.
Apalkov was prone at the end of the corner, rifle propped up on his elbow. There was something on his face—a happiness that was so genuine and so complete that, for a second, Pavlov couldn’t help but be vaguely shaken by it. 
“Apalkov?” asked Pavlov. “I’m strongly considering coming out now. Don’t shoot.”
Again, no response. Only that creepy, continuous smile. Hardly reassuring.
“I just want to talk to you,” said Pavlov. “You’re stressed out. You’re sick. There’s something in your brain—”
“Something wonderful,” said Apalkov, the joy dripping from his voice.
“Are you high?” asked Pavlov. “Drugs? Is that it? The guys from the Khorsky sector give you something while you were out together, in the jungle?” He tilted the camera slightly. “Because we can help with that, too. Rehab is a thing. You know that Yanovna will be good to you. I’ll talk to her. We’ll just ship you back to the Varyag, and we’ll get you clean. Even spetsnaz can get addicted to things. Just gotta come clean, we can help you.”
“You couldn’t possibly understand.” Apalkov smiled at him through the weird fish-eye lens of the camera. “Not yet. But you will.”
“I’m not taking any of your weird drugs,” said Pavlov. “So…how about we all calm down, and you stop pointing that gun in ways that make me nervous?”
Apalkov aimed right toward the camera. Through it, Pavlov could see straight down the barrel.
There was a flash and a shot that nearly tore the gun out of his hands.
What the fuck? thought Pavlov. The guy is crazy.
“What the fuck?” said Ilyukhina. “The guy is crazy.”
“That’s what I was thinking,” said Jakov.
Right.
Pavlov considered, staring down at the smoking foregrip of his gun. The camera was broken, but the barrel didn’t seem dented…it could still fire. Probably.
Would it come to that? The weirdos were just sick…they needed help. But at the same time, Apalkov had shown he was ready to use force.
“Let’s get out of here,” he said. “We should exfil from the building.”
“What?” Ilyukhina gripped her rifle tight. “You mean, leave Hammerfall? Go out into the jungle, where the enemy is?”
“I’m not afraid of the Separatists,” said Pavlov. “If they show their faces, we can take them on. But our own guys…”
Ilyukhina and Jakov said nothing.
Pavlov took a breath, trying to formulate a plan. Focus, focus…
“Honestly,” said Ilyukhina, “that’s not a bad idea. We can get out into the jungle, and we can make for the city…call the Fat Lady, get her to come down to extract us, then blow the whole station from orbit.”
“I’m all for that,” said Jakov. “Let Fleet turn this place into rubble.”
“What about the scientists?” asked Ilyukhina. “Who’ll protect them now?”
“We’ll take them with us.”
The two others nodded. “Arf arf.”
Pavlov took a deep breath, shouldered his rifle, and then he led his team up the stairs toward the cows.





 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 16
 
 
Pavlov’s Cell
 
“WAIT,” SAID YANOVNA, HER
EYES widening slightly. “You abandoned your post?”
“Our post was gone,” said Pavlov. “The lunatics were running the asylum. Saving the scientists became our priority. We needed to report what we’d discovered. So we left.”
“Right,” said Yanovna. “How did that go?”
Pavlov snorted. “Well, since you asked…”
* * *
Basement
Hammerfall
 
Pavlov held the tiny metal cross in one hand and draped a cloth over the shattered mess that was once Karpola’s face. It was the best he could do.
“I feel like I should say something,” he said. “Doesn’t feel right to just…leave her here.”
“So go ahead,” said Ilyukhina. “Say whatever you like. She doesn’t give a shit. She’s dead.”
Her body might not, but her immortal soul, well…
Pavlov took a breath.
 
“God our Father, 
Your power brings us to birth, 
Your providence guides our lives, 
and by Your command we return to dust.
 
Lord, those who die still live in Your presence, 
their lives change but do not end. 
I pray in hope for my family, 
relatives and friends, 
and for all the dead known to You alone. 
 
In company with Christ, 
Who died and now lives, 
may they rejoice in Your kingdom, 
where all our tears are wiped away. 
Unite us together again in one family, 
to sing Your praise forever and ever.
 
Amen.”
 
Ilyukhina shook her head. “All that unite us together again in one family crap sounds like what the neo-Communists say.”
She and he did not agree on matters of religion—frankly, she was in the majority these days—but he let it slide. “The USSR and the church were hardly friends,” said Pavlov. “No more than us and those scientists are friends. We might be on the same side, but we basically hate each other. The state worked tirelessly to eliminate the church and its believers, and the church, in turn, undermined the state basically every chance it got until finally it was re-legitimised. Religion is the opiate of the people and all that.”
“Great,” said Ilyukhina. “Well, ancient history aside…now that we’ve appeased the wrath of your imaginary sky father, sir, let’s get the hell out of here.”
“Arf arf.” On that they could all agree. It was time to go. Weapons and equipment were gathered—Pavlov took care to take the broken remains of Karpola’s helmet to stop any potential interference to their own systems—and then they all checked each other’s equipment.
When everyone was ready, the three of them made their way upward, weapons in hand and game faces on. They made their way past the cows, who regarded them silently with their big, brown, dumb cow eyes, and slowly, slowly, made their way toward the upper levels. 
Without the help of the building’s sensors, they would have to do things the old-fashioned way.
Room by room clear.
It was a common misconception that CQB—Close Quarters Battle—involved a lot of running and jumping and diving. In reality, it was a slow creep. Step by step. Inch by inch. Lots of talking. There was no stealth or subterfuge. Only slow, careful advancement.
Combat of any sort was never slick, or contiguous, or smooth, and it was never what anyone expected.
The only guarantee was that there were no guarantees.
“Clear,” said Pavlov, checking another corridor. Together they crept forward, weapons ready. Every noise, every creak of the bulkhead invited close scrutiny. One of their former compatriots could be waiting behind every corner. There might be traps. Bombs. Every step took them closer to an ambush.
 The temptation to avoid taking steps was strong, but every step also took them closer to locating the scientists. And every step closer to the scientists took them closer to the building’s exit and the relative safety of being outside.
“Clear.”
“Clear.”
“Clear.”
Upward and upward.
“Hey,” asked Ilyukhina, “our pilot…Chainsaw. Why do you think they call her Chainsaw?”
* * *
Pavlov’s Cell
 
“That’s actually a good question,” said Pavlov to the pilot sitting across from him. “Why do they call you Chainsaw anyway? Because you think you’re tough or something?”
“What?” Yanovna glared at him. “What does this have to do with anything?”
“It’s just something Ilyukhina asked, is all. I figure now is a good time to find out.”
Chainsaw chuckled at that. “Well, someone’s never been to flight school.”
“What does that mean?” asked Pavlov.
“It means, when you arrive, your fellow pilots give you a nickname. You won’t like it. If you complain, you’ll get a worse one.”
That made sense. All branches of the military had similar traditions. “Okay, so what does Chainsaw mean?”
“It’s starting to get toward 23:30, so you’ll find out soon.” Chainsaw grimaced. “It means…I snore. A lot. Like a running—”
“Like a running chainsaw. Got it.” Pavlov was hardly looking forward to that.
“Anyway,” said Yanovna, bristling slightly at the interruption. “So, you were heading upward…”
* * *
Basement
Hammerfall
 
“Who cares why they call anyone anything?” said Pavlov. “I’ll ask her if I see her again. Let’s keep focused.”
That put an end to it. Pavlov peeked around the corner.
A hand. The barrel of a gun.
“Contact!” he said, pulling back.
“Who’s there?” asked a woman. Chuchnova. Her voice trembled as much as the rifle in her hands.
“It’s Pavlov,” he said. Their last interaction had been so weird. Why had she made things weird? Made this whole task of not-shooting-each-other so much harder.
“And who else?”
That was a weird question, but he knew why she was asking. “Me, Ilyukhina, and Jakov. If you’re asking because you’re worried we’ve gone crazy like the others, we haven’t. They’re shooting at us, too.”
A slight pause. “How can I be sure? I can’t ID you. Someone blew up the mainframe—”
“That was me,” he said. “The mainframe was compromised, so I…tactically un-compromised it.”
A brief moment of silence. Then she said, “How do I know you’re not one of…them?”
“The weirdos?”
“Yeah,” said Chuchnova. “This is your fault! Everything was fine before you got here. I mean, it wasn’t fine, but the Separatists…we could handle them. We could take care of ourselves.”
He narrowed his eyes. “You know,” said Pavlov, “I thought you were one of the weirdos. Jury’s still out on that, by the way.”
She spat onto the ground. “Those monsters butchered my team,” she said, the venom in her tone palpable. “They touched them, and then they changed. Some of them. He killed the rest. I came down here to take care of the…” She hesitated, trying to find the right word. “Remnants.
That surprised him. “Wait, everyone else is crazy or dead?”
“Yes. The blonde one, Tomlin…he came into the barracks with his rifle, and he…” She took a ragged breath. “I heard the shooting from my quarters. I saw the people he’d touched and made crazy. I slipped out through the air vent just in time. Now I’m here. I’m the only one left.”
There was no need to hear anything more. “I’m coming out,” Pavlov said. “I’m going to have my hands up, and I’m going to ask real nicely that you don’t do anything real stupid.”
“Okay,” said Chuchnova.
Cautiously, Pavlov propped his weapon up against the wall and stepped out into the corridor, hands at eye level, and stared down the barrel of Chuchnova’s rifle.





 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 17
 
 
Corridor
Hammerfall
 
“OKAY,” SAID PAVLOV. TIME
TO see if Chuchnova was crazy or not. He stood in the hallway with his hands up. “I’m here. Like I said.”
For a second, he thought, genuinely thought, she might shoot him. Her finger was curled around the trigger of her hunting rifle, the barrel pointing straight at his chest. She sat there, clearly undecided.
Finally, finally, she lowered the gun. “Okay,” said Chuchnova. “Okay.”
Pavlov tried his best smile. “Well, it’s not always that a woman ends up pointing a gun at me after I reject her. Not always.”
She laughed, which was a good sign. Nervous laughter. But better than nothing. “Yeah,” said Chuchnova. “Right.”
He extended his hand, helping her up from her prone position. She took it, grasping firmly, and Pavlov pulled her forward, extended his leg, and tripped her onto her chest.
Chuchnova landed with a rough thud, the wind blown out of her. Pavlov crouched over her, placing his knee into the small of her back and using the weight of his body and armour to pin her. He grabbed Karpola’s helmet and jammed it onto Chuchnova’s head.
She groaned and kicked feebly, but Pavlov held it on while the sensors adjusted. Finally, the data began to flow in. Accelerated heart rate and high amounts of adrenaline—that was all normal—and most tellingly…Delta brainwaves in the normal range.
“Sorry,” he said, letting her up. “We just have a way of checking to see if someone’s gone crazy.”
Chuchnova spat an entirely deserved, but remarkably creative, string of insults at him as she pulled off the helmet, her breath coming in dry wheezes.
As she recovered, Ilyukhina and Jakov came out from the passage behind him.
“Did you really have to hurt her?” asked Jakov, regarding Chuchnova with a critical eye. “We need her to be able to move…”
“We need her to not be crazy,” said Pavlov.
Chuchnova propped herself up into a sitting position, glaring at him. Pavlov merely shrugged.
“I was thinking,” he said, “that there’s something in the air here. It messes with people’s Delta brainwaves. Everyone who has the crazy has these distortions. I needed to be sure.”
“Thanks,” she wheezed, slowly climbing to a standing position.
“Your shooting stance is shit,” said Ilyukhina, eyeing Chuchnova with a critical eye. “Firstly, keep the stock of your rifle pressed firmly up against your shoulder.”
“Okay,” she said, straightening her back.
“Secondly…” Ilyukhina stepped right up to Chuchnova, used her hand to point the rifle toward Pavlov’s breastplate, and pulled the trigger. The round struck his chest armour and screamed as it ricocheted down the corridor.
“You’re going to need more than that to punch through our gear,” she said, letting the gun go. “And the crazy ones of us have the same stuff. You couldn’t have hurt us if you tried.”
Chuchnova’s face went white. “Fuck me in the arse with a lit candle,” she said. “What should I do? If I meet them, I mean? This 6-1 rifle is all we have…”
Pavlov considered. “Honestly, the best thing you could do is try to draw their fire. Let our heavy weapons take care of them. Your 6-1 is Soviet strong, comrade, but it can’t penetrate spetsnaz armour.”
Her eyes flicked to his weapon. “You wouldn’t happen to have a spare one of those, would you?”
Would that they did. Pavlov’s had a hole in it. “Sorry,” he said. “These things weigh a tonne. Let alone the ammo. Plus, they’re linked into our armour, so you wouldn’t be able to unlock its true potential anyway.”
She seemed to accept that, giving only a little nod. “Right. I guess I’ll make do with what I have.” She gave a lopsided grin. “Maybe I can annoy them to death, yes?”
“Well,” said Pavlov, “there is one other thing.” He jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “We’re leaving. Come with us. That rifle might bounce off spetsnaz armour, but it will, actually, kill Separatists. And they’re still out there.”
Chuchnova clicked on her safety. “I was actually about to suggest getting out of here, too.”
“What about your research?” asked Ilyukhina.
Chuchnova shrugged. “Most of it was on the mainframe, so it’s gone. The rest…well, honestly, we haven’t made much progress in months.”
“That’s what I wanted to hear,” said Pavlov. “Let’s get going.”





 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 18
 
 
Pavlov’s Cell
 
YANOVNA
TURNED
TO CHAINSAW. “AND you had no indication that anything like this was happening on the surface?”
“Nope,” she said, her voice muffled through the thick plastic that separated the two cells. “I never even stepped foot inside the building and was long gone by the time the shooting started.” There was a slight pause, as though Chainsaw was remembering some new detail. “Although, maybe that other thing might be worth following up on.”
“What other thing?” asked Pavlov, the ache in his head coming back.
“Well,” said Chainsaw. “On the way back to the Varyag, something weird happened…”
* * *
Cockpit
Dropship Anarchy
 
Chainsaw always loved breaking atmosphere. There was something about cresting that threshold between planet and space that made her day; the way the stars shone, bright and not twinkling, a sea of dots in a blanket of black ink.
But this time, her ship needed her attention instead of the stars. A flashing light on her console, an amber caution light on a grid otherwise unlit.
 Anarchy was a good girl. The kind of slightly geeky, skinny girl with glasses who never had any friends in the factory but had a kind heart and was always there for you, no matter what. So to hear her complain was a problem. Especially because the flashing light was an overweight warning.
Which made, like, even less sense than she expected. They had dumped nearly a tonne of ammunition during the battle, according to the number of rounds that they’d expelled, but a discrepancy had been detected. Anarchy was carrying eighty-two kilos more than they should have. The ship hummed quietly as it sailed toward the Varyag. If it wasn’t for that light, everything would be perfect.
“Anne, what’s with the alarm?” she asked. “Are you getting fat, girlfriend?”
“If I had a digestive system, I might be offended,” said Anne. For a brief moment, Chainsaw swore the AI sounded pissed anyway. “But fortunately for you, I’m a soulless automaton with no feelings to hurt.”
“You said it, not me.” Chainsaw took a shallow breath. “So…the alarm?”
“Right,” said Anne. “We’re carrying some extra weight.”
Wasn’t that what the flashing light told her? “What’s the nature of the extra weight?”
“Not entirely sure,” said Anne. “There’s something in the passenger compartment.”
Well, that sounded distinctly like her problem. Could be one of the spetsnaz left something behind. Could be someone far less friendly did. They were in space now, so the sooner she sorted out this bullshit the better.
Chainsaw unstrapped herself from her chair, and with one last look out the cockpit of her gunship, unlocked the hatch to the passenger compartment.
Empty. Her hammock was still stretched out between the bulkheads. The quiet murmur of the engines—vibrations transmitted through the metal of the ship—was the only noise.
She checked under all the seats. In the overhead lockers. Nothing—certainly not eighty-odd kilograms of nothing.
Then a faint rattle came from the lavatory, followed by a quiet intake of air.
A stowaway.
Chainsaw drew her sidearm, chambering a round. “Come out!” she shouted. “I know you’re in there, arsehole! I’m armed, and believe me, if I have to blast through that door, the Fleet’s going to bill your family for disposing of your corpse!”
“Wait,” said a man in broken Russian. “I want safe…with, with the Russian Team. Safe. Safe. No shoot. No shoot.”
Whoever it was had a thick American accent that made his words almost incomprehensible. Chainsaw struggled to remember her mandatory English training. Something about I before E…
“Who’s in there?” she asked, years-old lessons drifting back into her head. English. Gotta remember… “Come out, or I’ll shoot.”
The relief in the man’s voice was strong as he switched to English. “Thank God. Thank God. Listen, I’m sorry I snuck aboard. I am. Just get me away from Syrene.” Slowly, slowly, the door opened.
A guy, barely in his teens. Dirty. Wide-eyed. Hungry. Tall, but kind of chubby, with flaps of loose skin, as though he had lost a lot of weight in a short time. Yellowed teeth. 
The kid jerked his hands fearfully toward the ship’s roof. “Don’t shoot.”
Chainsaw lowered her pistol. Not a threat. “How did you get aboard my ship?” she asked. “This vessel is the property of the Russian Confederation. Trespassing is, how do you say, forbidden.”
“I know,” said the kid. “I know. I had to escape. This was my only chance to get away, get offworld.”
That was entirely reasonable: a dirt farmer trying to escape a war that didn’t concern him. “What’s your name, kid?”
“Jason,” he said. “Jason Truby.”
That caught her attention. “Truby? You’re an American?”
“Yeah,” said Jason. “My dad’s a UE officer.” His eyes flicked away for a moment. “Or…he was.”
Chainsaw stiffened slightly. “There are UE agents on Syrene?”
Something shifted in Jason’s eyes. A fear Chainsaw didn’t understand. “Not anymore.”
“What happened to them, to your dad? Killed in the fighting?”
The kid was silent for a bit. “They are the fighting,” he said, his tone gilded in fear.





 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 19
 
 
Pavlov’s Cell
 
“WHAT
HAPPENED
TO
THAT
KID?” asked Pavlov.
“What do you expect? I turned him over to shipboard marines once we docked. I’m a pilot, not military police.”
That was fair enough. Pavlov ran his hands through his hair. “Well, hopefully he can corroborate some of this.”
“Doubt it,” said Chainsaw. “The kid didn’t want to talk to me much. Or anyone. Honestly, I’m surprised he’s not here in a cell with all of us.”
He probably should be. Doubt trickled through Pavlov’s mind. That kid…what had he seen? Where was he now?
“Anyway,” said Yanovna. “So, Lieutenant Pavlov. You and the loyal members of your squad, along with the lead scientist, were leaving the building.”
“That’s right,” said Pavlov. “We made our way straight to the outside. There was no point in staying around, as everyone else was either dead or crazy. And then things got quiet for a bit…”
* * *
External exit
Hammerfall
 
It took them ten minutes or so to make their way to the surface, but when Pavlov finally cracked open the thick, armoured door, the light of the midday sun stung his eyes, and the stench of the jungle forced its way into his nostrils.
He took a swig from Apalkov’s flask to ward off the inevitable memories of Minsky, quickly replacing it. “Maybe this is why they went crazy,” he said, taking a step into the mud, his boots squelching as he sank up to his ankle. “I forgot how shitty it is out here. The heat must cook Russian brains.”
“Eh,” said Chuchnova, stepping in after him, likewise sinking into the slop. “Even Mother Russia has heat waves. My parents are from Volgograd. They tell me that it was over 40 degrees last summer.”
That was true. It was the same as how most people forgot that planets like Syrene had a variety of climates; it was easy to think that the whole of this miserable world was fetid jungle, but it had glaciers, plains, and a variety of climates, just like Earth did.
“Back in the mud,” griped Jakov. “Great.”
Yup.
The four of them began walking away from Hammerfall, their feet squelching loudly as they pushed through the thick mud. In moments, they were splattered up to their waists in thick brown slop.
Behind them, Pavlov could see people moving around on the landing pad. Scientists, hopefully. They weren’t armed. They didn’t move with the urgency of people about to fight. Instead, they just stood in a line, motionless and eerie.
Watching them.
The thick jungle closed in, and the scientists were swallowed by the green. Pavlov could still feel their eyes on him as they went deeper.
“I honestly don’t know that much about Russia,” said Pavlov, trying to keep his mind off the rancid stench invading his nostrils. “Not more than what we learnt in school. Most of which I had to filter through the propaganda lens…mighty Russia, strong power, standing up against the United Earth bullies and their unchecked aggression and all that.”
Chuchnova seemed pleased by his response. “You’re sounding like one of us,” she said. “We’ll make a neo-Communist of you yet.”
“Hardly,” said Pavlov. “Honestly, I don’t think it matters. Doubt any of us are getting out of this shit alive.”
Ilyukhina snorted dismissively. “Way to give us all an inspiring speech, Fearless Leader.” 
“Arf arf,” he said, taking a moment. “Sorry. You’re right. I probably could have done better.”
A moment of quiet fell over everyone. Pavlov pushed aside a thick branch dripping with rain; the tree had been damaged in the mortar bombardment, the trunk mostly blown to splinters, but still it managed to be green and full of life.
Maybe he could make some point out of that. That it didn’t matter that they were damaged, hurting, they’d grow back stronger than before.
They passed another tree, this one blown in half, the broken remains of its trunk brown and dead. Shattered shards lay all around, burned and blackened.
Maybe that was a better representation of how their fortunes would fall. Just randomly killed for nothing. No reason. Why that tree? Why that plant? On a world full of plants, that particular one had been hit by a falling mortar. What must it have thought? Why me? Why, out of all the plants on the planet, have I been chosen to suffer?
* * *
Pavlov’s Cell
 
“Do you really think I need to hear this?” Yanovna touched the bridge of her nose. “This whole discussing-the-thoughts-and-feelings-of-plants thing isn’t really helping your I-wasn’t-crazy-they-were-crazy defence.”
That actually made sense. There came a time to shut one’s mouth. That was probably now.
“I agree,” said Chainsaw. “That is pretty weird, comrade.”
“Yeah, yeah, okay,” said Pavlov. “So. Anyway, we were walking through all this mud…”
* * *
Jungle surrounding Hammerfall
 
Thinking no more of the feelings of the local flora, Pavlov and the others pressed on through the jungle, and soon Hammerfall was hidden behind them, concealed behind a thick screen of leaves.
Most of those leaves had bullet holes in them. Shredded by Chainsaw’s guns and the rifles of Pavlov’s Dogs.
This was where the Separatists had been first engaged. Cut down like beasts, unable to see where they were being shot from, dying in the jungle mud for no reason.
Chuchnova seemed to be having a hard time with the travel. She walked with her hand over her nose, face scrunched up like a lemon.
“You okay?” asked Pavlov. “I know it stinks.”
“The smell isn’t nearly as bad as I thought,” said Chuchnova, her voice muffled and distorted. “It’s worse.”
He snorted, immediately regretting inhaling so much rancid air. “You’ve never come out this far?”
“Never outside the building, actually. There’s a reason I preferred my air-conditioned office. It doesn’t stink and it’s nice and cool, thank you very much.” Chuchnova struggled through a thick patch of mud, her rifle clutched in her hands. “Ugh. I feel like we’re being watched.”
“You are,” said Pavlov. “By me.”
“Thank you, Captain Obvious.”
“It’s Lieutenant Obvious. Thank you.” Pavlov spat into the mud, trying to clear the smell out of his nose and mouth. “So, doc. You’re the scientist. You tell us: what’s made our guys go crazy?”
She shrugged helplessly. “I’m not that kind of doctor,” she said. “I deal with cows and stuff.”
Cows and stuff. Helpful. “It’s not something infectious, is it? From the animals? Like…mad cow disease, or something?”
“Extremely unlikely,” said Chuchnova. “We employ pretty strict health regulations. I mean, it’s possible that there’s some kind of…”
Pavlov tuned out as Chuchnova described, in great scientific detail and using a lot of words he was sure were accurate and meant something to another scientist, a hypothetical infectious disease that could spread from bovines to humans and cause the kind of symptoms they had observed.
“…but that’s just a theory.”
“Great theory, doc,” said Ilyukhina. She and Pavlov exchanged a look. Nerds, right?
Chuchnova began blathering again, and Pavlov ignored all of it. He kept his eyes high as the three of them trudged through the muck of the jungle, trying to put as much distance between them and Hammerfall as possible.
“Wait,” asked Ilyukhina, a sudden urgency in her tone, “where’s Jakov?”





