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In Love and War
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For eighty-eight years, the galaxy has been torn apart by the endless war between the Republic of United Planets and the Empire of Worlds.

Anjali Patel and Mikhail Grikov are soldiers on opposing sides of that war. They meet, fall in love and decide to go on the run together.

Pursued by both the Empire and the Republic, they struggle to stay alive and free and prove that their love is stronger than the war…
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I. The Mission
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From afar, the Republican border world of Shashenok looked peaceful, a green globe of extensive woodlands, fertile agricultural lands, deep blue oceans and prosperous cities. It was orbited by a flotilla of satellites — communications, media, weather control and planetary defence — that encircled the world like a string of pearls.

But any spacecraft approaching Shashenok would find its hails unanswered, while scans for higher lifeforms would yield no result. Cause for all its apparent abundance, Shashenok was a dead world and had been for more than thirty years now.

As a result, hardly any spacecraft approached Shashenok these days. One of the few that did was a sleek two-seater. It had probably started life as a luxury yacht for the wealthy, but the black paint job and the extensive weapons array as well as the fact that it had no ID suggested that it had been modified for less savoury purposes.

Under normal circumstances, a vessel with no ID approaching a Republican world would