 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 20
 
 
Jungle surrounding Hammerfall
 
JAKOV
WAS
GONE.
IT
WAS as though the thick jungle foliage had swallowed him. One moment he was there, and then…
“We need to backtrack,” said Chuchnova. “He couldn’t have gotten far.”
He could very well have gotten far. He could walk at the same rate they could. If he had turned around, then he could very well be all the way back at Hammerfall by now.
Maybe he’d just stepped off the path to take a piss, and was only a few footsteps away in the green…
But what if he’d gone crazy?
“What’s the play, sir?” asked Ilyukhina.
Tough to decide, but that’s what officers were there for: to make the hard decisions. It was worth the risk.
“Jakov,” he said into his radio. “We’ve lost sight of you.”
“I’m here,” he said, to Pavlov’s immediate relief. “Just back a bit. I stopped to take a piss. Didn’t want to upset our lady friend.”
“Upset me?” asked Ilyukhina, practically spitting the word. “You think women don’t piss, Jakov?”
“I meant Chuchnova,” he said. “Obviously.”
Obviously. Pavlov ground his teeth. “Well, hurry up,” he said. “Follow our footsteps. In this mud, it won’t be hard for you to—”
Crack. A gunshot, distant and muted, echoed throughout the jungle. It was low and powerful, as though from a high-velocity round of significant calibre. An anti-tank weapon, perhaps.
A pained groan rang in Pavlov’s ears.
“Jakov?” Pavlov cursed his lack of visor information. “Jakov, who’s shooting?”
“I’m hit,” Jakov said, his breathing fast. “Bastards got my leg! Aww, fuck. Cука блядь…”
Shit. “Let’s go,” said Pavlov, stepping into his muddy, half-collapsed footprints, retracing his steps, shoving foliage out of the way. “Where are you, buddy?”
“Here,” Jakov shouted. “Here, here!”
He half waddled, half ran through a sea of brown and green, following Jakov’s voice. Behind him, Ilyukhina and Chuchnova followed, crashing through shrubs and splattering mud in all directions.
Nearly tripping over a low bush, Pavlov came upon a clearing in the jungle where a mortar round had blown a hemisphere in the land. At the edge of the crater, Jakov lay in a pool of blood.
Jakov’s leg lay about a metre away, twitching faintly, blown clean off from the knee down.
Cука to the motherfucking блядь.
“Is it bad?” asked Jakov, twisting around, trying to look at it. “How bad is it? It doesn’t hurt.”
“It’s fine.” Pavlov leapt into the crater, keeping his head low, running along the churned-up soil at the base of the crater, sliding in next to Jakov. “You’re good, buddy.”
“It doesn’t hurt,” said Jakov again, his face slowly turning white. “It doesn’t hurt. That’s good, right?”
“Yeah. That’s good.”
“You’ve been shot before, right?”
Pavlov pulled out a bioform pack and jammed it against the severed stump of Jakov’s leg. “Yeah, buddy. I’ve been shot before. It hurt like hell.”
“But you survived,” said Jakov. “You survived, you didn’t die, and it hurt, so that means that if it hurts, it’s good.”
Gotta keep him talking. “Nah, buddy. I was talking to Apalkov about this—” He turned and shouted over his shoulder. “Ilyukhina, stretcher!” And then back to Jakov. “I was talking to him. He said if it doesn’t hurt, it’s good.”
Jakov said something that Pavlov didn’t catch. The guy’s lip was jerking, twitching, as though he were trying to form words but just couldn’t. His whole body went white.
Then he heard a voice from the lip of the crater. Apalkov. “I can save him,” he said, face weirdly distorted by a huge smile. “Believe me, I can save him.”
Pavlov snatched up his rifle, levelling it to his comrade. “You break him, you fix him,” he said, lining up the sights on Apalkov’s head. “You try any funny business and I will fucking end you.”
Apalkov, seemingly heedless to the threat, crouched beside Jakov.
“Fuck you,” said Jakov, breathing rapid and pained. “You piece of shit, you shot me. Pavlov, shoot him. Shoot him in his fucking head! Shoot him! Shoot him!”
He almost did. He almost shot him. Pavlov’s finger curled around the trigger, his visor lighting up as the weapon’s limited computing facilities drew a cross over Apalkov’s body, indicating friendly fire. A blink to the side overrode it, and then…
He didn’t shoot.
Apalkov walked slowly, deliberately down the lip of the crater, and laid his hand on Jakov’s bloody stump. For a brief second, nothing happened. Jakov’s blood trickled over Apalkov’s hand.
The urge to shoot rose again. This wasn’t medicine. This was some kind of—
Jakov shrieked, convulsing on the ground, his body spasming. For a split second, he seemed in immense pain, as though some great surge of energy had leapt through his body.
Then, with terrifying swiftness, Jakov’s whole face became a smile.
“You feeling better, comrade?” asked Apalkov. “Feeling good?”
“Yeah,” said Jakov. The guy sat up, regarding the severed stump with the casual detachment of someone inspecting a broken piece of unimportant junk. Colour returned to his face, the ghostly shock-white fading. “A lot better.”
“What did you do to him?” asked Pavlov, unable to keep the entirely manly tremble out of his voice. “What the hell have you done?”
Jakov smiled with the same empty slasher smile that Apalkov and the new guys had. “He showed me,” said Jakov. “He made me a part of something…amazing. Something wonderful. My comrade has given me an insight into a world you could barely understand if it were explained to you. It’s a world we wanted to show you, too…one of us came to you. One of these people you call Separatists. He was here to murder us all, but we showed him that there was a better way, a more noble way, a way we could all—”
Pavlov shot him in the chest.
* * *
Pavlov’s Cell
 
“Holy shit!” said Chainsaw.
Pavlov didn’t see the humour in it. “You should have seen him,” said Pavlov. “His leg was just lying there, in the mud, and he looked at it like it was nothing. No, better than that, as though this was the best thing that had ever happened to him in his entire life. It wasn’t shock. It wasn’t his injuries. Apalkov’s touch took away the pain. He was the most levelheaded I’d ever seen him. Ever.”
“So,” said Yanovna, “you shot him for being levelheaded?”
“I shot him because he was nuts,” he said. “Ilyukhina backed me up on this. So did Chuchnova. In fact…”
* * *
Jungle surrounding Hammerfall
 
Pavlov put another round into Jakov—or rather, the thing that used to be Jakov—and behind him, he heard Ilyukhina fire as well. Then the snap-crack of Chuchnova’s 6-1.
Apalkov and Jakov died with smiles on their faces, their bodies falling unceremoniously into the mud.
Chuchnova climbed into the crater with Pavlov, making her way over. “He’s dead, right?” she said, a tremor in her voice. “He’s definitely dead?”
Pavlov pointed to the remains of Jakov’s head, bright pink gore splattered on the jungle floor. “Definitely. No magic touch can bring you back from that.”
The three of them, as though uncertain of the truth of that, watched for a few seconds. Definitely dead.
A round whistled past Pavlov’s ear, so close the crack that followed almost hurt him. He ducked below the lip of the crater.
“The other fuckers are still out there,” he said. “Chuchnova, grab Apalkov’s weapon and let’s get out of here!”
She didn’t move, at least not in any meaningful manner. Her hands were shaking, her lips snapped shut, like if she opened them she might die.
Pavlov growled and reached over the lip, grabbing hold of…something. Something wet and squishy. He tried again. Hard and steel. Apalkov’s gun.
He pulled his hand back as another round splashed into the mud, inches away from his head. Slop rained down over his body. Someone was sniping at them at long range. Keeping them pinned.
They had to get out of this crater.
Pavlov touched his radio, hoping that the crazy ones were listening in. “Careful with that anti-tank rifle,” he said, “you’ll put someone’s eye out.”
No response. That was okay. They might have still heard, but it would hopefully…
Nah. He stopped kidding himself. The banter only served to make him feel better.
Cука блядь…
“Chuchnova, okay. Listen. Listen to me.” He grabbed her shoulder. “I’m going to count to five. On five, we need you to get up and run for that tree line. We need to get out of the range of that weapon.”
“But they’ll shoot us,” she said, eyes flicking to the thick wall of jungle green. “We can’t make it.”
“They won’t. With the mainframe down, that rifle’s being manually aimed—and it’s designed to hit tanks. Without computer assistance, it can barely get close to stationary targets at this distance, let alone moving people. We can make it.”
“But they got Jakov—”
“I know, but we have to get out of this crater, or we’re going to die here.”
She took a breath, her face hardened, and she nodded grimly. “Let’s get the hell out of here then,” she said.
“One. Two. Three. Four…”





 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 21
 
 
Jungle surrounding Hammerfall
 
“…FIVE!”
TOGETHER, THE
TWO
OF them broke from the crater and ran.
Squelch. Squelch. Squelch. Pavlov hunched over, sprinting as fast as he could, powering toward the tree line. Chuchnova pulled ahead of him; he imagined it was her fear propelling her, but the difference was probably due to the weight of his armour.
Any second now, the sniper would fire again. He knew this because if he was the shooter, that’s what he would do. He could feel the crosshairs burning a hole onto his back. Any second now, any second…
“Down!” Pavlov threw himself into the mud.
Chuchnova awkwardly tripped and landed face first in the mud.
As they lay there, a round whistled overhead, so close the shockwave from the high-velocity round thumped against his helmet. By sheer accident, the shot had been perfectly timed. Any sooner and it would have hit him. Any later and he would have been tempted to get up again.
The weapon would need to reload. They didn’t have long.
“Up!” he shouted, but he didn’t need to. Chuchnova was already on her feet, and within a second, she disappeared into the tree line.
She could run, he’d give her that.
His armour seemed stuck to the mud, pressure sucking him down. He struggled with the weight of it, and then finally—nearly sending himself sprawling again—he clambered up to his feet and, like a mud-ghoul, waddled toward the tree line.
Crossing the threshold seemed to take an eternity, and Pavlov swore that the shooter would have had an opportunity to fire again, but death did not come. He slipped into the protection of the thick tree trunks and the wall of greenery.
Looking back the way he had come, through the foliage, his visor’s limited sensors showed nothing without the mainframe, but the double blind would work both ways. They wouldn’t be able to see him either.
They left Apalkov and Jakov’s bodies behind them, in the mud, and headed into the green.
* * *
Pavlov’s Cell
 
“How did you feel?” asked Yanovna. “Having just shot two of your squadmates? People under your command?”
He couldn’t really tell her. “Hand me your tablet,” he said. “I’ll write it down.”
Cautiously, Yanovna tapped out a sentence or two, then put the device into a slot in his cell wall. He took it, glancing at what she’d written.
 
Pavlov said they escaped from the crater. He was almost shot by an invisible enemy none of them could see.
What was going through his mind? I asked him, and he said:
 
She’d prepared a new paragraph for him. He sat there staring at it for a long time, then put the tablet back in the slot.
“But it’s empty,” she said.
“Exactly,” said Pavlov. “Exactly.”
* * *
Jungle surrounding Hammerfall
 
Nobody spoke, as though the sound of their voices could summon more sniper rounds. Pavlov took another swig of Apalkov’s alcohol, cautious to ration it. It would have to last a long time. The sun burned them. They sweated. The mud was an enduring obstacle that clung to their clothes.
Then Pavlov’s visor flashed.
INCOMING TRANSMISSION
It could be the Varyag. He touched his radio. “This is Lieutenant Petya Pavlov.”
“Pavlov,” said Stolina in his ear. She seemed so damn happy. “I miss you.”
“With every round so far,” said Pavlov. “Fortunately, I’m a better shot than you are. Jakov and Apalkov are dead.”
“I know,” she said. “But it doesn’t matter. They died happy.”
Small comfort. “You got anything more to say?” he asked. “Or should I switch to radio silence?”
“Why don’t you join us?” said Stolina. “You’ve seen it yourself. You’ve seen how happy we can be together.”
“I didn’t sign up for crazy,” said Pavlov. “And that’s what’s happening here: you’re crazy. You’re sick. You need help.” He didn’t think it would help, but he needed to try anyway. “You’re spetsnaz. You’re elites. You’re soldiers of the Russian Confederation—”
“We’re part of something much greater than the Confederation,” said Stolina, her voice almost breathy as she spoke. “Trust me.”
“I don’t trust you as far as I can throw you,” said Pavlov, and he closed the connection.
They marched on in silence.
Finally, Chuchnova broke the tense silence.
“You okay?” she asked him, her whole body still splattered in mud, streaked down her body from sweat.
“Yeah,” said Pavlov, casually wiping a thick layer of grime from his chest. “I’m not hit. This time.”
The spell was broken; something changed in their voices, and they all began to talk at once.
“Good thing too,” said Ilyukhina, “that shot almost hit you.”
“Holy shit,” said Chuchnova, “I thought I was going to die.”
“That was some good running back there,” said Pavlov.
They all tittered happily and Pavlov gestured to Ilyukhina. “You first.”
She smiled. She rarely smiled unless she was talking about war or killing. “Sweet dodge.”
Pavlov held up his hand. “Honest to God, total accident.”
“That’s often how it goes,” said Ilyukhina. “By the way…that rifle, it’s the BD-140 we brought along. I know it by the echo. Cука блядь.”
Pavlov grimaced. That thing could punch holes in tanks. “Like I said,” he said to Chuchnova, “we brought heavy weapons.”
“Too bad we don’t have them now,” said Chuchnova.
“Yeah,” said Ilyukhina. “Those things will fuck you up.” She gave a wide smile. “Just like that horse fucked up Catherine the Great.”
Pavlov snorted at that. “You know she didn’t really do that, right? She didn’t fuck a horse, and she certainly didn’t die from it…”
“Actually,” said Chuchnova, “Catherine the Great had many lovers, and there’s considerable evidence that—”
“Yeah, but a horse?” With the mud scraped off—he wasn’t clean exactly, and doubted such a thing would be possible for some time—he led the group further into the jungle. “That’s just crazy talk.”
The further they went, the more it began to rain. The drizzle became a pounding, the storm descending on them quickly, equatorial and thick, turning the already muddy ground into brown soup.
Eventually they had to stop, huddled together under a huge tree, the thick leaves shielding them from being rained on directly. It was both warm and cold; the rain took the edge of the heat away, but the water soaked into their clothes, into their armour, instilling a chill that was somehow more than simply the temperature.
The three of them huddled together for comfort as they waited out the storm.
After about an hour, the rain slowed to a drizzle. Soaked to the bone, but now finally clean, the three of them gathered their things and prepared to head out. The weather would have held up their pursuers as well, so they had lost no time. Nobody would be able to move in that.
So his surprise was complete when a dozen soldiers wearing Separatist uniforms, and clad in active camouflage, and armed with high-velocity rifles, appeared out of the jungle like ghosts, their weapons trained on the three of them.
Cука блядь.
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Jungle surrounding Hammerfall
 
FOR
A
TENSE
SECOND, NOBODY said anything. Pavlov ground his teeth. His visor should have warned him about incoming threats like this, even with its limited range, but apparently the rain—coupled with the destruction of the mainframe and the Separatists’ active camouflage—had reduced their effectiveness even further. Apparently, without a whole building’s observational power behind them, he was as blind as he was dead.
Well, not dead yet, anyway.
“Hands off your iron,” said one of the men, a tall, imposing figure with an assault weapon seemingly held together with electrical tape, his thick Ukrainian accent—just like Minsky’s—immediately causing Pavlov’s chestplate to seem far too tight. He had a ridiculous number of weapons and equipment on him—radios, water bottles, a gas mask clipped to his belt. “Guns on the ground. C’mon, let’s go.”
Pavlov dropped his rifle into the mud and slowly raised his hands. Beside him, Ilyukhina did the same, and he heard the wet splat of Chuchnova’s 6-1 falling as well.
“And the other one.”
He’d almost forgotten. Pavlov unhitched Apalkov’s rifle from his shoulder and dropped that into the mud as well.
“There we go,” said the Separatist, glaring at them suspiciously. “And anything else you got, too. Throw it down. No tricks.”
Pavlov said nothing. He’d been held by the Separatists before…the last time he’d been at their tender mercies, they had killed Minsky. He could still smell the blood. The acrid smell of gunpowder. And the mud.
His chest ached, breath coming quicker. He felt like he’d forgotten something urgent, but couldn’t remember what it was, only that it was critical. He felt that his whole body was speeding up and slowing down at the same time, and that if he didn’t do something he would evaporate into nothing. 
No, no…
He instinctively reached for the flask he had at his hip.
“Don’t you fucking dare!” The Separatist leader shook his weapon violently. “Don’t even move!”
It felt like he leaned too far back on a chair and started to fall. The feeling intensified, gripping his whole body. He could feel his heart pounding against his armour as though it were going to burst out. His breath came in faint wheezes, air escaping through teeth pressed together. The jungle darkened around him as though clouds had come over the sun. Like the galaxy’s worst head rush. He was drowning without water.
“Hey Pavlov,” asked Ilyukhina, “you okay, sir?”
“I’m fine,” he said. “Arf arf.”
And then he woke up on his back.
“Pavlov?” Chuchnova stared down at him. She was crouched over him, hand to his face. “Are you okay?”
Hard to know. He felt okay, just extremely tired, like getting up from a long, relaxing nap. “Yeah.” The words stumbled out, groggy, distant. “O’course.”
“You passed out,” she said. “Just flopped over backward. Your helmet fell off, and everyone thought you might have been wounded, or dehydrated…”
“Nah,” he said. “I just got bored.”
* * *
Pavlov’s Cell
 
“Are you serious?” said Yanovna, glaring at him. “Do you really want me to put that in my report? Are you trying to piss the captain off?”
“It’s what I said,” said Pavlov. “I mean, if you wanted, you could write in there that I said something else, like, ‘I think I just had a panic attack thinking about my dead ex-boyfriend combined with the stress of being captured by the people who murdered him’, if that’ll make the paperwork better, but that’s not what I said.”
Yanovna shook her head and, with a few taps, put in what he’d said. “Okay, okay, fine. Fine. What happened next?”
* * *
Jungle surrounding Hammerfall
 
“That seems reasonable,” said Chuchnova, giving one of those forced, ha-ha, I’m just trying to make you laugh so that you’ll feel better because you’re obviously sick kind of laughs. “I mean, it happens to the best of us, right?”
Not to spetsnaz, but Pavlov kept that little thought to himself. “I guess,” he said, taking a deep breath.
“That’s good,” said Chuchnova. “Breathe. Get the air into you. Looks like you had a panic attack there.”
Panic attacks. He’d never had one before, and if the spetsnaz screeners had detected it, he would have been out.
Then again, they were also something covered in the Combat Stress Reaction manual, too. Something about traumatic experiences which could bring out the potential for panic attacks even in people who had never had one before…
No idea what that could have been. No idea at all. He’d definitely blacked out on the Anarchy due to the g-forces, right? Definitely. Nothing at all to do with…nope.
“Names and ranks,” said the Separatist leader. “From all of you.”
“Mika Chuchnova. And I’m a civilian.”
“Sergeant Paulina Ilyukhina.”
“Lieutenant Petya Pavlov.”
The leader blew a low whistle. “Officer, hey.”
Pavlov said nothing.
“What’s in that flask?” asked the Separatist leader, and his tone carried something, some kindness which suggested that he might actually care. “Medicine?”
“Booze,” said Pavlov, propping himself up on his elbows. “Helps with the…um, chest hurty things.”
Chuchnova squinted at him. “How long have you had these for?”
“My first proper one,” he said, giving her a coy smile. “Glad you could help pop my cherry.”
Her flustered, confused, embarrassed face was worth it.
The Separatist leader took the flask, opened it up and took a sniff, recoiling at the smell. “This is…this is pure ethanol.”
“Almost,” said Pavlov. “It’s vodka. Pretty great stuff. I confiscated it from one of my men, because we don’t allow drinking on the job, but it turns out that the person who enforces that is me, so…” He laughed bitterly. “Guess I shouldn’t have done that.”
Ilyukhina, he noticed, seemed to be saying nothing, but her face wore a dark mask, eyes darting from Separatist to Separatist as though expecting them to tear out her throat at any moment. Which seemed prudent.
For the first time since he arrived, he was glad Minsky wasn’t here. At least they couldn’t do what they’d done to him again. Couldn’t kill someone twice. Chuchnova and Ilyukhina, on the other hand…
Might as well get it over with.
“Well, what now?” asked Pavlov, taking in the measure of his captors in turn. They seemed strong…better than the rabble who’d attacked them before. “Going to make us die for freedom?”
“No,” said the leader, “not unless you do something real stupid.” He replaced the screw-top on the flask. “Or if we think you’re infected.”
Now that caught his attention. “Infected…?” Pavlov and Chuchnova exchanged a look.
“Let me guess,” she said, “symptoms present as being fucking creepy and crazy as shit?”
The leader regarded her, then Pavlov. “Yeah,” he said slowly, as though careful of admitting some great secret. “And stronger than normal?”
Stronger, just like the guy Ilyukhina had shot. 
“That’s right,” said Chuchnova. “And they touch you—”
“And you become one of them.”
Certainly sounded like the same thing. “Some of our unit have been affected by this,” said Pavlov.
The Separatist leader’s face suddenly soured. “You’re from Hammerfall station?”
Admitting to slaughtering their comrades would doubtless win them no friends, so Pavlov thought quickly. “Not yet,” he said. “We only just got here. We were sent to reinforce Hammerfall, but some of our guys tried to kill us when we arrived.” He tried to sound as honest as possible, mixing in a little truth. “We were delayed for some time. The anti-air was too strong to airlift us. You guys have a strong air defence network. Heard you nearly shot down the guys before us.”
That seemed to mollify the guy. He reached out his hand to Pavlov. “Damn straight, our launchers are the best. I’m Captain Tasha Dmitriev. Head of the Separatist forces in this sector. Good thing you haven’t seen any of the action at Hammerfall. It’s a bloodbath out there; your friends have obviously been infected with the virus.”
“Why’s that?” asked Pavlov cautiously.
Dmitriev’s face soured again. “There must be a whole battalion of soldiers defending it. We tried attacking when we thought they were weak, and they wiped out half our forces.” He squatted in the mud beside Pavlov. “Going to be honest with you, Confederate, there’s something bigger than us happening here. Something much more dangerous than our war.”
“Yeah,” said Pavlov truthfully. “There is.”
Dmitriev extended his hand. “I propose a truce. Come with us, talk with us. There’s no reason we have to be enemies this day.”
Just for today? he wanted to ask, but he knew better. What choice did he truly have?
“Truce,” said Pavlov, taking the offered hand.





 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 23
 
 
Pavlov’s Cell
 
YANOVNA
WAS
QUIET
FOR
A moment.
“Do you really want me to tell the captain, tell the flag officers she reports to, tell the whole Confederation that you, Petya Pavlov, willingly laid down arms and worked together with these traitors to the Confederation?”
“To be honest,” said Pavlov, “I didn’t exactly have much of a choice. What was I to say? No? I’m sure that would have been taken very well. They definitely would have treated me well and not just shot me.”
“You have your standing orders,” said Yanovna. “The Separatists do take prisoners, and for the most part, they are treated well—”
“Tell that to Minsky’s corpse,” spat Pavlov, but the tightening in his chest returned.
He had no booze. He had nothing to help. Nothing to take away the pain except discipline.
“Are you okay?” asked Yanovna. “Because you better be, Pavlov. I do not have the time to drag you to sickbay.”
Deep breaths. That was important. Deep breaths.
This one wasn’t too bad. Clenching his hands together gave him pain, and he used that pain to focus. To force air into his lungs and stop the horrible cycle from starting. Panic leads to hyperventilation, which leads to panic, which leads to…
He managed to bring himself back down.
“Yeah,” he said, with little conviction. Then again, with more. “Yeah. Yeah. I got this.”
Yanovna examined him cautiously, then slowly began to relax. “Right. So, how did this ‘truce’ of yours work out?”
* * *
Jungle surrounding Hammerfall
 
The Separatists handcuffed them all and took Pavlov and his squad further into the jungle. Exactly where, he had no real way of knowing; they put a black bag over his head, and did the same to Ilyukhina and Chuchnova, too. Regardless of how amicable they seemed, given the circumstances, the Separatists were unwilling to trust their enemies so quickly.
To be fair, that spoke volumes of their sanity, something which seemed to be in short supply.
Hours passed and they were led blindly through the jungle heat. He could hear Chuchnova’s occasional muttered swearing near him, and Ilyukhina’s breathing. The path beneath their feet was firmer than the mud elsewhere. It felt like a compacted dirt road, and there were limited roads in the area. Despite their preparations, he could guess, roughly speaking, where they were being taken.
Away from the flag they’d seen burned into the jungle, north, toward Druzhba City.
That, in and of itself, was a substantial comfort. The Separatists were taking them where they wanted to go anyway. Plus, they hadn’t shot them yet. That was always good, too.
Small mercies.
Finally, the group turned off the road, Pavlov’s feet returning to thick mud. For almost an hour, they walked further, vaguely downhill, until the ground hardened again. After about ten minutes, the group called for a halt.
Someone unclipped the handcuffs from his wrists. The bag was taken off his head and light poured in. For a moment, Pavlov assumed it was daylight, but as his eyes adjusted and the white world faded away, he saw he was in a vast underground complex. Fluorescent lighting cut harsh shadows across the water-eroded limestone, the glare softened by swarms of bioluminescent insects that gathered around the white bars of light, flashing multi-hued lights of their own, painting the grey stone walls with strange colours. Chuchnova and Ilyukhina stood nearby, similarly gazing around.
“Welcome,” said Dmitriev, sweeping his hand around in the air, “to our humble home.”
“The Miranda Caves,” said Pavlov, smiling appreciatively despite it all. “The thick iron deposits would hide you from our sensors, and there’s plenty of fresh water…”
“Astute,” said Dmitriev.
“You must trust me a lot to show me this.”
Dmitriev waved his hand dismissively. “Not as much as you think. These caves are extensive, and without knowledge of where the exit is, you’d never find this place in a hundred years of searching.”
He didn’t have enough knowledge of the local geography to dispute that claim. “If you say so.”
Dmitriev shouldered Pavlov’s weapon. So that’s where it had ended up. “I have to give my report,” he said. “The three of you should stay here.” His voice took on a slightly ominous tone. “I’ve put some trust in you by bringing you here. You’ve earned an inch. I’m hoping that you won’t take a mile.”
Pavlov squatted and pointed to the ground. “I’ll wait right here,” he said, and he meant it.
Dmitriev left them with two guards.
Chuchnova came over and sat with him, Ilyukhina beside her.
“You two okay?” he asked.
“My wrists hurt,” said Chuchnova, rubbing them idly.
“I’m fine,” said Ilyukhina. She still looked pissed, her voice low and quiet, almost a whisper. “I can’t believe this. I always said, ‘If I ever get taken hostage, I hope my ship will just drop an orbital strike right on my head’. I’d rather die in the holy fire of St. Danger Close than get my head sawed off by some second-rate thug playing pretend at revolutionary soldier, you know what I’m saying?”
He did, really. “I don’t think they’re going to kill us,” said Pavlov. “Not right away, at least. Whatever’s going down with this crazy sickness really has them rattled.”
Ilyukhina snorted. “And here I was thinking you were working on a plan to get us out of here.”
He had a few thoughts, nothing that was worth anything. “Best plan is, for now, to go along with them.” His eyes flicked to the guards, voice soft. “Sincerely or not.”
“Right,” said Ilyukhina. She clicked her tongue. “So. What do you make of this Captain Dmitriev?”
“Captain of what, exactly?” asked Pavlov. “He doesn’t move like a soldier. Unpractised. Too calm. Too polite.”
“Cop?” asked Chuchnova.
Pavlov grinned. “You think a cop is less likely to shoot us?”
“My father was a police officer,” she said, her nose wrinkling. “He was a good man, ‘till some punk took him out so she could join a gang. My father died a hero.”
Pavlov held up a hand. “Well, okay, okay. Fair enough.” Deep breath. “Okay, look. I really think they might be able to help us.”
Ilyukhina scowled darker than a coming storm. “Help us do what, exactly?”
“Fight the madness,” he said. “However we need to.”
Ilyukhina rolled her eyes. “How are we supposed to do that?”
Pavlov considered. “We want to
stop what’s happening at Hammerfall, right?” he said, the seeds of an idea beginning to form in his mind. “Look, I have a plan, okay?”





 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 24
 
 
Pavlov’s Cell
 
“THEY
TRUSTED
YOU
WITH
A plan?” asked Chainsaw, her laughter echoing through the brig. “Oh, comrade…wow.”
“Jesus,” said Pavlov, taking in a breath. He’d almost forgotten the pilot was there. “Be even more of a total arsehole. I dare you.”
Yanovna turned to Chainsaw. “You’re in a cell too, you know,” she said. “You haven’t exactly exonerated yourself either, Lieutenant.”
“I know,” said Chainsaw. “But listen. It wasn’t my fault.”
“Oh?” asked Yanovna. “Don’t they say that if you save someone’s life, that person’s life becomes your responsibility?”
Pavlov shook his head. “Wait, are you talking about me, or the stowaway?”
“The stowaway,” said Chainsaw. “Obviously.”
Obvious? What was obvious about it? Pavlov squinted. “Wait,” he said, “there’s more to this stowaway than some refugee trying to escape a warzone, isn’t there?”
Neither of them answered.
Pavlov ground his teeth. “What aren’t you telling me?”
* * *
Cockpit
Dropship Anarchy
 
With the little stowaway carefully strapped into a seat in the passenger compartment, Chainsaw focused on doing what she was supposed to do: land on the Varyag. She turned toward her mothership, the huge, metal vessel floating in the inky blackness of space, long and thick and bristling with weapons, Syrene’s star bathing the ship in a vaguely red hue.
The ground-pounders thought that the Varyag was not beautiful. That was because they were retarded. The Varyag was strong in the way that a weightlifter was strong; they had protruding bits, certainly, and they were strangely bulbous and hard and misshapen even, but the things they could do…the demonstrable power in their arms and legs. Their potential.
That was what made the Varyag great.
As she drew closer, Chainsaw switched ‘languages’ to the pilot’s lingo that came so naturally to airmen, waited for a break in traffic, and then transmitted.
“Dropship Anarchy to Varyag, request landing and ILS linkup.”
“Request acknowledged,” came the voice of the Landing Signal Officer, Ivanski. He was a little more annoyed than usual. “Call the ball, Anarchy. Be advised: we are host to a lot of traffic at this time.”
Anne worked her magic with the Varyag’s computers. “Linkup established,” she said, as a floating red ball appeared on the cockpit canopy. “Take me home, butterfly.”
“Varyag, Anarchy, ball. Ballistic and in the groove. Your advisory is acknowledged. Be advised: a stowaway is aboard this vessel, have marines ready to receive.”
Ivanski’s voice shifted, moving from annoyance to barely concealed anger. “Acknowledged, Anarchy. We’ll send someone to collect your garbage.”
What an arsehole. Then again, Chainsaw could hardly blame him. Spending all day trying to get pilots to not crash and kill themselves would drive anyone to fury and drink. Controlling aviators was like herding cats. Cats with rocket boots.
Anarchy coasted toward the Varyag’s hangar bay, a little tiny maw opening to allow her passage. Chainsaw adjusted her course as the red ball moved on her screen, accounting for her spaceship’s drift and inaccuracies. She could have let Anna land it, but even though Ivanski was a huge arsehole, they agreed on one thing:
AIs were not to be trusted.
The ball guided Chainsaw into the hangar bay, reverse thrust slowing her passage, the ship shuddering as it encountered the Varyag’s artificial gravity. She extended her landing struts, aligned the ship to the landing space, and prepared to land.
The flight deck exploded beneath her, a massive wall of flame that sent her craft spinning.
Alarms screamed. A wave of shrapnel tore up Anarchy’s underside. The world became blurry, tumbling flashes of the inner hangar bay, angry orange flames, and the inky black of space. Flames, wall, space, flames, wall, space, flames, wall, space…
Anne took over, applying opposite thrust, her digital reactions working to correct the imbalance of the craft. Anarchy’s port wing clipped the cavernous mouth of the hangar bay and spun out into space as flames licked hungrily out of the hangar bay. They consumed the air that escaped with them then flickered out, leaving the edges of the blast glowing red.
Chainsaw’s head continued to spin as the craft stopped, floating in space near the scorched hangar bay. The landing deck was ruined; inside, she could see the bones of the ship, metal struts, and beyond, spacecraft storage.
The Varyag had lost a dozen fighters at least, and there was no way she was landing on that. Captain Alexi would be pissed if she crashed her dropship, and given the scope of the devastation, the captain would have a lot on her hands.
“Wave off,” said Ivanski. “Abort landing. Abort.”
No shit. She thumbed the radio. “Confirmed, Varyag. Also, I’m fine, thank you for asking.” Was she fine, though? “Anne, damage report.”
“Oh, I thought you’d never ask,” she said, her tone emotionless but also, somehow, charged with an injury she never would have expected. “How accurate do you want me to be?”
That was a strange question. “Accurate,” said Chainsaw. She squinted, trying to clear her head. So dizzy…
“Well,” said Anne, “here’s the good news. The armour and re-entry shield caught most of the blast. The hull is intact; we’re not losing atmosphere, although our passenger is pretty rattled. Making one hell of a racket. Biologicals and their panic responses.”
The kid was strapped in. He was going nowhere. It was okay if he was worried for a little bit. “Lock his seat in,” said Chainsaw. “Make sure he doesn’t get out.”
“Way ahead of you,” she said. “But we haven’t gotten to the bad news.”
“Oh, that?” asked Chainsaw, her head aching. “I was kind of hoping that you’d forget about it. It can’t be that important, can it? C’mon. Do me a favour. Help me out. Pretend everything’s going to be fine.”
“Certainly,” said Anne. “Well, in that case, I can truthfully say: I’m going to be fine.”
“Uh oh.”
“You and your passenger, though, well, you’re in a bit of a pickle. I had to vent the O2 tanks. All we got left is what’s in the cockpit and passenger compartment; given the rate of your breathing, and his shouting, you’re going to be out of oxygen in about twenty minutes.”
Chainsaw struggled though the dizziness and headache to process this. “What? Why did you vent the O2?”
“Well,” she said, “it’s simple, really. The blast was going to throw us into the side of the Varyag, which would have cracked the hull like an egg. I worked out that we didn’t have enough thrust to right the ship before that happened, unless I corrected somehow; I figured the Varyag would not have appreciated me firing the missiles, nor would those little rockets have provided enough thrust, but an emergency vent would have done it.”
The blast had happened so fast. “You figured that out that quickly?”
“I ran through about five hundred or so simulations to try and come up with a better solution. Fortunately, I have a solution for our—or should I say your—air problems, too.”
Chainsaw groaned. “Can you turn your snarkiness down by about fifty per cent, and also tell me how to fix this?”
“Certainly,” said Anne. “Fly to Druzhba City, land at the spaceport there, get the damage fixed up, and then return home to the Varyag.”
That was actually a good plan. “Let’s do that,” said Chainsaw.
“I’ve already programmed in a course, cleared the flight path with the Varyag, and received landing permission from Druzhba City spaceport control.”
“Well,” said Chainsaw, “what am I even here for?”
“You know,” said Anne as the dropship swung around and pointed its nose toward Syrene, the large blue planet filling up her cockpit, “I sometimes ask myself the same question.”





 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 25
 
 
Pavlov’s Cell
 
“OKAY,” SAID PAVLOV, “THAT
EXPLAINS the damage I saw on the way in. But what caused the explosion?”
“We’re still investigating that,” said Yanovna, bristling slightly. “Just as we’re still investigating you, Pavlov.”
“Right,” said Pavlov.
“We think it was a bomb,” said Chainsaw. “Someone planted timed explosives in the flight deck. By coincidence, I just picked the worst possible time to try and land.”
“Or the best,” said Pavlov. “You survived, right?”
“Right,” said Chainsaw.
Yanovna tapped the edge of her tablet expectantly.
Pavlov gathered his thoughts for a moment. “So, anyway. They left us alone for a bit…”
* * *
The Separatist camp
Syrene
 
The three of them talked it over amongst themselves until Dmitriev returned, Pavlov’s rifle slung over his shoulder.
“Welcome back,” said Pavlov, groaning slightly as he stood up. “Report all given?”
“Something like that,” said Dmitriev, the edge of his mouth turned down. “My CO wasn’t exactly thrilled—I wasn’t authorised to take any prisoners, apparently—but fortunately they’ve decided that any intel and material support you could potentially provide might allow you to, uhh, earn your keep, so to speak.”
“This is a truce,” said Pavlov cautiously. “We’re not signing up for your cause. We just want to deal with this…sickness. This spreading madness.”
Dmitriev considered. “And how do you propose we do that?”
“Well,” said Pavlov, “we have the equipment and the skills, and you have the men. If we attack Hammerfall—”
“No.” Dmitriev shook his head. “Sorry, that place is too well defended.”
But his plan. Pavlov tried again. “We know you have mortars. We could use them to soften the place up a bit—”
“No,” said Dmitriev again, more firmly this time. “Besides, we need that facility intact. We can’t have it too badly damaged. We don’t have the resources or knowledge for extensive repairs.”
“Why do you care so much? For its research, right?” Pavlov gestured to Chuchnova. “She’s one of the scientists at that place.” Wait, the lie…“Or, you know, was going to be, before we were waylaid. She was fully briefed before her arrival, though.”
To Pavlov’s surprise, Dmitriev scrunched up his face in confusion. “Research…? No, we’re not interested in that. For the last few years, the excess meat has been given to the local populace, but all that stopped recently, so we wanted to re-establish that. It’s important for local morale.”
He snorted. “You’re going to eat their science? After they’ve done who-knows-what-kind-of weird experiments on the cows?”
Chuchnova’s sour tone returned. “The scientists there do not do anything weird to the cows, they’re only doing research into genetic diversification…the cows are totally unharmed and unaltered. When they’re done analysing their genetic markers, they’re slaughtered, and the meat is sent to the city and other local areas.”
Pavlov wanted to say more, but a dark thought danced at the edge of his consciousness, teasing him with its implications and pushing the details of his complex plan out of his mind. “Huh,” he said, squinting as the cogs in his head turned over. Meat…distributed…something about that rang alarm bells with him. “Wait,” he said carefully. “This, you know, this craziness. Is there any chance it could be put into food?”
“I guess,” said Chuchnova. “They’ve always touched us with it to spread it. Bare flesh. It could work, I suppose. Humans are basically meat after all.”
“So maybe,” said Pavlov, “if they had access to a fully stocked laboratory, and a whole bunch of cows to experiment on—along with the cooperation of some of those scientists—they might be able to manufacture some way of putting it in the cows.” He snapped his fingers. “Holy shit. That’s it. That’s why the crazy people want the facility—why they didn’t follow us very far out, why they haven’t chased us down, why they let us meet up with the Separatists…they want to spread the crazy.”
“Oh shit,” said Chuchnova, her eyes widening. “That stuff goes a long way…out to Druzhba City. A single cow can provide a lot of meat, and there’s at least fifty head of cattle at Hammerfall, so…if they’re all infected, and people eat that meat, then go on to infect others—”
“It’d be a pandemic.” Pavlov ran a hand through his hair. “At that point, it could even get offworld. To other planets.”
A sobering conclusion.
“Okay,” said Dmitriev, “so. What do we do about all this?”
That was the ten-billion-rouble question, wasn’t it? “Well…” Pavlov thought a moment. “We gotta blow that facility sky high. Just wipe it out. The Varyag has more than enough firepower to do the job, so we have to get to Druzbha City on the double. Convince them to do it.”
Dmitriev raised an eyebrow. “You think you can do that? Convince them to launch a full-on orbital strike on their own facility based on nothing more than your word?”
“Maybe.”
“That’s a lot to risk on a maybe. And if you can’t, they’ll probably send more reinforcements, who won’t know about the madness…and we’ll be too far away to attack it again.”
“So,” said Pavlov, “it has to be us.”
“Pardon?”
The thoughts churned in Pavlov’s mind. Scenarios and ideas and images… “What if—what if…we blew up Hammerfall’s reactor? Do you think the Varyag would be able to see it from orbit?”
Ilyukhina hissed through her teeth. “You can’t be serious. Aren’t we supposed to be protecting that facility?”
“We were,” Pavlov said, “but I think we need to consider that this craziness is a little beyond defending the playroom of some cow-fuckers.” He glanced to Chuchnova. “No offence.”
She glared at him. “No idea how I’m not supposed to be offended by that.”
“Well, artificial insemination was part of your job, so, I mean, you literally were…” He shook his head. “Doesn’t matter. Look, we kill the reactor, we kill the facility. The Varyag will see the blast, my team will meet them there, they’ll come extract us, and we’ll explain everything.”
Ilyukhina shook her head, blonde hair going everywhere. “You don’t know how to overload the reactor, assuming such a thing is even possible without the mainframe, which, let me remind you, we blew up.”
“Actually,” said Pavlov, “I was thinking we could use our high-velocity, armour-piercing rifles to break the reactor’s coolant pipes. That should give us enough time to escape before it blows, and enough time to return afterwards before the Varyag sends dropships to investigate. No infected meat, and bonus: no more infected people either. An explosion of that size and intensity would vaporise whatever crazy stuff they’re putting in the meat.”
Everyone was silent for a moment, and then finally Dmitriev nodded. “Not a bad compromise,” he said. “I think I can convince our folks to commit our remaining forces in the area to the attack.”
“Good,” Pavlov said, stifling a yawn. He hadn’t realised how tired he was, but his legs ached from marching. “Right. Might be a job for the morning.”
“Sounds good,” said Dmitriev. “C’mon. Let’s get you all some quarters.”





 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 26
 
 
The Separatist camp
Syrene
 
THEY
DISCUSSED
MORE
DETAILS
OF the plan, just little things of small consequence, and then Ilyukhina and Chuchnova were given quarters—Pavlov made sure they were housed together—while he was billeted with Dmitriev. None of them were given their weapons back, but being allocated quarters in the same area was an interesting show of trust.
Pavlov saw Ilyukhina and Chuchnova to their rooms, then Dmitriev walked him away from the women’s barracks toward the men’s.
“How are you doing?” asked Dmitriev, handing him the metal flask. “Feeling better?”
Even just discussing it brought the memory of the gripping fear back in his head, but now he had his medicine back. “Yeah,” Pavlov said, unscrewing it and taking a chug. “A lot better now that I have this back. Thanks.”
“No worries,” said Dmitriev. “I used to have the same problem.”
“Used to,” Pavlov echoed, the tense of it drawing his attention. “Like, as a kid, or…”
“As in, two years ago.” Dmitriev led him down one of the winding tunnels that, for a brief moment, Pavlov thought eerily similar to the steel passageways of Hammerfall. “The cause is still pretty unknown, but they’re more common than most people imagine. The dizziness, the fainting, all of that—the biggest cause of those is hyperventilating. Deep breathing can often help, but that’s hard to keep in your head, especially since stress tends to bring them on. Fortunately, other treatment options exist.” He reached into a pocket of his uniform and pulled out a thin tube that narrowed to a point. “I haven’t used this in years,” he said, “but it’s a chemical dispenser that will help a lot. It injects a chemical which will oxygenate your blood for a few minutes. So you don’t even have to breathe. Kind of a buffer, so you can recover.”
He didn’t want drugs, but he also didn’t want to piss off someone he still considered his captor. After a moment’s hesitation, Pavlov took the small metal tube and slid it into his breast pocket, the metal clinking against the plates below the fabric. “Okay,” he said, “I’ll keep that in mind. For now, though, I got the vodka.”
“That’ll help,” said Dmitriev, “for a bit. But it’s only a psychological thing. And, you know, you wouldn’t want to fall too far down the neck of a bottle. We are Russians, comrade, but even we have our limits.”
“Limits should be pushed,” said Pavlov, grinning cheekily.
“Agreed,” said Dmitriev, giving a polite chuckle. “So. Tell me about your squad, mmm?”
He was probing them for information—actionable intelligence, really—but Pavlov knew the traps, and understood what to say and what not to. “We’re Pavlov’s Dogs,” he said.
Dmitriev snorted. “You pick that yourself?”
“Yup, from the list. It seemed fitting.”
“There’s a list?”
“Of course.”
Dmitriev seemed amused by that. “So they let you pick your squad name, but you have to pick from a pre-approved set of names. So when they promote someone, they are limited by having to pick someone who coincidentally has the same name as the person they’re replacing, or else, reform the unit.”
“It really is a terrible idea when you think about it,” said Pavlov.
“Just as a government program should be.”
“I guess that’s why you’re trying to overthrow them, right?” asked Pavlov, grin plastered right across his face.
For some reason, Dmitriev didn’t laugh. Instead, his face became stony. “Okay, so,” he said, “I’ve done you a bit of a favour now, so how about you do me one, too, mmm?”
That sounded reasonable. “Certainly,” said Pavlov.
“How did you know Hammerfall had cows on site? And about the mortar attack? No bullshit.”
Telling the truth was his decision to make, and Pavlov took a deep breath. “We weren’t reinforcements,” he said, carefully gauging Dmitriev’s reaction. “We—all three of us—were stationed at Hammerfall as part of its defenders. We were the ones who defended it against your attack.” He briefly looked away. “Sorry.”
For a moment, Dmitriev said nothing, then he just nodded curtly. “You did your job,” he said. “The nature of war is shifting alliances. Just ask the Italians. Or the Soviets in the Great Patriotic War. Stalin was one of the Big Three during the war, but the Allies forgot him fast. In the dying days of Russia’s bloodiest conflict, and as Soviet troops were marching through Berlin, the battle lines of a new, cold war were being drawn up.”
Something about the way Dmitriev said it all reminded him of Chuchnova, and of Minsky. Pavlov took another swig of the bottle. “Right, well, let me ask you something: are you a UE agent?”
That seemed to surprise him. Dmitriev said nothing for a moment, and then, almost imperceptibly, nodded. “Yes.”
“Thought so,” said Pavlov. “Most SAM batteries pose little threat to a modern spacecraft. Yet yours nearly killed us. I’m guessing the UE are arming the Separatists?”
Dmitriev held up his tattered, taped-together rifle. “Yeah, you’d think they’d do a better job at that.” He smiled. “How did you guess?”
“It was that or a neo-Communist. Although the idea you could be both was something I was considering, too.”
“Most of us are,” said Dmitriev. “Most Separatists are neo-Communists, I mean.” Pavlov barely noticed that they had arrived outside the men’s barracks. “Syrene is a small world, Petya, full of rural folk largely of Ukrainian extraction. Most of us remember the USSR fondly, some not so much, but that doesn’t matter now. We can learn from the past without mindlessly emulating it, taking the good and leaving the bad. All we want to do for the future is live without human greed, human weakness, human selfishness.”
“Chuchnova said the same thing,” said Pavlov. “I actually thought, for a moment, that meant she was crazy too.”
Dmitriev considered that, a playful smile drifting over his face. “Well, maybe we are a little crazy,” he said, rolling his shoulders. “The Separatist movement is made up of many disparate parts. The bulk of us are neo-Communists, but a non-insubstantial part are fascists, libertarians, anarchists, folks who just plain want to shoot people, and…the occasional UE plant trying to steer the breakaway Russian worlds into our fold. All we have in common, all we need in common, is a desire for freedom and independence from the Confederation.”
Pavlov considered that carefully. “You realise that if you win, you have a long road ahead of you. The pieces of your army won’t fit together nicely; each faction will claim they did the majority of the work, the fighting and the dying, and each will want a greater share of the power than what they are truly owed. And if your comrades discover that the UE is meddling in Syrene’s affairs, they won’t like it, especially being so inclined toward independence. They won’t be looking to replace one set of rulers with another.”
“Those are problems for another day.” Dmitriev inclined his head. “But your point is well taken. Assuming we can beat off the Confederation, Syrene’s period of war and strife is just beginning.”
Together they stood in silence for a moment.
“Maybe a joke,” said Dmitriev. “To lighten the mood.”
“Okay,” said Pavlov.
“A Confederation ship lands at Syrene’s spaceport.
‘Occupation?’ asks the guard.
‘No no no, just visiting!’”
Pavlov laughed. “Right. Well, I’m afraid my loyalties still lie with the evil occupying overlords.”
“Like I said,” said Dmitriev. “Disparate parts, all working together. As long as your guns are pointed to the victims of this madness, whatever it is, we are allies.”
“For now,” said Pavlov.
“For now,” said Dmitriev.





 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 27
 
 
The Separatist camp
Syrene
 
IN
THE
MORNING, AT
ABOUT 05:00 hours, Pavlov, Chuchnova, Ilyukhina, Dmitriev and the rest of the Separatists set off toward Hammerfall with the rising sun at their backs.
Their weapons were returned to them. Pavlov took his rifle gratefully; its grip felt familiar in his hands, an old comrade now reunited. There were no blindfolds this time.
Their weapons were meagre, but they had a plan.
As they marched, Pavlov took stock of his allies of convenience. The Separatist weapons were truly pitiful, even worse than they’d had during the first attack. Apparently that was their best gear. The majority of them had repurposed farming equipment, and one of them—a tall blonde woman whom Pavlov felt truly small beside—carried a huge sword.
It was a fucking miracle that they had held out against the Confederation this long.
There was some good news amongst the depressing display of inadequate weaponry. The Separatists’ self-propelled SAM battery—the exact same one that had nearly killed them on the drop in—trundled along beside them, its onboard AI doing the driving. Five missiles remained, with one conspicuous gap on one side of the rail. It was strange to be casually marching alongside the machine that had tried to murder him.
* * *
Pavlov’s Cell
 
“Fucking SAMs,” said Chainsaw. “I hate those things.”
“I know, I know,” said Pavlov. “It nearly killed me too, remember?”
“Yeah, but I mean, you and me—we’re just meat. Just people. But Anarchy…she’s a beautiful soul, you know? She’s too beautiful to have her face marred by tread-heads with their missiles.”
Yanovna didn’t seem to be listening to what she was saying. Pavlov couldn’t help but laugh.
“It’s a ship,” said Pavlov. “A spaceship. If the highest aim of a pilot was to preserve their ship, they would leave it in the hangar forever.”
Chainsaw’s tone betrayed her offence. “It’s not like that,” she said. “You wouldn’t understand.”
Pilots.
* * *
Jungle surrounding Hammerfall
 
The blonde woman stared at him, hand resting on the hilt of her sword.
“Yes?” asked Pavlov, turning to walk sideways. “You got something to say?”
Anger flashed across her face, but it faded as quickly as it came. Instead of acting, she snorted dismissively. “Not to a Confederate. Cука блядь.”
Pavlov raised his visor, exposing his face. He always found that was helpful in diplomatic situations. “Yeah, well, I’m not exactly feeling chatty either.”
She said nothing, so Pavlov returned to walking straight, but the moment he did so, she spoke up again.
“Yeah. I’m sure it’s hard to take time out of your day to talk, so busy are you sending gunships over the jungle to massacre farmers trying to make a living.”
Pavlov chewed on the inside of his cheek, trying to keep his tongue inside his mouth where it belonged, but he unwisely let it waggle instead. “Yeah. Farmers trying to make a living? Right. That’s what you are. Tell me, did you shell Hammerfall with your caring and your charming, rural ways?” His tone turned acidic. “Did you kill Minsky with your kindness, you fucking neo-Communist?”
“We don’t exactly have the luxury of engaging you in a fair fight,” said the blonde woman, her voice equally venomous. “You think I haven’t lost people too? Must be easy for you: wake up, have your orange juice and cereal, go slaughter some poor Ukrainians, and then go home to your nice warm spaceship and count your pay?”
Cука блядь. “I don’t do it for the pay. I do it for the Confederation. For Russia.”
“Bullshit!” The woman’s anger seemed to only grow. “You Confederates fight for money. Just mercenaries. Hired thugs. We fight for our honour.”
“Each of us fights for what they lack most,” said Pavlov.
Her sword flew into her hands. Pavlov shrugged helplessly, stopped walking, and clicked the safety on his rifle off. She couldn’t possibly be serious, could she? He would end her before she took a step.
“Hey!” shouted Dmitriev, jogging over to the two of them. “Don’t you fucking animals have enough to worry about without this shit?” He spat onto the jungle floor. “What, too eager to fight? Can’t wait until we get to Hammerfall?”
It was a good point.
“She started it,” said Pavlov.
Dmitriev rolled his eyes. “What are you, twelve?”
“No,” said Pavlov. “I’m two. That’s twenty-four in dog years. Arf arf!”
“The fuck?” asked the woman. Dmitriev silenced her with a glare.
They walked for a minute or so, then Pavlov stepped over to her. “Hey, sorry about that.”
She said nothing and kept walking.
“Nice sword,” he said.
She said nothing and kept walking.
Pavlov drew his pistol, turned it around in his hand, and then offered it to her. “Here,” he said. “That can opener won’t do much against the armoured spetsnaz we’re going up against. This has high-velocity screamer rounds—if you hit them in the joint, visor, or from below, it’s got a good chance of getting through their armour. Just remember to keep shooting because these guys were tough even before their…change.”
She regarded the gift with a sceptical eye. “Why would you offer me this?”
“We all gotta get through this,” said Pavlov, the pistol dangling on his finger. “We might not like each other, but in this battle, we’re on the same side.”
The woman considered for a moment, and then took it. She removed the magazine, inspecting it with a critical eye. “I don’t want to shoot nobody,” she said. “I don’t want to fight a war for freedom, or honour, or money, or any other kind of reason.” She stepped over a large log.
“You might not be interested in war, but war is interested in you. Bullets don’t care if you want peace or war.”
“I actually don’t want peace either,” she said. “Actually, truth be told, I don’t really want to live at all. But, you know, dying is such a hassle, and…” She jammed the magazine back into the pistol. “Killing is easier.”
“Beep beep beep,” said Pavlov. “My bullshit detector is going crazy. Boop beep. Off the charts. Everyone wants to live.”
She looked at him sideways, with hollow eyes. “Not when you’ve seen the things I’ve seen.”
He’d seen that look before. “You’re deep in the Russian Circle,” he said. “Hard times create strong men. Strong men create good times. Good times create weak men. Weak men create hard times.” Pavlov tilted his head. “Men being the generic title for humans, of course.”
“Of course.” The woman looked away. “You ever love someone?”
It was a weird discussion to be having with a complete stranger, one who he’d threatened to shoot moments ago, but war brought out the strangeness in all of them. “Yeah,” he said. “Sort of. Maybe.”
The woman smiled, a strange smile that was both amused and sad. “Wow, a man with commitment problems. I’m shocked.”
“I don’t have problems with commitment. Minsky and I were…well, we were going all the way.”
“Mmm hmm. No, you’re right. It’s my experience that guys don’t tend to have problems with commitment, it’s following through on that commitment that’s the problem.”
It was so strange to talk about this stuff, about Minsky, without feeling his chest close in around him. The approaching battle must have done it. “Minsky…helped me breathe. Just being around him made my chest tight, but when he spoke, suddenly I was relaxed. I was happy.”
He realised Ilyukhina had been listening in. “That sounds poetic,” she said, raising a sceptical eyebrow, “but honestly, from what I remember of the two of you, you mostly argued the whole time. He would say something dumb, and you’d correct him, and then back and forth and back and forth until finally one of you got sick of it. Or he said something else dumb.”
“Yeah,” said Pavlov, trying not to think about it too much. “I…I guess we expressed ourselves in a strange way.”
“Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to upset you, sir.”
“Arf arf, but honestly, it’s okay. Talk about him, it’s good. I like being upset.” He took a breath, shallow, taking in some air. Gotta keep breathing. “I want to still be affected by this. I want to think that, in some way, he’s still here with me. I still have something. The day I think of him and feel nothing is the day he’s truly gone.”
“That’s nice,” she said, and Pavlov thought she actually meant it.
He wanted to say something else, something profound even, but whatever it was died in his mouth as he spotted a glint on the horizon. Then another right next to it. Then another. The glint of the rising sun off metal wings, banking toward them.
Incoming bombers.





 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 28
 
 
Jungle surrounding Hammerfall
 
LOOKED
LIKE
THE
CRAZIES
HAD fixed the communications array. Figured.
“Incoming!” Pavlov shouted into the jungle, which, apart from the occasional animal sound, was quiet and still. “Incoming air strike! Everyone—scatter!”
Chuchnova and the Separatists stood around, confused at his outburst, but Ilyukhina—her training kicking in—immediately began running, disappearing into the jungle.
Dmitriev reacted next. He turned and bolted a different way, barking commands to anyone who could hear.
There was nothing more he could do. Pavlov picked a third direction and, feet pounding through the mud, took off at a run.
He wasn’t sure how long he had before they struck. The bombers were some distance away but could close that distance quickly. They were low altitude, down in the weeds, trying to avoid anti-aircraft fire.
A missile streaked overhead, the howl of its engine loud enough to hurt his ears. The SAM battery, which had previously tried to kill him, was now protecting him. Another missile followed the first, climbing as it rose to meet the bombers.
Those missiles were short range. He only had moments. Pavlov threw himself down into the mud, wiggling into a ditch, and waited.
For a brief moment, everything was quiet. Still. Peaceful, almost. Maybe the aircraft weren’t bombers and were just flying nearby. Maybe they were going on another mission. Maybe they’d decided not to attack.
Two sonic booms shattered the silence as the bombers soared overhead, their bomb bays open and empty.
Two bombers. The SAM battery had killed one of their attackers.
Not enough.
The roar of atmospheric bombers was followed a few seconds of silence.
Maybe—
The air above him ignited in a thousand crackling explosions as the bombers’ air burst munitions broke apart and detonated, each spraying fragments in devastating spheres, shredding the jungle foliage and blasting mud up in all directions. Pavlov wiggled into his life-saving ditch as far as he could go. Shrapnel pinged off his armour, splattered into the mud nearby, and blasted everything around him to wet splinters.
Then, as quickly as it had began, it ended and the jungle was still once more.
He lay there for almost a minute. The heat from the blasts would confuse the thermal cameras of anyone watching. But he couldn’t stay here, as comforting a thought as that was. To just lie down and not have to think about any of this. Live the rest of his life in a safe ditch.
Tempting but silly. Pavlov poked his head up out of the mud. Gunk was smeared all over his visor. He wiped it off, his armour’s now-minimal sensors giving him information. No breaches, apart from the one on his arm, no damage apart from scratches, no wounds.
Good.
Pavlov retraced his steps back to the Separatist SAM battery. Miraculously, the battery was completely intact, minus two missiles. The bombing run had completely missed it.
The surrounding Separatists, the majority of whom lay blown to pieces, dead or dying, their limbs scattered to the four winds—not so much.
It was impossible to tell how many people had been killed. The bodies lay scattered, broken into tiny pieces, burned, churned into the mud. The Separatists did not have armour, as he did. They had thought their SAM site would protect them.
For all the fresh corpses he could see, it was the last mistake they ever made.
Pavlov wandered from broken, bloody corpse to bloody corpse, trying to identify them, or even salvage something useful out of all the carnage, and that was when he found the blonde woman.
Most of her.
A bomb blast had burned away much of her skin and hair, and peppered her body with fragments, each one having left a bloody flower on her flesh. She tried to breathe through burned lungs, her chest barely fluttering. An arm, leg, and a good chunk of her face were missing. Her remaining eye looked at him with sincere pain. Speaking was beyond her now.
There was absolutely no chance of any kind of casevac. Not that it would have helped anyway. The kind of injuries she had…they were not survivable.
So Pavlov took his pistol back, said a few words to God, and put the pistol under her chin. She thanked him with her eyes, so without further ado, he sent her to meet her maker. He holstered the pistol and moved on.
For some reason, this shook him more than it should have. There was something distinctly unsettling about seeing enemies turned into friends and then friends into corpses.
After a timeless wait, Ilyukhina emerged from the jungle, her armour scorched and dented.
“Is anyone else alive?” she asked, a tremor in her normally steel voice.
“I think it’s just us,” said Pavlov. “The SAM battery seems to be unharmed. I saw Dmitriev running for the hills before the strike, so it’s possible he’s still alive.”
“They say ‘fortune favours the bold’,” said Ilyukhina, looking around at the broken bodies that littered the jungle floor, “but courage certainly didn’t help these poor bastards.”
“Fortune’s favour doesn’t count for much versus high explosive air burst ordnance.” He took a breath, his visor filtering out the smell of the dead. “Even God has his limits. Judges 1:19. And the Lord was with Judah; and he drove out the inhabitants of the mountain; but could not drive out the inhabitants of the valley, because they had chariots of iron.”
“Sorry, sir,” said Ilyukhina, scrunching up her face. “An all-powerful God, defeated by metal boxes?”
Pavlov shrugged and gestured around him. “Technology is pretty neat.”
Sorry, God. But you could have stopped this, you know. You could have just given me something to work with. I’m trying to do the right thing here.
“Holy shit. Pavlov?” Dmitriev’s voice heralded his emergence from the jungle, covered in mud and blood. “I didn’t think anyone else had survived.”
Behind him, a dozen survivors emerged, similarly bloody, but with a hardened resolve on their faces that Pavlov did not expect. Such a crushing defeat should have demoralised them, broken their will to fight…but instead, it had only hardened it. Strengthened it.
They took stock of the situation, squared their shoulders, salvaged whatever they could, and then they were ready.





 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 29
 
 
Jungle surrounding Hammerfall
 
TEN
SURVIVORS, INCLUDING ILYUKHINA, CHUCHNOVA, Dmitriev, and himself. Whatever supplies they could salvage from the bodies. Some guns, some grenades, some handmade explosives. The blonde woman’s sword. Three missiles on the SAM battery.
That was all they had.
The SAM battery’s AI drove the rest of the way to its destination, a hill overlooking Hammerfall, without incident. It climbed the slope with barely a complaint, and the group was now small enough that they could all ride it. It was good to take a break from walking.
Dmitriev talked to keep their spirits up. Despite being a UE agent almost certain to be manipulating them all, Pavlov couldn’t help but respect that. A single low pass from a medium bomber had devastated their team and practically doomed them before they even started, but Dmitriev still talked as though they were going to win.
“Did you know,” said Dmitriev, “during the Great Patriotic War, the Soviets built the SU-100 tank destroyer? So named because it carried a 100mm anti-tank gun. Wicked thing! What was delightful about it was the nickname given to it by its crew: Pizdets Vsemu.” The Fucking End To Everything. “That 100mm D-10S cannon was a beast killer…designed to penetrate the gun mantlets of Panthers and Tigers, and even, under ideal conditions, the mighty Königstiger!” Dmitriev smiled like a jackal. “Lions, Tigers, and Bears, oh my. Ahh, if only we had one of those, eh?”
Pavlov twisted around on the SAM battery, squinting at him. “You want a cannon manufactured in 1943?”
“Made by strong Soviets, that thing was.” Dmitriev slapped the hull of the SAM battery. “So much better than this modern piece of shit, eh?”
Ilyukhina snorted. She and Pavlov exchanged a sidelong glance. 
“We should sing,” said Dmitriev. “Let’s hear The Tankmen’s Song.”
Pavlov knew of it but didn’t know the words. “Let’s focus on our mission,” he suggested.
No such luck. Dmitriev coughed, cleared his throat, and then he and the other Separatists began to sing, their voices half drowned out by the churning of mud and the whine of the SAM battery’s engine.
 
“The tanks were rattling like a thunder
The soldiers went to their last fight
And here they carried young commander
With head all broken outright
 
An armour-piercer hit his vehicle,
So say good-bye to his Guards crew.
Just four more corpses in the hillside
Will add to fair morning view.
 
And as the vehicle is burning,
Wait for the shells to detonate.
You want to live and see next morning,
But you’re too weak and it’s too late.
 
When they extract us from the wreckage,
They’ll put our bodies in a strip.
Then salvos by our turret gunners
Will set us down to our last trip.
 
Now mournful telegrams are flying
To every friend and relative
To read: “Your son will not be coming,
Nor will he ever get a leave.”
 
His old mum will sob in a corner,
His dad will wipe a silent tear.
His fiancée will never learn now
What kind of end got her love dear.
 
And there’s his photo in her old books
Collecting dust in their sad gloom,
His uniform with shoulder-straps on...
And he’s no longer her bridegroom.”
 
“Fucking hell, that’s depressing,” said Ilyukhina, her mouth hanging open. “That’s the song you sing before a heavy assault against overwhelming odds? A song about Soviet heroes dying for nothing?”
“Well firstly,” said Dmitriev, “they died in the defence of the motherland. That’s not nothing. Secondly, there’s no shame in dying for nothing. Most people die for nothing, and those who die for something find their sacrifice woefully unappreciated by those who still live.”
Pavlov had to concede that point. “Let’s just get this done,” he said, “so we can go back to hating each other.”
Ilyukhina and Dmitriev bickered all the way to the top of the hill, the SAM battery diligently steering itself around the worst of the mud. Pavlov was almost impressed; Ilyukhina apparently had a lot to say and had kept it in all this time.
Bitch, bitch, bitch. Is that what I sound like when I talk? The pair of them were at each other, and he wished they would just stop. He regretted talking politics to the blonde woman earlier, and to Dmitriev.
He regretted a lot of things.
The SAM battery ground to a halt, its electric engine whining as it cooled. On the opposite hill, poking out of the jungle, was the scorched, battered wart known as Hammerfall. Piece of shit building. He hated it now, hated even seeing it. For a brief second, he imagined the explosion that would soon destroy it. That beautiful mushroom cloud…
“Well,” said Pavlov, slightly louder than he needed to, to make sure the other two shut up. “We’re here! Time to stop talking and start working.”
Mercifully, Dmitriev and Ilyukhina stopped their arguing and actually did their jobs. The remaining Separatists fanned out and secured the area. Dmitriev pried open the side of the launcher and started adjusting its targeting radar to lock onto the facility. Ilyukhina began removing the safety bolts holding the missiles in place, throwing them into the mud when they were unscrewed.
Pavlov used the magnification on his visor to scan for threats. His armour’s tiny sensors couldn’t see much further than he could, and if the other spetsnaz were out there, they would know his suit’s limitations. They’d know his limitations.
 But the crazy ones didn’t have a missile launcher capable of taking down aircraft from low orbit.
“Ready to do this shit,” said Dmitriev.
“Good up here,” said Ilyukhina.
According to the field manual—an actual, printed, paper manual, which was yellowed from exposure to the wet jungle air—the backblast on the missile was twenty metres long. Dmitriev tried to convince them that they could be as close as ten, but Chuchnova, Pavlov, and Ilyukhina weren’t having any part of that. They stood thirty metres away, crouched down in the mud.
“Everyone ready?” called Dmitriev.
Nobody said no, so Dmitriev tapped his wrist and signalled the launcher to fire.
One after the other, two of the three missiles flared to life and leapt off the railing, streaking toward Hammerfall. The backblast knocked the closer group off their feet, and when it reached Pavlov, he felt the pressure wave hit him like a titan’s fist to his chest, slamming into him with a force that made him gasp.
“Woo hoo!” yelled Dmitriev, sitting upright, his hair blown back and scorched. “See? Told you it was safe!”
The twin exhaust trails from both missiles formed a railway toward Hammerfall. They flew straight and fast, but as he watched, one peeled off to the side and plunged into the jungle, exploding with a muted bang that silenced the animals. It must have been damaged during the airstrike.
Its brother, however, flew true, ploughing into the door and bursting the smart-steel armour like a raw egg. The structure buckled and heaved, then subsided, its outer hull cracked, broken, and exposed.
Pavlov took out his flask and took a deep draught, the vodka burning his throat as it went down. Then he shouldered his rifle and took a deep breath.
“Go! Go! Go!” he shouted, and then the charge began.





 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 30
 
 
Pavlov’s Cell
 
“A FRONTAL
ASSAULT.” YANOVNA’S
FACE betrayed little emotion as she tapped away. “That was your plan?”
Pavlov was getting pretty sick of her questions. “It was a legitimate tactic,” he said. “We had the element of surprise and a way to breach the smart-steel.”
“Surely you could have used more finesse,” she said.
Maybe. Maybe not.
“Finesse isn’t everything,” said Chainsaw from the next cell. “Brute force is a suitable solution for a lot of things. If it doesn’t work, you’re not using enough of it.”
“I’m aware, Lieutenant,” said Yanovna. “I went to Officer’s school too. I know all the jokes.”
“But not flight school,” said Chainsaw. “I mean, flying is all about finesse, but also strength, too. Like the crosswinds we encountered when we landed…”
* * *
Cockpit
Dropship Anarchy
 
Druzhba City at night was even prettier from the upper atmosphere. A view probably not helped by how stuffy the air was getting.
The city’s thousands of lights shone bright and fierce, despite the almost-year of fighting that had engulfed the whole region, and the planet as a whole, but there were gaps—sections of the sea of lights that were dark. Places an artillery shell had landed, a fighter had crashed, or the power network had been disabled. Yet everyone else kept their lights on.
In some way, the light shone with the spirit of the people who were unwilling witnesses to the violence. They hadn’t chosen to be born on Syrene. Separatist or Loyalist, or neither, none of them had asked to have their homes destroyed.
“Landing pattern locked in,” said Anne, her voice emotionless as always. “Drop to angels ten and prepare for VTOL descent.”
“How are we doing for oxygen?” said Chainsaw, tugging at her flight suit’s collar. The ship was descending vertically, straight down. Riding an elevator to the surface of Syrene.
“Not too bad. Our stowaway’s stopped shouting. I had a talk with him earlier, and he seemed to listen to me.”
A persuasive robot. Chainsaw had tried but hadn’t gotten through to the kid. Weird that Anne could. “Thanks.”
“You’re welcome. I guess I just have a human touch.”
Jokes. Always with the jokes. “Great,” she said. The lights below spread out, the city growing closer and closer. The ship lurched to one side, caught in a crosswind. She corrected, forcibly bringing the ship back into the landing path. “Anne, just so you know, if we crash during the landing, my ghost will haunt you something terrible. I mean it. There will be haunting.”
“AIs are not programmed to be afraid of ghosts,” said Anne. “Maybe you should let me fly…”
Hell to the absolute fucking no. She’d been saved too much by her computers lately; her pilot’s ego could take very little more. “I got this,” said Chainsaw, guiding the descending ship through the night sky. “I got this.”
“If you say so,” said Anne.
She wrestled with the controls. The wind was beating the ship around something fierce. “How’s our guest?”
“Why don’t you talk to him yourself?”
Fair enough. Chainsaw reached out and opened the microphone to the passenger compartment.
Yeah, the kid was definitely screaming a lot. High pitched and aggravating.
“Hey, calm down,” Chainsaw said, turning down the volume with one hand.
“Are we going to die? We’re going to die! Oh my God, we’re going to die!”
“We aren’t going to die, kid, just relax. We’re just landing in Druzhba City.”
“Druzhba City?” Truby was practically shrieking now. “No! No! I won’t go back there—I won’t! I fucking won’t!”
Oh, God. She did not have time for this. “Look—”
“No! No! No!”
What a baby. “Okay, okay, look. We have to land—the ship’s damaged, we can’t avoid that—but I promise you. Listen! I promise you. You don’t have to get out, and nobody will come in, okay?”
Truby kept protesting, but Chainsaw cut the microphone and focused on landing. Fortunately, as they descended, the turbulence eased. Six columns of landing lights, like the fingers of some giant, guided Anarchy down toward the surface.
“You think it’ll explode this time?” asked Chainsaw as the lights closed in around her like a cage.
Anne said nothing. The ship gracefully slid onto the landing pad. Damage control teams raced to meet them.
“Guess we’ll be holed up here for a couple of days,” said Chainsaw, unclipping herself and popping open the canopy. Cool, fresh air rushed in and she took in a lungful. “Might as well get comfortable.”
“I’m perfectly comfortable right now. But I’ll be less so when these total strangers start poking around my insides.”
“Don’t worry,” said Chainsaw, “I’ll make sure they buy you dinner first.”
“You’re such a wonderful lady,” said Anne, her voice wholly devoid of tone. “Think of me while you’re eating, and drinking, and otherwise being a walking sack of fluids and organs.”
“If I didn’t know you were a robot, I’d think that was super creepy.”
“Fortunately,” said Anne, “spaceships can’t be creepy.”
One of the ground crew called out. “Says here you’ve got a passenger,” she said. “We can take care of them if you want. Just open up the back and we’ll come in.”
There was something weird about the way she looked at Chainsaw. The way she seemed to be smiling.
“Nah,” said Chainsaw. “Just repair the outer hull. We were exoatmospheric before, so there’s no damage inside. The passenger is my responsibility, and they’re a bit…touchy right now. I’d suggest you don’t go inside, actually.”
“It will be difficult to work without access to the inner hull,” said the crewman, her hair pulled back in an uncomfortable-looking bun. “We’re authorised to work on Confederate military spacecraft. I recommend you permit us access.”
Entirely reasonable, but if her remarkably unstable passenger got wind of that, it would be bad. Chainsaw shook her finger. “Nope. You’re authorised to work on Confederate assets on Syrene,” she said, “but this is a vessel attached to the Varyag. This is a Navy asset. You won’t be getting into the inner hull and I won’t be leaving. Thank you for your consideration.”
The crewman didn’t seem angry. Didn’t seem frustrated at all. Just happy. “As you wish,” said the woman.
To prove her point Chainsaw lowered the cockpit canopy, sealing it again. She settled back into her seat. “Just be thankful you’re a spacecraft,” she said to Anne. “You don’t have to deal with this garbage.”
“I suppose,” said Anne.
“Honestly. I mean it. It could be a lot worse. You could be a ground-pounder. Or a soldier, like those spetsnaz we dropped off earlier.”
“Eh,” said Anne as the landing pad’s lights dimmed and she started the shutdown procedure. “How bad could life on the ground really be?”





 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 31
 
 
Jungle surrounding Hammerfall
 
SMOKE
POURED
FROM
THE
HOLE in Hammerfall, a beacon for the Separatist forces. Pavlov jogged toward it through the thick jungle, a dozen fighters beside and ahead of him, their weapons raised.
He moved through the same killing fields where he and the other spetsnaz, along with Chainsaw, had cut down the Separatist attackers. Through the shredded trees and foliage, past the crater where Jakov had died, past muddy footprints the four of them had left when they had abandoned the building.
For a tantalisingly long time—almost a minute, with Hammerfall drawing ever closer, barely a few hundred metres away—they were entirely unopposed.
Then, about a hundred metres to the hole in the structure, the lead Separatist got hit by a rocket.
The blast threw his body almost four metres into the air. The height of the rest of his limbs, however, Pavlov was less certain about.
Shouts of panic came from the Separatists and Chuchnova. 
“Die for freedom!” shouted Dmitriev. Felt odd to be on the other side of that war cry. The Separatists surged forward, a dozen soldiers charging across the churned and blasted mud.
Pavlov threw himself onto his chest, his eyes following the rocket’s smoke trail to the landing pad. Motion. A black dot. He looked through the scope of his rifle. One of the facility’s scientists was shoving a rocket into the smoking end of a launcher, a calm, placid smile on his face.
Time to wipe that smile away. He gently squeezed the trigger.
Click. Jammed. Pavlov tried to cycle the round out, but the charging handle stopped about halfway.
“Incoming!” shouted Dmitriev. The Separatists scattered as another rocket flew in, sticking into the mud and failing to explode.
One dud missile for us, one dud missile for them. God was nothing if not fair.
“Ilyukhina,” he shouted, “kill that guy!”
“That’s what I’m here for,” she said, and behind him, her rifle spoke twice. The scientist’s body blew in half, the launcher falling off the landing pad and disappearing somewhere in the jungle.
Pavlov hammered the charging handle of his rifle, trying to clear the jam. The round had wedged in there good—a failure to eject like that was typically easy to fix, but this one just didn’t want to come out.
Option. He needed an option. Miraculously, one presented itself: lying in the mud, almost within arm’s reach, the plastic stock of a gun. Pavlov scrambled in the mud, crawling on his hands and knees over to it.
Chuchnova’s varmint rifle.
The 6-1 was probably the worst gun he could possibly find in the ruined debris of the battlefield, but it met one single important criterion: it was a gun, and it was loaded.
Falling in the mud had done it no favours. Pavlov cycled the 6-1, clearing the current round and chambering a new one. He hunted for a new target, searching for the bobbing of heads that would signify movement. He saw one. Shot it. The head sprayed pink mist and slumped behind the lip of the landing pad.
Two more targets presented themselves. Pavlov took them down in turn. The 6-1 was surprisingly easy to shoot; perhaps he’d been too harsh on it.
Carefully, methodically, Pavlov put rounds down range. Ilyukhina suppressed them with bursts from her rifle and Pavlov picked them off.
He almost, for a brief moment, began to think he could win.
Almost.





 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 32
 
 
Jungle surrounding Hammerfall
 
HE
HAD
A
STABLE
FIRING platform here, but he was getting bogged down, and when the defenders organised properly, their position would be terribly exposed. The only option was forward. 
“Moving!” He snatched up his jammed rifle, slinging it over his back. With the snap-hiss of bullets flying all around him, Pavlov got up and ran. The Separatists and Ilyukhina covered him, then it was his turn to cover them.
He fired the semi-automatic rifle carefully, mindful that he didn’t have any spare magazines. The scientists hid and moved with skill that should have been beyond them, but they were inexperienced. They rose up, fired several bursts, and then ducked back into cover.
More than enough time for Pavlov to sight them in and end them.
Then the 6-1 ran dry. He touched his radio. “Ilyukhina, cover me. I have to fix this jam.”
“Got it,” she said in his ear.
Pavlov pulled out the magazine and mud poured out of the weapon. It was full of the stuff. Cука блядь! When had this happened? The stuff was wedged inside, forced inside, packed in…almost deliberately so.
The only other person who had touched his rifle was Dmitriev. Pavlov swore under his breath and, jamming his fingers into the magazine port, scraped out as much as he could. Cука блядь, Cука блядь, Cука блядь…
A burst of machinegun fire splashed into the mud beside him. That was enough cleaning. Pavlov changed magazines with a speed that could come only from practice, yanked back the charging handle as hard as he could, chambered a new round, and squeezed the trigger.
It fired. Smoke poured from the barrel as the wet mud inside boiled, and Pavlov hated to think what it was doing to the accuracy of the weapon, but the perfect was the enemy of the good. The action of the gun worked the rest of the gunk out, and when he changed magazines again, the fresh one went in fairly smoothly.
As he was looking for a new target, something made the hairs on the back of his neck stand up. Some feeling that he couldn’t explain, as though God were personally reaching down His hand and guiding him.
Pavlov listened to that guidance, swinging his rifle low. A brief glint of metal caught his attention, a gun barrel he was looking straight down. His visor drew a blue box around it.
BD-140 Sniper Rifle
He was about to be killed.
Instinct and training took over. The shooter would have to be directly behind the rifle. Pavlov clicked the full-automatic switch on his rifle and held down the trigger, spraying the bush with everything he had, dumping his magazine, leaves and mud flying in all directions.
The rifle slumped and fell into the mud.
A little too close for comfort. Pavlov quickly scanned the tree line, looking for additional snipers but saw none. Around him, the gunfire died down as the scientists were eradicated by Ilyukhina and the Separatists. None of them surrendered. Pavlov had expected that.
Still, so far, only scientists had opposed them. The truly dangerous opponents, the spetsnaz, were inside.
Waiting.
Hoping for a brief respite, Pavlov reloaded and ran his eyes along the landing bay, looking for any signs of survivors. Any threat. Any opportunity to pop one of those crazy arseholes and put them out of their misery.
He instead saw a steel drum, almost a metre in diameter and twice that long, roll down the landing pad and off the edge, tumbling as it fell into the jungle, landing in front of the hole in Hammerfall’s wall with a splat. Another followed it, and then another and another. They sat there in the mud, forming an extremely crude—and frankly ineffective—barrier in front of the hole.
Cautious, Pavlov zoomed his visor. The drums were water barrels, empty, each perforated by a handful of bullet holes. Perhaps they had been damaged in the battle and come loose, but Pavlov did not recall barrels—empty or otherwise—being stored on the landing pad.
Nothing happened. The jungle birds started to sing again, celebrating the end of the loud gunfire.
“Advance,” called Dmitriev. “We have to get out of the open before more of them come.” Lacking a better option, Pavlov did so, rejoining with the rest of the Separatists.
“Nicely done,” said Dmitriev, smiling a half-moon. “We might just win.”
What a fucking arsehole. Pavlov stormed up to him, withdrawing the magazine and tilting his weapon upside down. “No thanks to you!” he spat. “Look at this shit! What did you do to my gun?”
Dmitriev blinked. “Oh shit,” he said. “Sorry. I…forgot.”
“You forgot.”
“Uhh, yeah.” The guy rubbed the back of his head sheepishly. “I wasn’t confident giving you your weapons back, given everything, sooo…”
“So you fucked it like it was a two-rouble whore working the spacedock on High Vladstock?”
Dmitriev shrugged helplessly.
Ilyukhina emptied her water canister on his rifle. The water that came out of the weapon was brown. More water, and it started to clear.
“Dick,” said Pavlov, glaring at Dmitriev.
“That’s a gendered insult,” Dmitriev said. “I thought we were better than that.”
“I don’t give a shit. I thought we were better than sabotaging our allies’ guns and then forgetting we’d done it.”
Dmitriev’s cheesy grin didn’t abate, and Pavlov opened his mouth to continue the tirade, but realised he was missing someone.
“Where’s Chuchnova?” he asked. “I saw her cut and run, and I have her rifle here…” He touched his radio. “Chuchnova, you okay over there?”
For a moment, there was no response, then a quiet, “Yes.” Another pause. “S-Sorry, I’m not a soldier. I’m just a scientist.”
“It’s okay. We’ve cleared the way to the facility. No sign of my comrades, however, and you won’t be much good against them… How about I just leave your 6-1 here, and you can catch up when you’re feeling better, yeah?”
“Okay,” she said. “I’ll go back to the launcher and get in the cabin. That should protect me from the explosion.”
After a quick check for ammunition and wounded—three Separatists had been killed, and one wounded too badly to continue the fight—the group reformed and jogged toward the hole in Hammerfall’s side. The water barrels slowly sank into the mud, the pile of steel drums barely a metre high. Easily climbable. Whatever attempt the crazies had cooked up to stop them getting in was not going to work.
As they got close, Pavlov heard a faint hissing coming from the barrels, high pitched like escaping air. He examined them closely. Definitely empty. But something was making that noise…
The Separatist near him coughed, loudly and wetly. There was a shake in his hands Pavlov knew all too well—adrenaline. An excess during stressful situations could cause it. The guy coughed more, hunched over as though in pain. That wasn’t normal.
Then the others started doing it, coughing and gagging, and as Pavlov watched, Dmitriev unclipped the gas mask from his belt and pulled it over his head.
“Best close the breach in your armour,” Dmitriev said, his voice muffed by the mask, pointing to the crumpled spot on Pavlov’s arm. “Do you have any sealant?”
“No,” said Pavlov, his breathing quickening. “Should I just hold it closed? Will that work?”
“It could be activated on contact.” Dmitriev reached around behind him and withdrew a small can of foam. He sprayed it over the crack, sealing it. “That should do the trick.”
If it didn’t, he wouldn’t have to worry about it for long. Fortunately it seemed to hold.
Protected by their various implements, Pavlov, Ilyukhina, and Dmitriev could do absolutely nothing but watch as the invisible, deadly nerve gas spread amongst the remainder of the Separatist forces, slowly killing them.





 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 33
 
 
Pavlov’s Cell
 
YANOVNA
TAPPED
AWAY
ON
HER tablet. “How certain are you that it was nerve gas, rather than some other kind of chemical agent?”
Pavlov gripped the edges of his bed and squeezed until his knuckles hurt. “What do you want me to say? Do you want me to describe the effects of the gas to you?” He leaned forward. “Well, first of all, their muscles contracted. Their jaws clenched. Their hands became fists. They twitched and jerked, their heads swaying violently around. They lost motor control. The chemicals blinded them. Choked and burned their lungs. They became little balls of people that finally, in great agony, died in the mud as we watched. And then they—”
“Okay,” she said, holding up a hand. “I got it.”
“Do you?” Pavlov glared at her. “Because I got more. It went on for, like, two minutes. They barely made a sound, they couldn’t. They just kind of gargled—”
“I get it,” she said. “They died. Spare us the gory details. They’re not necessary for the report. What I should know, however, is how they got it. Pretty certain that nerve gas isn’t standard equipment at research facilities…”
“I have no idea.” Pavlov shrugged. “I’m guessing the scientists cooked something up. My understanding is that sarin gas is just two chemicals mixed together in the right ratio.”
“It’s much more complicated than that,” said Yanovna. “The ingredients, in lots of ways, are more dangerous than the gas itself. Methylphosphonyl difluoride, one of the chemicals, is highly corrosive and requires specialised equipment to hold; even in liquid form, a tiny leak would be devastating.”
Methylphowhatnow? “I didn’t exactly memorise Better Killing Through Chemistry, okay?”
“That’s not a real book,” said Yanovna.
Pavlov released his bed, taking a couple of slow, deep breaths to calm himself. “And…I don’t know how they got the gas. I can only assume it was a nerve agent, but it might have been some kind of other horrible choking, paralysing thing. All I know is that it killed everyone pretty good.”
“So you said,” said Yanovna. “And then what happened?”
* * *
Outside Hammerfall
 
Pavlov would take the sight of the gassed Separatists dying to his grave. Their bodies all bundled up, like they were huddling for warmth in the sweltering jungle. The silence was eerie; no birds, no chatter, no moving things at all, save themselves. They stood in an empty nothingness where life had once been.
“Chuchnova,” he said, unable to keep the tremor out of his voice. “You out there?”
“Yeah,” she said, panting into the microphone. “I’m almost to the launcher. Is everything okay?”
“Listen to me very carefully. Do not approach Hammerfall. The crazies have deployed some kind of gas. Everyone is dead except Ilyukhina, Dmitriev, and me. Lock yourself in the SAM battery—it’s NBC rated—and activate the filters. Do not open the door until we blow the reactor and burn away the chemicals, okay?”
“Okay,” she said, and in the background, Pavlov could hear the hiss of an opening metal door. “I’m getting inside. I’ll lock it up good.”
“Good,” he said. “There’s one missile left, and Ilyukhina took off the safety bolt, so it’s live. Just call out your target and the computer will do the rest.”
“Right,” said Chuchnova. “Hopefully it won’t come to that.”
“Good luck,” he said, and then—surrounded by gas that was kept out only by their armour—he and Ilyukhina stepped inside, Dmitriev behind them. Pavlov inspected the sealant on his armour. Whatever it was seemed to have helped, but moving his arm caused it to creak ominously. If gas got past the seemingly feeble barrier…
Best not to think about it anymore. There was no point.
Carefully putting one foot in front of the other, Pavlov advanced into Hammerfall. Every step felt closer to danger; the lights were off, every computer terminal unpowered. He and Ilyukhina navigated using their thermal cameras; Dmitriev used a small hand torch.
The further they travelled into the dark, the more concerning the lack of electricity became. The missile strike had only damaged the outer smart-steel layer…the power network might have been disrupted, but it shouldn’t have been out for the entire building. No lights. No cameras. No microphones. That was good, right?
Worrying thoughts wormed into his mind. The crazies were stronger than normal, tougher, more resilient…surely they couldn’t see in the dark, too.
Surely not.
Probably.
Pavlov flipped the image on his visor’s thermal camera to white-hot to increase contrast. “The stairway down to the basement is about twenty metres ahead,” he said, keeping his weapon raised. “Straight down the steps and follow the green. You can’t miss it.”
Dmitriev waved his flashlight from wall to wall, briefly washing out Pavlov’s thermal camera. “You guys will go first, right? And kill those arseholes?”
“Yes,” Pavlov said, the memory of Dmitriev sabotaging his rifle still fresh in his mind. “Assuming my gun works this time.”
“Hey, I said I was sorry about that.”
“Well, that makes nearly getting me killed with your incompetence and paranoia totally okay then.”
Ilyukhina used the camera on the side of her rifle to glance around the corner. “Clear,” she said.
Pavlov advanced to the staircase down to the basement. The metal bulkheads were apt at muffling sound, but the silence all around him seemed eerily oppressive, thick enough to strangle him. The scientists had showed their hand early…but where were the rest of Pavlov’s Dogs?
He motioned for Ilyukhina to check the stairway. She crept past him, up to the edge. Pavlov leaned around her, keeping her covered.
Ilyukhina stuck her rifle around the corner, examining the view for a moment.
“Looks clear,” she said, taking a step forward.
Her chest snagged on something Pavlov couldn’t see. The faint squeak of metal-on-metal hurt his teeth, followed by a click. A thin metal pin fell from the ceiling, plinking off Ilyukhina’s shoulder plate.
Pavlov looked up just in time to see a grenade tumble out of an air vent.





 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 34
 
 
Hammerfall
 
“SHIT,” SAID PAVLOV, “GRENADE! GRENADE! Back!”
The lemon-shaped device thumped on the metal deck. Ilyukhina stumbled back, her rifle falling out of her hands and clattering down the stairs. Her breastplate was caught up in the tripwire. With a flash of steel, Ilyukhina drew her knife and slashed at it. The thin cable resisted the steel’s edge.
The grenade’s fuse could only last seconds. Ilyukhina hacked wildly at the wire, trying to free herself.
Dmitriev grabbed Pavlov’s shoulder and yanked him back. “We have to get out of here!”
Solid advice. Pavlov couldn’t free Ilyukhina if he tried. But he couldn’t leave her there to get blown up.
Instead, he took a third option. Pavlov threw his rifle to the side, snatched up the grenade, and hurled it down the stairwell. It rang against the metal, bouncing and rolling down the stairs. Strangely mesmerised, Pavlov watched it tumble.
“Down!” shouted Ilyukhina, grabbing him and pulling him back against the floor.
The grenade exploded, sending hot fragments everywhere, a shockwave reverberating through the bulkheads of the facility. Dust flew out from the stairwell.
“Holy shit,” said Pavlov, pulling himself to the lip of the stairwell and looking over. Someone in spetsnaz armour sat at the base of the stairwell, slumped over, blackened and peppered with fragments.
“Contact!” he shouted. “Bottom of the stairs!”
Pavlov grabbed his rifle and put two rounds into centre mass, high-velocity rounds screeching as they bit into the armour and flesh beneath. The body didn’t move.
He climbed to his feet and, crouched low, began to walk down the stairs. Down, down, down. Step by step. Pavlov advanced cautiously, rifle alternating between tracking the prone figure and scanning the rest of the basement for threats. The green light cast harsh shadows everywhere, each one capable of hiding a person. He alternated between thermals and optics, taking the steps one at a time until there were no more steps and he was standing right beside the body.
It still didn’t move. 
Then he realised why. The helmet was glued on the suit’s shoulders. There was no head beneath it.
It was Karpola’s body. Pavlov exhaled loudly and was, not for the first time, glad his visor kept the smell out. The crazies had propped the body up at the base of the stairs like some kind of scarecrow.
“Fucking hell,” said Ilyukhina, following right behind him. She reached out and poked the visor. It fell off with a clank. “That’s morbid as fuck.”
“I think you got him,” said Dmitriev, eyeing the helmet.
He didn’t feel like explaining the whole thing to him just now. “You okay?” Pavlov asked Ilyukhina.
“Yeah,” she said, shaking her head. “Goddamn booby trap. Goddamn wire. Damn.”
“Aye,” said Pavlov, unable to help himself. “A booby trap. ‘Cuz it caught your boobies.”
The two of them exchanged a very serious look and then burst out laughing.
* * *
Pavlov’s Cell
 
“You’re a child, you know that?” said Yanovna, her scowl as hard as the Varyag’s hull plating. “You realise that if the court martial you’re heading to finds you guilty, they’ll hang you?”
“Mmm hmm,” said Pavlov. “Yup. Gotta have a laugh though.” He smiled. “So, anyway…”
* * *
Basement
Hammerfall
 
Pavlov sized up the reactor as Ilyukhina moved Karpola’s body to one side of the basement.
It was a large device, throbbing with power, and his target—the two large cooling pipes full of a green fluid and lit up by some internal light—glowed tantalisingly, teasing him with their potential.
“You sure you want to do this?” asked Dmitriev. “I’m not an engineer. We don’t know exactly how large the blast radius will be, or how long we’ll have to escape it.”
“Yeah,” said Pavlov.
“It might just explode instantly, killing us all.”
“Yeah,” said Pavlov.
“Or your rifle might not be able to penetrate the cooling pipes. The crazies will have us pinned down here, and—”
“Yeah,” said Pavlov. “I know. I got it. It’s a bad plan, but we’re here now, so…” He glanced over his shoulder. “You two should find some cover.”
They did so, retreating up the stairs, leaving Pavlov alone in the lurid, green basement.
He hesitated for just a moment, but that would get him nowhere. Decisions had to be made. Pavlov pressed his rifle in against his shoulder, snug and tight, sighted in one of the bright green cooling pipes and squeezed the trigger.
The pipe buckled and cracked. Pavlov fired again and again. Rounds ricocheted around the room, screaming as they bounced off walls and the floor and ceiling. Heedless to the danger, Pavlov kept shooting until finally the thing burst, spraying out thick, green fluid all over the floor.
Red light flooded the room and a wailing alarm klaxon rang out, followed by a gentle male voice.
“Warning. Reactor coolant leak. Stand by for damage control team deployment. This is not a drill. Warning. Reactor coolant leak. Stand by…”
If the crazies hadn’t known where they were before, they did now.





 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 35
 
 
Basement
Hammerfall
 
THE
ALARMS
WAILED. PAVLOV
CLIMBED the stairs, rejoining the other two at the top.
“Let’s get the hell out of here,” he said, and the look on the faces of the other two showed he had their full support.
Ilyukhina took the lead, Pavlov covered the rear, and Dmitriev swept the side corridors as they moved, racing back to the hole they had blown in the entrance.
Three turns. Two. One. Ilyukhina checked the corner with her camera and held up her fist. Stop!
They stopped.
She held up two fingers, like a peace sign. She touched her arm, waggled her fist, then swayed her hand limply.
Two contacts. Enemy. Vehicle by the point of entry.
Vehicle? Pavlov squinted at her, repeating her sign.
Vehicle! she signed emphatically, waggling her fist harder. Vehicle!
Pavlov risked a glance around the side, and found himself staring at a tank wedged into the blackened and scorched blast hole, the gun barrel poking through the threshold.
The tank had Separatist markings. Was that on their side? Where the hell had it come from?
Pavlov motioned for Dmitriev to move up.
One look and the answer was swift.
Enemy! Dmitriev signed frantically. The tank wasn’t one of his. Enemy!
No way out that direction. Even if they had something to pop its armour, the wreckage would block the way out.
The three of them retreated back down the tunnel.
“That’s not one of ours,” said Dmitriev, keeping his voice hushed as though if he spoke too loud the walls would hear him. “That tank went missing a week ago. The crew got the crazy. I thought they’d just driven it into a bog or something.”
Well, shit.
“Where should we go now?” asked Ilyukhina, her visor lighting up. “If the main entrance is still sealed—”
“Which it will be,” said Pavlov.
“Then there’s no way out.”
Solution. They needed a solution.
“The bombers,” said Pavlov, the solution hitting him like a thunderbolt. “The bombers! Of course!”
“What?” asked Dmitriev. “Bombers?”
Pavlov snapped his fingers. “We got bombed, remember?”
“Yes,” said Dmitriev, slowly, like he was talking to a child. “I do remember, I was there.”
“Well, before that…back when we were housed here. We couldn’t call for extraction or help because Hammerfall’s communications array was damaged. But the crazies were able to call in bombers to hit our SAM battery, so they must have fixed it and gotten a signal through to the Varyag.”
“Yeah,” said Dmitriev, his tone dark. “A signal telling them to wipe us all out.”
“Us?” Ilyukhina smirked. “Speak for yourself, rebel scum. They’re on our side. We’re going home. You’re going to a prison cell.”
“Rebel scum? Wow. Name-calling. Rude.”
“Oh no,” said Ilyukhina. “My sticks and stones will be confiscated.”
Dmitriev smirked back. “Actually, I’m confident my government will ransom me back at their first opportunity. I’ll be sipping tequila in Mexico City in a fortnight.”
Ilyukhina flashed a confused, angry stare. “What government? What are you talking about?”
“He’s UE,” said Pavlov, shaking his head. “Some kind of meddling spook.”
She snarled at him. “You knew?”
“I only found out yesterday. It’s fine. He’s helping us.”
“He’s a spy,” said Ilyukhina. “A spy for the enemies of the Confederation. You know what we do to spies?”
“We let the officers decide what happens to them,” said Pavlov.
“Arf arf,” said Ilyukhina, her expression souring further.
Well, that really took the wind out of their sails. Pavlov took a breath, rallying his thoughts. “Okay,” he said. “We have to get access to the communications system. If we can patch directly into the communications dish…”
“Do you know how to do that?” asked Ilyukhina. “Because I have no fucking idea. I shoot people.”
“I shoot people too,” said Pavlov, looking to Dmitriev expectantly. “But you seem pretty handy with stuff.”
He didn’t look pleased. “It’s a simple system,” he said, “but if it’s anything like the hundreds of systems I have to cobble together to make the tools of my revolution work, then I imagine I can probably make something work. Probably.” Dmitriev hesitated, glaring at each of them in turn. “What will you tell them? Your Confederate masters?”
Now that was a difficult question. A dozen lies drifted through his mind. Various things he could say, lies he could concoct… “I’ll tell them we’re being overrun by Separatist scum,” he said. “Tell them we need an urgent extraction for the survivors and our…” He grinned to Dmitriev. “Prisoner.”
“Works for me,” Dmitriev said, his face hard to read through the gas mask. “Just get us out of this shithole before it blows.”
He nodded in agreement. “The communications array is on the roof,” he said. “It’ll be accessible by a hatch near the landing bay. No doubt they’ve changed the access codes, shut us out of the computers…but if we hardwire it, break in directly, we can send a signal that way.”
“Right,” said Dmitriev. “And you guys will definitely vouch for me?”
“If you behave yourself,” said Ilyukhina. Something about her face, though, belied a hesitance that he rarely saw in her.
“Spit it out,” he said. “C’mon. You got a better idea?”
She scrunched up her face. “Honestly, sir, I don’t. And that’s what bothers me.” She glared at nothing. “Look, the crazies sent the scientists out to fight us outside. Fine. Maybe they were saving their best for last, you know? But they also didn’t defend the reactor. They did, however, seal the door with the tank. So either they thought a grenade would stop us—which is just plain stupid—or…”
That was a good point. “You think they’re guarding the communications array?”
“They’d be stupid not to.” The proto-plan churned over in his head. It was full of weaknesses and holes, but it was all he had. “Let’s get going,” he said. “The longer we wait, the closer this place is to exploding.”
Ilyukhina smiled crookedly. “Just promise me one thing,” she said. “If any of those fuckers lay a hand on me, you’ll put a bullet in my face, same as Jakov.”
“Same as Jakov,” said Pavlov. “I promise.”
Pavlov took the point position as he guided the three of them up toward the top of Hammerfall, trying to ignore the increasingly shrill alarms and the feeling that he was leading them into a trap.





 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 36
 
 
Top level
Hammerfall
 
EVERY
CORRIDOR
HAD
TO
BE checked. Every passageway verified. Around every corner, Pavlov expected the crazies, his own former comrades, to leap out and attack him. He expected more traps and snares and tricks and surprises.
Instead, he, Ilyukhina, and Dmitriev made it to the small, one-square-metre hatch that led to the roof of Hammerfall without incident. A pull-down ladder hung invitingly. He could hear the muted rumble of rain pounding on the thick metal.
“It’s not even locked,” said Ilyukhina, her disdain painting every word. “Are they even trying to stop us?”
Pavlov did not have a good answer. “Doesn’t matter,” he said. “Dmitriev, get on that ladder and get ready to pop the hatch. Ilyukhina, give me a boost. Moment that hatch goes open, I’m going to go. If they’re waiting up there, I’ll pop them.”
“You got it,” said Ilyukhina, cupping her hands together. “It sounds like it’s going to be wet up there. Don’t slip.”
He didn’t plan to. “If I do,” he said with a grin, “I guess the crazies will kill us all, or turn us.”
“You really know how to charm a girl, sir.”
Dmitriev climbed about halfway up the ladder. “Ready.”
Pavlov stepped into Ilyukhina’s hand, and then up to the hatchway. “Three, two, one…”
The hatchway flew open. Grey skies dumped a wall of rain onto him, the hushed whisper of rain turning into a roar, a tropical downpour pounding on his visor.
Pavlov stood up, weapon ready. The water washed the colour out of everything, painting the world in dark greys. The communications dish stood tall and erect, the base barely ten metres away. Rainwater pounded the metal of the roof, creating a thin, shiny film over everything. The top of Hammerfall commanded an impressive view over the rain-soaked jungle.
No sign of anyone.
“Clear,” said Pavlov, sweeping his rifle in a full circle. He had to shout to be heard over the rain. “Can’t see anyone.”
Dmitriev wiggled up beside him, his weapon similarly raised. Without armour, the rain seemed to soak right into his uniform. The guy must have been miserable.
“Go,” said Pavlov, stepping onto the ladder to spare Ilyukhina’s fingers. “I’ll cover you.”
Dmitriev slid up past him and onto the roof, scampering across the rain-slick metal like some kind of large, sopping wet rat, hunched over as he made his way to the box.
Pavlov waited until he was clear, then scurried up onto the roof as well, crouched down on one knee. He scanned the jungle with his visor, trying to pick out anything through the thick curtain of water.
Nothing.
Despite standing only a few metres away from her, the pounding of rain on his armour made hearing hard. He touched his radio. “Ilyukhina, make sure they don’t come up behind us,” he said.
“Got it.”
Where were they? Where were they? Pavlov ground his teeth. He hated not being able to see his enemy. Knowing he was walking into a trap but not knowing from where it would be sprung.
“Help me with this,” shouted Dmitriev over the rain, pointing to a panel on the box. “It might be rigged.”
Pavlov glared at him, cautiously making his way over. The rain made every step slippery. “What am I supposed to do if it is?” he asked, putting his hand on Dmitriev’s shoulder.
“You have the armour,” said Dmitriev.
That was a good point. Pavlov reached up and, hooking his fingers around the handle, yanked the panel off.
He waited for it to explode, but instead, all he could see was exposed circuitry and wires.
“Don’t let any of it get wet,” said Dmitriev.
How in the hell was he supposed to do that? Pavlov held the panel up with one hand as an improvised umbrella, rifle held clumsily with the other, trying to shield the insides of the box from the water. “What happens if it gets wet?”
“It’ll stop working,” said Dmitriev.
Great. “Just hurry up,” said Pavlov.
“Gotta cut out the security system first.” Dmitriev pulled out a pair of wire cutters and snipped two pairs of wires. He spat onto his hands, rubbing them together briefly, and then he touched the wires together. Smoke rose from the inside of the box. “Got it. And now to patch us in.”
“Okay,” said Pavlov. “Do it quickly.”
Dmitriev strung out a wire from the communications system. “Put this into your visor,” he said. “You have to make the call.”
Pavlov handed his gun to Dmitriev and plugged the cable into the side of his head. Text flashed on his visor.
 
HAMMERFALL COMMUNICATIONS ARRAY
CHANNEL: OPEN
 
“Mayday, Mayday, Mayday. This is Lieutenant Petya Pavlov of Hammerfall station calling anyone who can receive this message. Priority alert. We are under attack and require immediate extraction. Be advised: units previously identified as friendly have switched allegiance. Respond for further information.”
Nobody responded. Pavlov repeated his message. Again. And again.
“Don’t think anyone is coming,” said Dmitriev.
“Keep trying,” said Ilyukhina. “Damn it, keep trying.”
Pavlov said it six more times. Then, right as he was about to yank out the cable in frustration, a signal flashed on his visor. The Varyag was opening a secure, encrypted channel. Pavlov completed the connection.
“This is Colonel Yuri Volodin. Do you recognise the sound of my voice?”
It was him. The head of Spetsnaz GRU. Pavlov spoke as fast as he could. “Aye aye, Colonel. Listen, there’s something truly evil happening in this station. It’s complicated—I can’t explain it to you except in person. But it is critical you get us out of here right now. The future of the Confederation could be at stake.”
“Lieutenant,” said Volodin, “we’re receiving a lot of conflicting reports coming out of that facility. Including one that you defected to the Separatists. Our agents within the Separatist movement confirm you were seen with a company of Separatist soldiers, and involved in the destruction of a Confederate bomber.”
Shit. Shit shit shit.
Dmitriev raised an outraged eyebrow at the mention of agents within the Separatists, but Pavlov couldn’t think about that right now.
“Sir,” he said, speaking slowly, trying to get his words out carefully and clearly. “I understand. Things are not what they appear—there’s something far more insidious here. Far more dangerous. This goes beyond the Confederation and the Separatists—this is a full-on biological pathogen. Some kind of physical effect, some kind of third player in this war.”
Volodin’s tone shifted. “Lieutenant,” he said, darkness growing around the edges of his words, “you’re not well. This is a Combat Stress Reaction. This war has been hard on us all. It might seem difficult for you to understand, but it’s you who is…afflicted.”
He thought they might say that. “Sir, no, it’s not like that—”
“We spoke to those you left behind at Hammerfall. Son, this isn’t going to bring Minsky back.”
A huge hand seized his chest and squeezed. Pavlov muted the communication with one hand and snatched the flask off his hip with the other. He flipped up his visor and drank heartily. The burn eased the pain, but he could feel it getting to him. He felt like he was in freefall off the roof. Plunging to his death…
Focus. He had no time for this. He couldn’t…Pavlov drank again, emptying the flask completely and throwing it off the roof.
Focus…
He could do this. Pavlov unmuted the channel with a shaking hand.
“I-I understand how this must sound,” said Pavlov. “Believe me, sir, it is complicated, but I promise you, if we talk in person, I can explain everything.” He couldn’t keep a crack out of his voice. “Please, Viper.”
Volodin said nothing for a moment. “Lieutenant Pavlov,” he said finally, “my direct orders from me to you are as follows…” He sighed into the microphone.
“Sir—”
“You are relived of command. Anyone under your command is to lay down arms. Private First Class Nessa Stolina will process your arrest. Surrender your weapons and prepare for transportation as soon as the storm lifts.”
“Colonel,” said Pavlov, taking a deep breath. “You know I cannot follow that command. I want to speak to the captain. I have Private Ilyukhina here with me, who can vouch for me, along with Captain Dmitriev—”
“The military is not a democracy,” said Volodin, his voice hardening. “I do not care who you have convinced of your delusions. Give your rifle to Private First Class Nessa Stolina and this will all end. You are spetsnaz. You have your orders. Execute them. ”
Execute being the operative word. Pavlov went to protest, but the channel went dead.
“Well,” said Dmitriev, reaching up and brushing back his sopping wet hair. “How did it go?”





 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 37
 
 
Cockpit
Dropship Anarchy
Druzhba City
 
Several days after landing
 
CHAINSAW
FELT
UNEASY
FOR
SOME reason she couldn’t quite place.
There wasn’t any evidence anything was wrong. Apart from the bombing on the Varyag. She’d spent the passing nights in the ship, sleeping in the pilot’s seat. She gave the passenger compartment to, well, her passenger. Jason Truby. The kid had been very quiet and didn’t seem to sleep. Chainsaw barely saw him except when he went to use the lavatory. And even then, the kid seemed to shy away from her.
Fear could do that. Paranoia, too.
“I’m starting to think I won’t ever go home,” she said, rolling around and trying, in vain, to get comfortable. She’d been wearing the same flight suit for what seemed like a lifetime. “Starting to get pretty bored in here.”
“You will,” said Anne. “Don’t worry. And why don’t you read some more?”
She felt like she’d read all there was to read. It was kind of weird. A modern ship was designed to be modular to facilitate easy repairs. “What’s taking them so long?” she asked, probably for the four hundredth time.
“The dockmaster says that the ship should be ready to go in a few hours,” said Anne. “Just be patient.”
“Patience is for doctors,” said Chainsaw.
A tap on the hatchway to the passenger compartment made her jump.
“Hey,” said Truby, his voice muffled by the thick metal. “Lieutenant Lukina. You in there?”
Finally. Chainsaw squirmed out of her seat, stretched her cramped legs, and turned the lever that opened the hatch. “Like I said,” she said, “call me Chainsaw.”
“Okay,” said Truby. He looked like crap: bags under his eyes, hair a chaotic mop, skin oily and grimy. They didn’t have a shower onboard, just a tiny sink with a limited supply of water they needed for drinking. “Sorry. When are we getting out of here again?”
“Hopefully soon,” said Chainsaw. “Sorry the accommodations aren’t to your liking.”
“It’s not that. It’s…” His voice faltered. “I just want to get offworld, okay?”
So he kept saying. “I know,” said Chainsaw. “Why don’t I come in there and we can have a chat, yeah?”
Truby shook his head, no, but then seemed to change his mind. “Okay.”
Cautiously, not wanting to startle him, Chainsaw stepped into the main compartment. “Okay,” she said. Progress.
The kid dug around in a pocket. “Here,” he said. “I want to show you something.” Truby withdrew a tiny glass vial, only a few centimetres long, capped with a plastic lid and filled with some kind of strange grey goo. “I found this in my dad’s office. Have you ever seen anything like it?”
Chainsaw took the small thing. The fluid inside was a vaguely disgusting, viscous fluid that slurped as she tilted it. It seemed to cling to the walls of the vial as though trying to climb up, unscrew the top, and escape. “No,” said Chainsaw. “Is it a drug?” She grimaced. “Kid, believe me, you don’t want to get into chems—”
“It’s not a chem! Not like anything I’ve seen.” The kid closed his eyes for a moment. “My dad had it. He said it was fluid extracted from a device they confiscated from some space vagabond the Varyag picked up, right before their garbage heap of a ship exploded. He mentioned the name…some piece of junk called the Nahta. He called it the ‘scientific discovery of the century’.”
Chainsaw’s eyes narrowed. “And how did you come to get it?”
“My…dad smuggled it off the Varyag. He wanted to turn it over to the UE government, but he…opened it to make sure it was the real deal. That’s when he went crazy.”
Suddenly Chainsaw was significantly less interested in holding the thing. “What do you want me to do with it?”
“I don’t know, okay?” Truby shrank away from her. “I just…I just know it’s dangerous.”
There needed to be someone sane around to fly this bucket—Anne notwithstanding—and the kid couldn’t fly this thing, so Chainsaw offered the tiny vial back.
Truby seemed glad to be rid of it, refusing with his eyes. With some trepidation, Chainsaw put it in her breast pocket.
“You did well to get this far,” said Chainsaw, giving him her best smile. “Really. I mean that, kid.”
That seemed to help. Truby almost smiled. Almost. “Thanks,” he said. “My dad always said…I’m stronger than guys half my age.”
She examined him with a critical eye. “No offense to your dad, comrade, but you’re like…twelve.”
“I’m fifteen,” said Truby, a tiny wounded inflection creeping into his words. “Not twelve. I’m not a kid.”
“Fifteen isn’t much better, kid,” said Chainsaw, “especially when it comes to the whole half your age thing. But point taken.”
“Boss,” said Anne, her voice echoing in the passenger compartment. “Sorry to interrupt, but the ground crew advise that the repairs are complete.”
“Okay,” she said to the ceiling. “Prepare for liftoff.”
“Very good,” said Anne. “The loadmaster says she has something you need to see.”
Chainsaw gave a playful salute and then moved back toward the cockpit, sliding into the slightly-too-familiar seat. She flicked a switch, opening the canopy, and then leaned out of the cockpit. Down below, the loadmaster was waving.
“Hi,” said Chainsaw, after a moment’s awkward silence. “Can I help you?”
“Your ship’s all repaired,” said the crewman. “You’re ready to go.”
“Sounds good,” said Chainsaw. “Well, if it’s all the same to you, I’d rather get going sooner rather than later…”
“Of course,” said the crewman. Still smiling like a—well, like a chainsaw murderer. The irony was not lost on her. “Fancy a drink for the road?”
Drinking? She was about to fly out of the planet’s atmosphere. “Are you fucking insane?”
“I insist,” said the crewman, digging around in her breast pocket and withdrawing a small vial.
It had the same grey fluid in it that Truby had shown her.
“It’s non-alcoholic,” said the crewman. “Just a shot, like an energy drink—”
Chainsaw flicked the same switch and the canopy started to descend. “No.”
The woman seemed, for a moment, as though she was going to toss it into the cockpit, but the canopy sealed before she could. The two exchanged angry glares—the crewman still smiling like a lunatic—and then the ship lifted off.
Chainsaw pulled up and away, getting the hell away from the surface, annoyed and confused.
Then a light flashed on her console.
“Incoming transmission,” said Anne. Her emotionless voice carried no information.
She had no time for that. “Tell the Varyag I’m coming,” she said. “Jeez. Impatience…”
“The transmission’s from the surface,” said Anne. “It’s a mayday call.”
“Not my problem,” said Chainsaw.
“Be that as it may,” said Anne, “given your discussion with Truby, you might want to hear this…”
One damn thing after another after another. Chainsaw almost didn’t—she almost ordered Anne to disregard the call—but she shook her head.
“Yeah, put it through.”





 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 38
 
 
Pavlov’s Cell
 
“PROBABLY
SHOULDN’T
HAVE
LISTENED,” SAID Chainsaw, grunting quietly from her cell. “Then I wouldn’t be here.”
“I thought it was all my fault,” said Pavlov.
He swore she was glaring at him through the plastic. “It definitely is, but…whatever.”
Pavlov grimaced and tried to refocus his thoughts. “So, yeah. We were on the roof…”
* * *
Top level
Hammerfall
 
They’d been ordered to surrender.
Damn.
Pavlov slumped on the roof, the alcohol fogging his brain, his breath coming in faint gasps. Rain thumped against his helmet, droplets running down his visor.
“Not good,” he said to Dmitriev. “They aren’t coming. I really tried. I’m sorry.”
Dmitriev nodded. “Right,” he said, over the noise of the rain. “That’s okay. We’ll open another channel, we’ll get the thing sorted. Don’t worry, it’s not over yet.”
They couldn’t. Pavlov knew they couldn’t. No one was listening.
“Hammerfall station,” said a voice in his ear, coming in on the open frequency. “This is the dropship Anarchy. We’re responding to your mayday call.”
The very same dropship that had brought them in? Pavlov hammered the radio. “Affirmative, Anarchy. Please tell me that you’re nearby.”
“I am,” said Chainsaw, “and it’s actually true. Bonus points. Guessing you girls and boys could use a lift.”
“Confirmed,” said Pavlov. “Like, right fucking now.”
Volodin’s voice returned, grave and dark. “Dropship Anarchy, priority alert. You are to abort your rescue attempt. Do not approach Hammerfall station. I say again: do not approach Hammerfall.”
Shit. What little hope Pavlov had dared to cultivate in that moment withered. If command said clusterfuck, they were supposed to ask, how big, sir?
“I’m sorry, sir,” said Chainsaw. “Couldn’t make out that last part. Must be static on the line. Inbound to Hammerfall. ETA: five minutes.”
The channel was squelched.
Pavlov and Dmitriev exchanged a look.
“Ready to do this?” Pavlov asked.
“Contact!” shouted Ilyukhina. She fired off a pair of shots; Pavlov felt the gunfire reverberating through the roof. “Cука блядь! They’re here!”
That didn’t take long. Pavlov stood up and clicked the safety off, dropping the panel. “Let’s do this,” he said. “All we have to do is hold out until Chainsaw gets here.”
Dmitriev unslung his rifle, too. “Right you are,” he said. 
Pavlov half walked, half crouched as he moved over to the hatchway that led back into Hammerfall. In the corridor below, he could see Ilyukhina, huddled against the wall for cover, squeezing off shots. A round bounced off her shoulder plate, nearly flying out the hatchway, inches away from his head.
“Any time, boys!” she shouted.
“Covering!” said Pavlov. He swung upside down into the hatchway.
Stolina and Tomlin, and two scientists, were advancing on Ilyukhina with their weapons spitting death. A pink flower blossomed at the back of her chest.
No time for finesse. Pavlov dumped his magazine, spraying wildly. His shots screamed off the walls, ricocheted off the floors, and bounced around the tight corridor. He must have hit them three, four times each, but despite the holes in their armour, they kept coming.
“Frag out,” shouted Dmitriev, tossing a pair of his grenades around the lip. 
“Again,” said Pavlov, ejecting his magazine and putting in a fresh one. “They know we’re here anyway. Let’s make some noise!”
Two more grenades went out. Two more explosions. Ilyukhina, her armour blasted and scratched, shielded her face with her hands. Still, that must have hurt. She bled from several wounds, but her face, framed by her blood-spattered blonde hair, was a mask of grim determination.
Ilyukhina raised her rifle again and, with two controlled bursts, blew Stolina and Tomlin back against the floor. She and Pavlov reloaded, then both of them put a handful of shots into the faces of their enemies.
“Come on!” he shouted to Ilyukhina, extending his hand down. “There’s still one out there. Let’s get on the roof!”
She limped up to him, reaching for his arm. She’d been hit in the leg, too. Yet she’d remained standing. Russian tough.
Pavlov grabbed her hand, and with a groan, lifted her up to the lip of the hatchway. Her hands scrambled on the deck, trying to get purchase. Dmitriev grabbed her, too.
“Pull,” said Dmitriev. “Get her up!”
Together, they dragged her onto the roof. She left a pink trail on the wet metal, blood leaking from punctures in her armour.
“How bad?” asked Pavlov, looking over her wounds.
“Eh,” she said, flicking up her visor and spitting out a mouthful of blood. “What doesn’t kill you leaves you bitter and crippled, right?”
He laughed, despite it all. “Something like that,” he said, as the rain poured down all around him.
With nothing more to do, he sat in the rain, letting it wash over his armour.
Then his visor flashed. Someone was opening a communications channel, encrypted. Someone close by. Very close.
Someone from within Hammerfall.
Pavlov, with few options left, opened the channel.
“Thank you,” said Marchenko, the last of the spetsnaz, joy oozing from every word. “I knew you’d come back to us.”
Pavlov ground his teeth. “We’re not here for you,” he said. “You should know that the signal I transmitted was sent on an open frequency. It might reach someone else on the Varyag, might not, but it’s definitely going to reach Druzhba City. Someone will hear it. Confederate forces control all the air and space above Syrene. Your little scam, your little operation, it’s finished.”
He laughed. Marchenko actually laughed. He sounded so much like Minsky. “Good,” he said, “now the whole of Syrene will come.”
Not before the reactor went nova and blew this whole place to rubble, them along with it. Pavlov closed the connection and picked up his rifle. “You going to be okay?” he said to Ilyukhina.
“Yeah,” she said, painfully pulling herself up into a sitting position. “I don’t like being on this roof, sir. We should get to the—ngg…we should get to the landing pad.”
Not a great idea. “That’s a long way down,” he said. “The landing pad is two levels below us. That’s five, six metres at least…hell of a fall. If we break a leg, we die.”
“If we don’t jump, we definitely die. There’s no cover here and Marchenko could easily snipe us from the jungle.” She took in a ragged breath. “We still don’t know where he is.”
“He wasn’t in the basement,” said Dmitriev. “He wasn’t in the corridor either.”
“Well,” said Pavlov, putting his ear to the metal roof, trying to hear the constant warning voice over the rain. “He’s got about three minutes to show himself before Chainsaw gets here, so if he’s going to make a move, he better hurry up.”
The driving rain eased slightly, and in the distance, Pavlov could see the blinking light that was the dropship Anarchy, closing fast on their position.
And below it, the SAM battery, turning to meet it.
“Chuchnova?” asked Pavlov, standing up despite the battering rain. “What are you doing?”
“Freeing us,” she said, her voice filled with the crazy. “Freeing us all.”





 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 39
 
 
Cockpit
Dropship Anarchy
 
CHAINSAW
PUSHED
ANARCHY’S
ENGINES
TO the limit, screaming low and fast across Syrene’s surface, every gauge redlined. Even Anne sounded worried, although that might have been her imagination.
“If you maintain this pace,” said Anne, “you will absolutely, definitely die.”
Yeah, she was just a little worried. Only a little.
Dropships weren’t designed to fly this fast this low. “Rules are meant to be broken,” said Chainsaw, having to raise her voice over the wailing alarms. “Don’t worry about it.”
“Broken is what my airframe will be if you don’t slow down.”
“Okay, okay,” said Chainsaw, pulling back the throttle, easing back from emergency speed to atmospheric. She wouldn’t be able to evacuate anyone if her engines burned out. “There, you big digital baby.”
The wailing subsided. The ship’s surface temperature gauges were still worryingly high, and their craft had developed a faint rattle that was probably entirely fine—probably—but they had gained the lion’s share of the distance to Hammerfall anyway. The station would be coming up on their sensors now. Any minute now…
Her radio crackled. “Anarchy, this is Pavlov.”
“We’re almost there,” she said. Ground-pounders always got so panicky. “Don’t worry.”
“Be advised, there’s an active SAM site in the vicinity of extraction. Suggest you hold tight until we deal with it.”
Well, it was kind of him to tell her just as she was pulling into its airspace. Chainsaw yanked back the throttle, bringing the dropship to a hover. “Suggestion noted,” she said. “I’m going to sit here until you guys sort that shit out.”
“Copy,” said Pavlov. “The real bad news is, if we can’t fix it real fucking quick, there’s no point in coming since we’ll all be dead.”
“What’s the good news?”
Pavlov chuckled grimly into the line. “I’ll let you know if we find any.”
She closed the connection and slumped back in her chair. “Anne, adjust the gain on our anti-missile systems. We know the trace of the launcher, since it shot at us once already…can you adjust the sensitivity to track it?”
“I can try,” said Anne. “It will take some time.”
Chainsaw squirmed in her seat. “Well, I’m not going anywhere.”
The moments ticked away. It was quiet in her cockpit, aside from the hum of engines keeping her hovered, and the occasional chirp of one of her systems.
“You know,” Chainsaw said, half speaking to Anne, half to no one in particular, “only a couple of weeks ago, one of the other dropships, Ishak, got tagged by a SAM in this area. Probably killed by the same launcher, you know. The missile breached the armoured re-entry shield and severed the tail section from the rest of the craft, causing it to fragment in midair and crash, killing the pilot and the full team of spetsnaz onboard.”
“Okay,” said Anne. “I’m not sure how this helps us.”
It didn’t, really, but talking helped keep her calm. “Well, the kicker was… Confederate Fleet Command denied the dropship was attacked, saying that it fell due to a ‘technical failure’.”
Anne paused for just a moment. That was unusual for her; a second was an eternity for an AI. Re-tuning her radar must have been a taxing job indeed. “The ‘technical failure’ being that it was missing its tail, or that it couldn’t take a shot from an anti-spacecraft missile.”
“Basically,” said Chainsaw, eyes falling down to her console, watching the pings of the SAM site searching for them, its optical systems like the finger of an angry God, trying to reach up and swat them down from the sky. “Let’s try not to be a technical failure, okay?”
“Wasn’t planning on it,” said Anne.





 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 40
 
 
Roof
Hammerfall
 
PAVLOV
CLOSED
THE
LINK
TO
Anarchy. Of course the SAM battery was trying to kill their escape route. Of course it was. Nothing could ever go smoothly…why did things never go smoothly?
No sense complaining about it. “Suggestions?” Pavlov asked the others. “If you got ‘em, now’s the time.”
Dmitriev spat onto the rain-slick roof. “Should have suspected something when the third Stooge didn’t show up for the party,” he said. “Of course they would target the launcher.”
“Now they have Chuchnova,” said Pavlov. “And they have a way of cutting the wings of our extraction.” In some ways, it simplified their jobs. They wouldn’t have to leave her in the launcher, but at the same time…
“Don’t suppose you have any bright ideas,” said Ilyukhina to Dmitriev. “You rebels are supposed to be all imaginative and stuff.”
“Cука блядь. Not really, unless the two of you want to take a stroll over and take it out.”
Ilyukhina pointed to the hole in her leg. “Yeah, I’m in a skipping mood.”
“I hate to point this out,” said Dmitriev, “but I think we’re screwed.”
It was tempting to agree. It was tempting to just throw in the towel, admit defeat, and …lie there and watch the rain. Wait for whatever was going to happen to happen.
But Pavlov wasn’t ready to give up just yet. “Yeah, see, we look like we’re totally fucked. But that’s our plan, see? To trick the enemy into attacking us when we’re weak.”
“How does that possibly help us?”
“You’re not thinking militarily, comrade.” Pavlov crouched beside Dmitriev. “It takes a Russian to take down a Russian. Whatever else we are, we’re Russians. That launcher is just a barrier. It’s something we can overcome. It’s a challenge. God didn’t lead us here to let us get infected by this craziness, or die pointlessly.”
“Okay,” said Dmitriev, “so how do you think we can take down that launcher before the facility explodes below us?”
Pavlov considered, flicking the magnification on his visor, zooming in as far as he could. He could barely see the launcher through the thick rain, but he could make out the outline, its lone missile pointing menacingly toward the sky. It was beyond the range of their rifles…but totally exposed. They had brought a sniper rifle for just this task, but of course, the crazies had used it against them.
“If we had the BD-140,” he said, “I reckon I could hit it from here.”
Dmitriev wiped rain away from his face. “Well, we don’t.”
“We don’t, that’s true,” said Pavlov, an idea hitting his head like a bolt of lightning. “But one of the scientists was using it during the attack. If we could get down, I could bring it back and take the shot.”
“How are you going to get down there?” Ilyukhina spoke through gritted teeth, obviously in pain. “Did you forget about the tank?”
“The tank’s on the other side of the building,” he said. “I think if I jump down to the landing pad, I can shimmy down one of the support beams, get the rifle, and then…” Pavlov had no idea how to get back up.
Dmitriev shrugged off his backpack. “Here,” he said, rummaging through the large container, pulling out stacks of junk, followed by a spool of cable and a power winch. “Take this. It’s not long, it won’t reach to the ground from the roof…but it just might from the landing pad. Maybe.”
Well, that was something. Not a complete solution, but it would do. “But how do I get back onto the roof?”
“Wind it up, then throw it up here. If it jams, we’ll pull you up.” He glanced to Ilyukhina. “Well, I’ll pull you up anyway.”
That didn’t seem possible. “Huh,” said Pavlov, turning the cable box over in his hands sceptically. “Does it…jam often?”
“Sort of.”
“This armour is very heavy,” said Pavlov.
“Cука блядь, then I’ll pull very hard.”
That would have to do. “As long as we get the rifle, I can take it out.”
“You sure?” Dmitriev held up his hand to shield his eyes from the rain. “There’s a lot of, you know, humidity in the air…and that’s a hell of a distance.”
“The BD-140 is a beast,” said Pavlov. “Nice heavy round, high velocity. Combined with my visor, there’s not a lot it can’t hit.”
Ilyukhina twisted to look at the battery, too. “It’s right at maximum range,” she said, “and it’s a difficult shot in clear weather…but it’s doable.”
Well, that settled it. “Won’t be long,” he said, picking up his rifle and making his way over to the edge of the roof, taking a quick look. It was an awfully long way down. This was not a good idea. “Don’t die until I get back.”
“Eh,” said Ilyukhina, her blood washing away in pink streaks as the rain ran off the rooftop, “I’ll take that under consideration.”
Pavlov steeled himself, took a deep breath, and then hooked his hands over the edge of the roof, taking hold of the slick metal. Wobbling uncertainly, he regretted drinking so much alcohol at once, only minutes before. It was hitting him hard now. He gingerly began lowering himself down, down, down…
His fingers slipped and he plunged toward the landing pad.





 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 41
 
 
Roof
Hammerfall
 
THE
WIND
HOWLED
AROUND
HIM as he fell, like the voices of ghosts, mocking him for his drunken stupidity.
He flailed uselessly, arms and legs thumping against the thick smart-steel walls of Hammerfall. His suit’s systems panicked, trying to process what was happening to him as he plummeted.
Pavlov hit the walkway leading to the landing pad with a crunch.
How long he lay there, a crumpled heap on the metal walkway, he wasn’t sure. Everything went fuzzy and distant. The rain beat against his armour. Finally, Dmitriev’s voice brought him around.
“—n’t think he’s getting up. He’s just lying there.”
From the entrance to Hammerfall, he could hear the station’s AI intoning constantly. “Warning. Reactor coolant leak. Stand by for damage control team deployment. This is not a drill.”
Groaning feebly, Pavlov raised his head. “Did I black out for a second?”
“More like a minute,” said Ilyukhina. “Maybe a bit less, bit more. Did you hit your head?”
A period of unconsciousness of any length couldn’t have been good for his brain, but Pavlov took a breath and focused. Nothing seemed broken. “No,” he said. “Maybe.” His left arm was dangling over the edge, hanging above the twenty-metre drop straight down onto the jungle floor. If he’d slipped a bit further, he would have fallen to his death. 
Falling half to death was bad enough. Pavlov pulled his arm back. “I think I’m okay,” he said. 
“You think,” said Dmitriev. “Cука блядь!”
“Yeah. Don’t worry, comrade. Falling was all part of my plan; raindrops are my spirit animal.” Pavlov dragged himself into a sitting position. He was sore, aching even, but he had a job to do. The thought of it focused him. He’d be in pain, but that was future-Pavlov’s problem. Plenty of time for that back on the Varyag. Back when he was safe.
Groggily, Pavlov attached the magnetic tip of the cable to the edge of the landing strip, and the winch to a hook on his belt. Carefully—and with a lot more care than he had taken on the roof—Pavlov swung out over the edge and pressed the descend button. Slowly, and with a too-loud whine, the winch lowered him down into the mud, his boots hitting the ground with a splat.
Back in the mud, like he’d never left. Only now he had a killer headache. And he didn’t even have any booze to kill that with.
He’d have to live with it. Pavlov unclipped himself from the cable, unslung his rifle, and made his way over to the bush where he’d seen the BD-140. He prayed quietly as he looked for it, trying to avoid looking at any of the Separatist bodies.
God, if you could give me a hand, I’d really appreciate—
There. The BD-140, half buried in the mud and shredded plant leaves, the blood-splattered stock half hidden under the shredded remains of the bush. The body of one of the scientists lay nearby, riddled with holes, their death mask an eerie slasher smile.
Pavlov picked up the rifle and opened the chamber. Still loaded, plenty of rounds left. He collected an armful of the detachable box magazines from the corpse—a difficult and disgusting task. The corpse had already started to bloat and rot in the wet jungle heat.
“Sorry, comrade,” said Pavlov, “you tried your best. Glad you’re happy.”
He half-jogged through the muddy remains of the battlefield, toward the cable array, and hooked himself back in. He gave the cord an experimental tug, just to make sure that it wouldn’t break.
“Oh shit—” Dmitriev swore over the radio. There were gunshots from above—five in a burst, then two more.
Then silence.
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Hammerfall
 
CУКА
БЛЯДЬ. PAVLOV
SLAMMED
HIS finger into the ascend button, and the cable pool jerked to life. It wound itself up, stealing the slack and then pulling taunt, jerking him into the air. He swayed like a pendulum, twisting and spinning as the cable dragged him up toward the landing bay.
“Ilyukhina! Dmitriev!”
No response. Pavlov pressed ascend harder; the engine whined in complaint as it carried him, his armour, and his newly acquired heavy rifle up the wall.
But it made it to the edge of the landing bay by some miracle. Pavlov hooked his arms around and pulled himself up, scrambling on the wet surface. He detached the cable and almost fell to the bottom again, slipping down to his armpits, digging his fingertips into the metal to hold on.
Carefully, but with a strength granted by panic, Pavlov pulled himself up onto the wet metal.
He wanted a moment. Just a moment to calm himself and steady his nerves, but every second he wasted was another second the others were in danger. Pavlov tossed the magnetic tip of the cable up onto the roof; it hummed faintly as it attached itself.
Up he went again, unslinging the heavy sniper rifle and walking up the side of Hammerfall, his boots squeaking as they scuffed against the wet smart-steel. Up, up, up…
He crested the ridge and saw Dmitriev lying in a bloody heap, two bleeding holes the size of a coin’s fist punched through his chest. Ilyukhina was still half sitting, half slumping, her rifle lying on the roof, streaked with blood.
Pavlov crouched down on one knee. He caught the briefest flash of a suit of armour. Someone was hiding behind the box of the communications array. Pavlov raised the heavy sniper rifle and squeezed the trigger. The weapon roared like a wounded beast, a thunderous crack echoing off the surrounding hills. 
The round blasted a hole the size of a fist into the outer layer of metal. Sparks flew everywhere, falling with the raindrops, but it didn’t penetrate the box. Not completely.
Smart-steel. Not even the monster could defeat such technological trickery.
“You son of a bitch!” Pavlov chambered another round, waiting for an opportunity. He risked the briefest of glances to Ilyukhina. “You okay?”
She didn’t say anything, her hands trembling slightly. She’d been hit again, near the shoulder—or was it closer to the neck?—and although her vitals still registered in a tiny box on his visor, he could see she was losing blood at an alarming rate.
Too injured to say she was fine, too tough to die. She made a weak grasp for her rifle. Her hands didn’t seem to be working right. Moving with all the strength of an infant, she succeeded only in pushing the weapon further away from her.
A dull explosion shook the roof of Hammerfall. The whole structure trembled, then settled, reminding him of the danger they faced. They were running out of time. 
“Hey, Marchenko, if we don’t get out of here soon, we’re all going to die.”
“You think that’s a problem for me?” said Marchenko, his voice full of the same crazy joy. “Ask your friend Chuchnova. She’s seen the future. Seen what we can do when humanity truly, truly casts aside its moral weaknesses and flaws and works together for the common good.”
“It’s true,” said Chuchnova, her voice strained with happiness even through the radio. “I’ve seen it, Pavlov. I’ve felt it—I feel it right now. It’s something else. Something amazing. More than a connection with a few friends, some family—it’s a connection with all of us. Every one. This is more than I could have ever hoped for…more than I dared to dream was even possible.”
Fucking lunatics. Pavlov snatched a grenade off his hip, pulled the pin awkwardly with his little finger, waited for the timer to count down, and then tossed it. The thing burst in the air, spraying its deadly load of shrapnel everywhere. Lethal in close quarters to any of the scientists, if they were there, but armoured spetsnaz could survive a grenade that wasn’t right next to them.
“That isn’t going to kill me,” said Marchenko. “A little explosive and some shrapnel. I’m beyond such mortal frailties.”
“You’re not protected by your crazy theory of unity,” spat Pavlov, “you’re protected by layers of composite armour and bulletproof microfibers.”
Marchenko raised his fingertips above the lip of the box. “I’m going to come out now, okay?”
“So I can shoot you?”
“No,” said Marchenko. “I want to show you something.”
“How about you show me how well you can die?” said Pavlov. He could easily take off a finger with a shot, but…
Slowly, Marchenko stood up and removed his visor. Pavlov got ready to shoot him, lining up the crosshairs to his face.
But froze.
Marchenko had bleached his hair and cut it with a knife, shortening the sides, making it a thin puff of blond hair on the top.
Just like Minsky.
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PAVLOV
COULD
NOT
BRING
HIMSELF to do it.
The crosshairs of the BD-140 lined up perfectly with the centre of Marchenko’s chest. At that range, it was completely impossible to miss. The round would strike his heart, killing him instantly…
Killing him…
“I know you miss Anton Minsky,” said Marchenko. “I read the mission reports. I applied for a transfer to your squad because of them…” His voice softened, so perfectly like his. “Because of your compassion, Petya. Your love. Someone like you who could feel like that and keep going…” He stepped out from behind the box. “But you couldn’t keep going, could you? You’re suffering because you’ve felt loss, but you haven’t really had the time to grieve. You haven’t given yourself time to cry, not properly, and you’re keeping yourself bottled up.” Marchenko smiled warmly. “We can help you.”
“You can fuck off!” said Pavlov, but the words barely got out. His throat closed up, his chest crushing against itself. Just the way Marchenko called him Anton, using a voice that was so close to his, hair so close to his, face…face just a perfect mirror of his dead boyfriend.
Pain. Pain so deep and raw it must have been physical; he hunched over, the air rushing out of his lungs.
No alcohol. The flask was empty.
All his injuries from the fall hit him at once. Suddenly he felt weak. Pained. Empty. He needed to rest, to just lie down for a moment…that would ease the pain. That would make him feel better.
“We can help you,” said Marchenko. “We can help all of you. Come with us to Vitaly Three. You’ll see how we do things in the Khorsky system. You’ll see our better life.”
Breathe. He couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t move or act or think; he could only watch, his limbs locked in place as Marchenko reached out and touched Ilyukhina, sliding his bare finger into one of the holes of her armour.
No.
Ilyukhina met his gaze. The panic in her eyes was palpable, the flash of understanding as she realized what was happening.
“Stop.” Pavlov’s voice found itself, finally. “Stop. Stop!”
Ilyukhina whimpered in pain, her back arching weirdly. She twisted, thrashing, fighting some great internal battle.
You promised, said his conscience. You promised her. You promised her you wouldn’t let her become one of them. You said it to her face.
Pavlov lined up the sniper rifle to Ilyukhina’s heart.
Shit. No. There had to be a better way. “C’mon, Ilyukhina, you can do this. Fight it. Fight it!” Pavlov’s shoulders shook, sending his aim everywhere. He should have shot Marchenko. He let this happen. “Do it. Do it. You can do it. You can do it!”
“Petya,” said Marchenko, “she’s one of us now.”
She wasn’t. Not Ilyukhina, too. She was too brave to be crazy. Too smart. Too strong.
“It doesn’t have to be this way,” said Marchenko. “There doesn’t have to be any more killing. I’ve saved her—I’ve saved her like Apalkov could have saved Jakov. Joining us gives strength, comrade. A strength that you can’t possibly imagine.”
“Ilyukhina,” said Pavlov, forcing out the world’s most insincere smile. “I’m going to have to downgrade our friendship from ‘best friends’ to ‘awkward former co-workers’ if you don’t shake this off.” His tongue felt like it was numb. “I have the best idea for a Christmas card this year. You won’t want to miss it. Believe me.”
She seemed to be winning. For a moment, her sweaty, pale face was her. With what could only have been the last of her strength, she grabbed the pistol on her hip, drew it in one smooth motion, and pressed it to her own temple.
And then she smiled, and the weapon fell away.
No, no, no, no, no…!
Seeing Ilyukhina like this was too much. After everything that had happened, her total change of expression—an instant shift from having a pistol to her head to smiling like she was on vacation was beyond unnerving.
It was death. It was looking at a reanimated corpse.
“Thank you,” she said, looking up at Marchenko.
“You are welcome.”
The air in his lungs seemed thin. Almost gone. Spots swam in front of his vision, anti-fireflies threatening to plunge the world into darkness. “The reactor…”
“The leak can be repaired,” Marchenko said. “Coolant is easily replaced. A reactor coolant meltdown takes almost an hour to cascade from breach to meltdown. We knew we had all the time in the world because the scientists who worked here knew it. And now they live on, in us, as do all the enlightened humans you’ve murdered.”
Ilyukhina smiled playfully. “It’s like you said in the basement, you’re not exactly a tech.”
“Wait,” said Pavlov, the words barely a whisper, forced out of lungs that had no air in them. “Wait. N—…Nobody else has to die. Chainsaw is coming—Anarchy is coming. We can get out of here. We can get her to the Varyag, they have doctors, they might be able to help her—”
“That won’t change a thing,” said Ilyukhina, all trace of the pain and panic gone from her tone. She crouched, taking a knee despite her injuries. Getting stronger as Pavlov was getting weaker. “I don’t want their help. I don’t need their help.”
Shut up! Pavlov wanted to roar at her, scream in her face, but he couldn’t. He could only gasp weakly. “Shut up! You are not Ilyukhina, you are not—”
“I am her and more,” she said, and he could tell she meant every word.
We don’t have time for this. The reactor is burning up underneath us, and she’s gone. She’s gone. She’s gone. We gotta get out of here. He knew what his conscience was saying was right. He knew it. Just shoot her, man, and let’s get the hell out of here before this almost-suicide mission becomes an actual suicide mission.
“We don’t want to hurt you,” she said. “We aren’t about war. We aren’t about suffering. We’re about peace.” She pointed Pavlov’s pistol back at him. “But if you don’t want to be a part of peace, then you’re a part of war.”
Words, words, words. Pavlov honestly didn’t care if she shot him at that point. 
“Join us,” she said, with a voice that carried finality, weight to it. “We can still be comrades. We’ll be closer than you could ever know.”
Pavlov slumped to one side, armoured knee slipping on the rain-slick roof, falling on his arse. He looked away. He couldn’t look. He just couldn’t.
Sorry, said his conscience, there’s just no way you can get out of this one. She’s gone rabid. Or whatever is wrong with the others…it’s got her, too. She’s infected. We gotta put her down. It’s simple. They’re just standing there in the rain. Raise your rifle, point it at each of them in turn, kill them, blow the launcher, and go home.
So, so simple.
But he couldn’t. Panic had gripped him tightly, too tightly, choking him…and he had no booze to fight it.
All he had was Dmitriev’s injector.
The memory of it flashed into his head like a beacon. His shaking fingers searched his pockets for it, slapping weakly. Where did he put it, where did he put it…?
“Fortunately,” said Ilyukhina, “your cooperation is not required.”
Marchenko moved over to him with surprising swiftness, and before Pavlov could raise his weapon and pull the trigger, Marchenko’s hand found the broken sleeve of his armour and pushed a finger against the foam.
It cracked, broke, and Pavlov felt the cold, damp finger touch his flesh.





 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 44
 
 
Roof
Hammerfall
 
WET
SKIN
MET
HIS
SKIN, and the moment there was contact, Pavlov felt it like ten thousand volts through his spine.
It felt as though Marchenko’s finger carried with it a great power, an electric current that surged through him, energising him, infusing his body with raw energy. His injuries, his headache, completely vanished, and he felt absolutely, perfectly wonderful. As though he were in a different time and place, watching a recording of his own body from outside, kicking and jerking on the rainy rooftop. Struggling. Fighting. Going limp.
He saw a planet. More than that, he saw a whole star system: Vitaly. A bright star in the the Khorsky system. Home to the new members of his squad, the crazies that had brought such illness, such madness, to them. It had to be Vitaly. He knew it in his bones. More visions flew through his mind. A star, a world, three moons…one planet stuck out, almost glowing in his mind’s eye, a beacon.
Vitaly Three. Vitaly Three, a tiny military outpost attached to a colony, frozen. The wind howled. The sun barely shone through the thick cloud cover. Three moons made night almost as bright as day.
Home.
And for the briefest moment, he felt something else. Something much darker. A mind. A presence he did not, could not, understand.
Then, inexplicably, he was back. Staring up at the clouds. At the rain that fell directly toward his face.
Marchenko shrieked and withdrew his hand as though it had been burned.
The shock and confusion on Ilyukhina and Marchenko’s faces were total.
“H-how could this happen?” asked Marchenko, his voice full of wonder and fear. “You…you had something inside you, in your blood—it poisoned us!”
The only thing Pavlov had in his blood was a third of Apalkov’s flask, whatever extremely high proof alcohol the guy had, all consumed at once.
But he’d never felt more alive.
Pavlov pushed himself up to his feet. “Guess being one with the universe wasn’t for me,” he said, and, swinging the rifle around at his hip, pointed it at Marchenko.
The guy opened his mouth to speak, and Pavlov knew—somehow knew—that the guy was going to try and pull the Minsky thing again. Try to use the memory of a dead guy to hurt him, trick him, confuse him. To use the dark feelings within himself to strangle him.
And yet, when Pavlov squeezed the trigger and blew Marchenko’s chest into bloody hunks, all he felt was recoil.
“This isn’t possible,” said Ilyukhina, her voice carrying the same wonder as Pavlov’s. “It simply isn’t—”
Then she, too, died in a spray of fire and blood.
Neither of them smiled. Their dead faces were empty, frightened, and hollow.
“Pavlov to Chainsaw,” said Pavlov as he moved over to the box, bracing the sniper rifle against it. The distance to the launcher did not seem so far now—his eyesight was improved, dramatically, his fingers and hands steady and responsive. “The launcher’s about to be taken care of.”
“Good,” said Chainsaw. “Let me know when I can move in.”
He felt, rather than saw, the lone missile, large and clear in his mind’s eyes, so far away, yet so close. Such an obvious target. He aimed not just for the missile, but for the missile’s warhead, for the detonator, compensating for the howling wind and the pouring rain completely, instinctively.
“What did you do?” asked Chuchnova, her breath coming in pained gasps. “I felt their pain, I felt their doubt and confusion. Pavlov, by God, what have you—”
He squeezed the trigger, the BD-140 spoke, and far away, in the jungle, the launcher exploded in a faint ball of fire that flared briefly against the curtains of rain, then was smothered by the downpour.
Almost as though on cue, the rain eased, and then ended completely. The clouds broke, and a small column of light shone down from the sky onto Hammerfall station, a beacon for the dropship to follow.
“Come and get me,” he said to Chainsaw, opening his visor and taking a deep, long breath of the cool, moist jungle air. “The sky’s clear.”
Anarchy touched down on the rooftop in less than a minute. He could feel the power within him fading as he climbed aboard. Hammerfall shook below him, each rumble a warning. Pavlov strode up the landing ramp and pulled the medkit off the wall, pried the lid off and grabbed the rubbing alcohol.
He chugged the bottle as the ship’s ramp sealed closed. The stuff burned his mouth as it hit his tongue. He forced the disgusting stuff down. It was foul but it would do the job. It would protect him from the madness and the ache in his chest.
This important task complete, he staggered over to a seat and strapped himself in. The dropship soared skyward, leaving behind the mud, the dirt, the blood, and the death.
Hammerfall’s reactor exploded behind them, a massive white light like a miniature star growing on the surface of Syrene. A shockwave hundreds of metres tall blasted down trees, vaporised the water, and boiled away the mud, the heat igniting the surface for kilometres, instantly turning biomatter into ash. The white light turned yellow, then faded to red as flames consumed everything.
Anarchy soared upward and away, leaving Syrene and all its pain and misery behind.
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YANOVNA
WAS
VERY
QUIET
FOR a very long time.
“The rest of it,” said Pavlov, “you already know. Chainsaw picked me up and flew me back to the Varyag. By the time I got back, I was completely out of it. I’m guessing the kid and his little grey potion got turned over to Military Intelligence, Chainsaw got dragged off to that cell by Volodin’s men, and I… well. I’m guessing from the bruises that whoever carried me here wasn’t gentle.”
“Huh,” said Chainsaw. “Rubbing alcohol is brutal stuff to drink, comrade. I guess that explains the hangover.”
“I’m not even sure it was the alcohol,” said Pavlov, “I did hit my head when I fell onto the landing pad. Although it might have even been a residual effect of the…the touch. But I feel normal now.”
Yanovna tapped out a few more keys on her touchpad, saying nothing. Tap-tap-tap-tap-tap. Awkward silence, save for the muted noise of her fingers hitting the keys.
“Did the clouds really open up like that?” asked Chainsaw, almost whispering, as though to avoid disturbing Yanovna.
They had. “I can’t explain it,” said Pavlov, “except that…sometimes, coincidences like that just happen. So many times, back home, rain would just start and stop, you know? Like someone turned on a tap. Tropical areas can be like that…driving downpour one moment, bright sunny day the next.”
“I guess,” said Chainsaw. “But…I mean…you probably shouldn’t have mentioned it. It doesn’t really help your not crazy defence.”
Also true. Pavlov shrugged. “I guess I was getting carried away…but it really did happen.” He noted that Yanovna had stopped typing. She was instead reading a message on her tablet. “Is something wrong?”
Yanovna continued to read, occasionally scrolling with a finger. It must have been a long message that went on and on.
Pavlov waited.
Yanovna finally looked up. “Lieutenant Petya Pavlov?”
Pavlov stood up, straightening his back. His hangover was almost completely gone. “Yeah?”
“Honestly,” she said, “I have never heard a bigger pile of shit in my life.” Yanovna’s eyes became angry slits. “You must really think I’m an idiot if you think, seriously think, that I’m going to believe even a single fucking word of that.”
Pavlov’s shoulders slumped. “Ma’am, I swear to you on my life—”
“You seriously expect me to believe that some kind of evil crazy virus gave you super powers, allowing you, and others, to shrug off mortal injuries? And that these super powers just happened to fade away, and every single piece of the evidence that could prove your innocence was also, miraculously, destroyed?”
“It’s true,” said Pavlov. It was all he could say. “It’s all true.”
Yanovna moved over to Chainsaw’s cell. “Lieutenant Borislava Lukina, your story is supported by the evidence. You disobeyed a direct order by approaching Hammerfall, and there will be restitution for this, but for now you’re free to go. The XO wants to see you right away. Report to her immediately.”
Just like that? With the faint hum of electricity, the metal bars of Chainsaw’s cell retracted. Pavlov saw the vague, indistinct shape of her stand, stretch, and then move out of her cell.
“Thank you, Major,” said Chainsaw. As she walked past Pavlov’s cell, she smiled weakly. “Good luck with your troubles, comrade.”
“Thanks,” said Pavlov. “I’m sure the evidence will exonerate me, in time.”
“I’m sure it will,” said Chainsaw. “Right now, I should give my report.”
* * *
XO’s Office
Varyag
 
Captain 2nd Rank Dina Ezhova was too old for this shit.
Hammerfall burned on the monitor in her quarters next to the CIC, the surrounding jungle scorched and blackened, the trees blown down to form little markers, fingers pointing to the source of their destruction. The orbital observation cameras captured everything in high detail, far more crisply than her eye could ever see.
Ezhova was career navy. She had sailed with Confederate ships for over half her life, spending most of her career as Captain Alexi’s XO. Ezhova had been with her every step of the way, Ezhova and Alexi. They were a team, so the sight of more fire and death was business as usual.
She’d been to too many star systems to list, cleaning up pirates and bandits and the occasional UE ship. This was a new one: rebels. Another enemy to test her resolve.
The whole process was routine to her by now. Try to secure a diplomatic solution, and when that fell through, make sure the inevitable battle was won.
After all, she could fight a thousand battles and win, but she only had to lose once.
Hercules, the ship’s cat, jumped into her lap. She patted his back as he kneaded her, sharp claws digging into her legs. He had a custom little cat-jacket, styled like their uniforms. It was crooked.
“Hercules, did your uniform get messed up?” Ezhova straightened it, gently tugging the clothing back into alignment. “There you go, boy. Who’s my special man, yes? You are, comrade.”
The chime on her door rang. Hercules leapt off her.
Well, that had been short lived. Ezhova stood up, brushing orange cat fur off her lap, and then straightened her back—baby-talk voice for the cat gone, all business in an instant. “Come in.”
The door hissed faintly as it opened. Lieutenant Lukina, one of her pilots. Chainsaw, apparently because of her snoring. Ezhova made a point to know as many of her crew as possible, personally if she could.
It helped to write the condolence letters when they died.
“XO,” Ezhova said, saluting crisply.
“Good evening, Lieutenant Lukina.” Ezhova’s eyes flicked over the other woman’s shoulder, to the open door behind her. “Please come in and make it snappy. You’re letting the old lady smell out.”
The pilot laughed, genuinely, and stepped inside. “You aren’t old, ma’am. Not as old as Alexi, at least, who I’m pretty sure is some kind of vampire.”
The moment the door was closed, Ezhova dropped the air of requisite military formality. “Wrong. I am old. And I plan on getting a lot older, something I can’t do if I don’t know what the hell’s going on down there. This ship is going to be mine, one day, but I’d rather that day be later than sooner.” Her voice softened. “Talk to me. Words. Explanations.”
Chainsaw pinched the bridge of her nose. “Well,” she said, “I don’t think Pavlov’s crazy.”
“He doesn’t have to be crazy to blow up the damn facility, but it would probably explain a few things.” Ezhova pointed to the monitor. “So. Why’s the Confederation’s building burning, flygirl?”
Chainsaw took a deep breath. Ezhova couldn’t help but scowl ever so slightly; Chainsaw had that look about her, the look of someone about to say something she didn’t want to hear.
But Ezhova needed to hear it. She had to know.
“There’s some kind of virus down there that drives people crazy. It’s transmitted by touch, and it makes them…well. I can’t say Pavlov was right to blow up the base, but my stowaway, Truby, wasn’t lying when he said that the Separatists have been, at least in part, affected by it.”
Bad news. Ezhova had arranged for her people to interrogate the boy already—separately to Pavlov, of course—just to see if their stories matched.
She had hoped, somewhat fervently, that they hadn’t.
“What’s the play here, XO?” Chainsaw asked. Hercules bumped around the pilot’s legs, rubbing his uniformed side against her thigh. “What does the captain want?”
Now, that was hard to say. This Hammerfall incident was a new one for her—biological weapons. It was safe to say it was a weapon of some description. Some UE trick? Something the Separatists had cooked up that had gotten away from them?
Why had seen been left to sort this one out on her own?
“Do you think Pavlov’s infected?” Ezhova asked.
“No,” said Chainsaw. “If so, he’s displaying absolutely none of the signs.”
She put a finger to her chin. “Good.” Ezhova blew out a groan, sitting back in her chair. “Bring him up to my office. I want to debrief him personally.”
“Yes, ma’am,” said Chainsaw. “I’ll page Major Yanovna and have him brought straight to you. No delays.”
“Very good,” said Ezhova, and then she closed her eyes for a moment. “And send the captain a message, too. I want her kept in the loop, even if she doesn’t want to be bothered by…” It was difficult to believe Alexi had described it this way. “This ‘regional dispute’.”
“I think,” said Chainsaw, “it’s more than that.”
Indeed. Ezhova inclined her head. “I see. So, what’s your take on all this?”
Chainsaw shuffled nervously. “Me? You’re…asking me, ma’am?”
“Yes. You’ve been down to the surface. You’ve talked to Pavlov. You’re closer to all of this. Tell me honestly, what the fuck’s happening in my war?”
For a moment, she thought Chainsaw might bullshit her, but that sense faded. “We’re in the eye of the shit-hurricane,” said Chainsaw. “Things are quiet now, but they’re going to get a lot worse.”
Don’t they always, though?
Ezhova pulled open one of the drawers on her desk. “So,” she said, clasping the grey vial within and placing it on her desk, “what do you think should be done with this?”
The way Chainsaw looked at it—as though the liquid were volatile, bubbling magma—told her everything she needed to know. “Destroy it,” said Chainsaw. “Immediately.”
Using a single finger, Ezhova pushed it toward her. “You do it,” she said. “I will send word to Ivanski that your ship is to be cleared for departure on my authority. No one else will be notified. Your orders are as follows: depart the Varyag, perform a q-jump toward Syrene’s star, and throw this fucking thing into it. Photograph its destruction. Return and show the photograph to me, only. I want to be sure.”
Chainsaw, with palpable reluctance, picked up the vial and slipped it into her chest pocket. “I will,” she said. “You can count on me.”
Ezhova waved her hand. “Very good, thank you. Dismissed.”
Chainsaw saluted again, opened the door, and stepped out into the ship’s corridors.
Ezhova went back to watching the charred remains of Hammerfall station smoulder in the blackened ashes that had once been vibrant jungle. Hercules jumped back into her lap and she slowly patted him, watching the angry red embers glow until the ship’s orbit took it out of sight of the station.
Alexi needed to get involved. This was something they needed to solve together.
But she knew how the old lady felt. Tired. Worn out, even.
Way, way too old for this.
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Pavlov’s Cell
 
“PAVLOV, PAVLOV, PAVLOV.” YANOVNA
LEANED forward, putting her elbows on her knees. “What the hell am I going to do with you?”
What could he say? He’d already told her everything he knew. “Let me go?” said Pavlov, smiling helplessly. “Give me a parade in Druzhba City, and cover my chest with medals?”
“That isn’t going to happen.”
Pavlov rolled his eyes. “Well, I knew that, Major.”
“At least,” said Yanovna, brushing her uniform off briskly and slipping her tablet into her breast pocket, “there’s not much chance of a parade.”
Her meaning was lost on him. He blinked in confusion. “Sorry?”
“Come with me.” Yanovna touched the side of his cell, and the steel bars of his prison slid into the floor. She gestured to the guard. “You as well, Andrey.”
Confused, but hopeful, Pavlov stepped out of the cell and fell into step behind Yanovna, and the guard behind him. They left the brig, turning left toward the aft of the ship.
“Where are we going, ma’am?” asked Pavlov.
“You’re being sent to Kiev Prime,” said Yanovna, her boots clicking as she marched through the wide, winding corridors of the Varyag. “The dropship Warhound is waiting to transport you to a proper trial. You’re the military police’s problem now.”
Well, shit.
There was nothing more he could do here. The captain…that was one option. “I want to talk to Alexi.”
The captain had a reputation for fairness and understanding, although she was hard and uncompromising with those who crossed her. Older than the ship, older than anything, Alexi was just too stubborn to die.
Hungarians were like that. Tough bastards.
“Not possible,” said Yanovna, crushing that hope pretty quickly. “But I’ll talk to her and make sure she puts in a good word for you, given your…extraordinary story.”
“Thank you, ma’am,” said Pavlov. His throat hurt from all the talking, and the rubbing alcohol hadn’t helped, but if necessary, he was ready to tell the whole story again. Minus some of the more personal details. Yanovna’s reaction had been…remarkably subdued given the nature of his story, but perhaps some of the more…superfluous details would not prove helpful when putting his case to the captain. Babbling about the feelings of trees. Discussing the voice of God in his head. Stupid jokes.
Yes, he should really tell fewer jokes. He wasn’t that funny.
Yanovna led him out of the ship’s inner core and toward the outer rings. Pavlov had been awake for so long, fighting for so long, surviving on adrenaline for so long…recounting the raw pain, the hurt, of all of it, had been intensely draining, and the drinking had taken a toll on his alertness, as had whatever the virus had done to him. Eventually.
His feet felt like they were made of lead, dragging along the deck, barely able to keep him upright. His eyes felt dry and they hurt. He rubbed them, trying to focus. Just had to get to Kiev Prime, and then get a word to the captain. Tell an abridged version of his story all over again. Make her understand, somehow, as he’d made Yanovna understand…
The further they got away from the brig, the more his fears eased.
Everything was going to be okay.
They walked from the inside of the ship toward the outside. The command centres, CIC, Captain and XO’s offices, were all in the armoured, central core of the ship. The airlocks were on the outer hull. The further out they got the quieter things became. The outer corridors were almost empty.
“Ma’am,” asked Pavlov, “can I make a request before I get transferred?”
“What?”
He clicked his tongue. “Booze. Just in case the dropship crew…the transport…just in case they have the craziness too.”
“No,” said Yanovna, still walking, putting one boot-clad foot in front of the other. “You know better than to ask me that, Pavlov.”
“I guess,” he said. There was no way the crew would be crazy. It would be okay. It was going to be okay.
“You know,” said Yanovna, “I’m really sorry it came to this.” She stopped, turning to face him. They had reached the port-side airlock. “I really wanted to let you go. I tried, Pavlov. I want you to know I put myself at great risk to help you.”
Squinting, Pavlov glanced out the small, round window in the airlock door.
There was only space beyond, black velvet full of twinkling stars.
There was no dropship.
“Then,” said Yanovna, “you had to go and mention Vitaly Three.”
Andrey grabbed his shoulders. The man’s hands were strong. Stronger than Pavlov had ever imagined a human could be.
Pavlov jerked his shoulder away, adrenaline smashing his lethargy. He went to protest, to shout for help, but the airlock hissed open and he was tossed inside.
Yanovna sealed it, standing in front of the tiny porthole, looking in. Pavlov climbed to his feet, squaring off against her.
“It was you, wasn’t it?” said Pavlov. “You set the bombs. You recruited the fuckwads from Vitaly Three. You…you’ve been here all along.”
“Of course.”
Pavlov thumped on the metal. “Hey. Hey! Anyone out there? Hey!”
Yanovna smiled that wide, happy smile. “You can shout,” she said. “Scream until your lungs burst. Nobody will hear you. I ordered this section to be evacuated.”
That settled that, then. Nobody was coming to save him.
Well, shit.
“Why?” he asked. “Why kill me now?”
“It’s interesting you ask,” said Yanovna. “We wanted to offer the humans a chance to be a part of what we are. A part of our joy. But humans reject us when they see us; they look upon the smiles of the people we integrate, the people we save, and they stand out as unnatural to them. Your species is intrinsically suspicious of happy people. Why?” Yanovna tilted her head curiously. “I think humans are intrinsically unhappy, and anyone who is happy attracts suspicion. An uncanny valley of emotions.”
Mindless babble. Pavlov had to keep her talking, though. Talking was what was keeping him alive. “You do stand out,” he said.
“And yet we are capable of change. Of keeping our joy in check, of adapting to better infiltrate you. We learned. I was able to fool you, wasn’t I?”
“I was super hung-over,” said Pavlov. “Rubbing alcohol makes you super sick.”
“Other humans have similar weaknesses. They, too, will be exploited.” Yanovna’s hand moved to the outer door flush. “All I need to know is that it was the alcohol in your blood that prevented your…joining. Perhaps it was a combination of your biochemistry as well? Who can say? In any event, we will recover your body, in time, our scientists will go to work on this issue, and it will be overcome. I know all I need to know from you. You have served your usefulness to us.”
“I can still be useful,” said Pavlov.
Yanovna merely smiled.
Options. He needed one. There was no way to open an airlock from the inside…just no way. It couldn’t be done, by design. Otherwise, that whole section of the ship would vent. He didn’t have a space suit. He didn’t have his armour. He had nothing except the bulge in his pocket. Pavlov retrieved it.
Dmitriev’s oxygen injector.
“Goodbye, Pavlov,” said Yanovna, and she pushed the flush.





 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 47
 
 
Cockpit
Dropship Anarchy
 
CHAINSAW
COMPLETED
THE
LAST
OF the pre-flight takeoff, and then uncoupled Anarchy from the Varyag’s starboard airlock. Flying with a spacesuit was always uncomfortable. Worse, they had only one pocket. The grey vial took pride of place, sealed in with Velcro.
“What’s with the suit?” asked Anne. “And where are we going?”
“It’s a special mission,” said Chainsaw, easing the ship away from the huge metal wall that was the Varyag’s hull. “We’re heading out to the local star. Prep the ship for q-jump once we’re clear of the Varyag.”
“Of course,” said Anne, her tone flat. “Dare I ask what the nature of the mission is?”
She couldn’t tell her AI any more than she needed to know. Chainsaw knew it was weird to talk to her computer, but…eh. Everyone was a little weird. “Trash disposal.”
“Well,” said Anne, “that happily answers nothing.”
Carefully pulling back on the stick, Chainsaw lifted the craft up and over the long, thick, blocky hull of the Varyag, drifting over the rows of her mag-rail guns. Lots of people considered the Varyag ugly. Not her.
Then again, Chainsaw liked ships. She drifted over to the hangar bay, on the port side, seeing the damage. Seeing how close they had come to being annihilated in the bomb blast. Barely a second later and Anarchy would have been completely inside the hangar bay, enveloped and blasted to pieces.
“I hope that kid’s okay,” said Anne.
“He’s fine,” said Chainsaw, trying to sound more confident than she really felt. “Believe me. The XO’s going to take good care of him.”
“What about the spetsnaz we rescued?” Anne was full of questions, now, it seemed. “We went through a lot to save him.”
Of that, Chainsaw was quite certain. “Unfortunately, I don’t think I’ll run into Pavlov again.”
She sat there, floating idly in space, examining the burned mouth of the hangar bay, as a body thumped into the canopy.
The shock caused her to almost jump out of the cockpit. It was a body. Floating in space, seemingly having been shot out of the port airlock. A body holding a tiny needle.
A body she recognised.
“Open the rear hatch,” said Chainsaw, checking that her helmet was on tightly. “Decompress! We’re going to grab Pavlov!”
“He’s clearly dead,” said Anne, but she did as she was commanded. The console lit up, green lights turning red as the exit ramp opened, the dropship kicking as the atmosphere was violently shot into space.
Chainsaw unstrapped herself, magnetic boots clinking as she made her way to the passenger compartment hatch, pulling it open. A field of stars greeted her, the ship’s rear exposed to vacuum.
The air of the cockpit rushed past her, almost blowing her out into space, but she held on until it passed. Anarchy lurched as Anne turned, bringing her around until the ship’s rear faced the body.
Ice crystals had formed around Pavlov’s mouth and eyes, the sweat on his body boiling away. His body seized and jerked, twitching in the empty black of space.
Anne scooped him up, practically throwing his body into Chainsaw’s arms. She grabbed him and held tight.
“Close the hatch,” she said, “re-pressurise. Engage gravity. Hurry!”
The hatch sealed. Vents pumped white streams of air into the passenger hold. Chainsaw drifted down to the floor, holding Pavlov’s head and protecting it. He was in a bad way, lips blue as the sky, his face swollen due to the burst blood vessels within.
“C’mon, you stupid bastard,” she said, “you’re too dumb to die.” Chainsaw laid him out on the metal and ran, awkwardly, over to the bright red medikit, ripping it off the wall.
“I’m not detecting a heartbeat,” said Anne.
Chainsaw extended the bioprobes, linking them to his chest. “Anne, inject adrenaline. Clear!”
“You don’t have say ‘clear’,” said Anne. “Adrenaline does not work that way.”
Pavlov’s body jerked.
“Again,” said Chainsaw. “Give him more.”
“Too much and he’ll die,” said Anne. “Based on the amount of ice growth, he must have been outside for six minutes or more. I have no idea how he’s survived this long. He’s going to win the Military Academy Medal for Medicine if he survives.”
“Just save him,” said Chainsaw. “Give him another shot.”
Pavlov jerked again, and then—with a pained gasp—opened his eyes.
“Comrade,” said Chainsaw, popping off her helmet with a hiss, “I think you owe me a drink now.”
“Don’t,” wheezed Pavlov, “call me comrade.” He smiled just a little.
She smiled back. “You look like hell.”
“Yeah, well,” said Pavlov, groaning softly, “I’ve had a hell of a day.”
Chainsaw laugh-snorted. “That’s what happens when you drink rubbing alcohol.”
“We learn something new every day.” Pavlov pushed himself up onto his elbows. “It is not good for you.”
She could have told him that. Chainsaw touched the side of his neck, just checking his pulse. It was weak, but he wasn’t going to die just yet. “Okay,” she said, “so, next question, ground pounder…what the fuck are you doing out here?”
“It’s a long story,” said Pavlov. “I’ll tell you on the way.”
“On the way?” Chainsaw blinked. “To where?”
“Vitaly Three,” said Pavlov, the urgency on his face palpable. “The planet of those crazies. We have to q-jump to the Khorsky sector. We have to, Borislava. You have to trust me.”
It was nuts. It was against rules and regulations. Her flight plan was already locked in—Kiev Prime. They would know the moment she overrode the autopilot.
Maybe they’d let her go. Maybe they’d shoot her down. It was unlikely to succeed—it was a stupid risk. Crazy even.
But she’d seen a lot of crazy lately.
“Sure,” she said. “Let’s go to Vitaly Three. What can go wrong?”
 
 
The story continues in “Khorsky”, book two of the Khorsky Incident Trilogy! Coming soon!
 
Meanwhile, check out some of my other military sci-fi novels: Symphony of War and Lacuna!
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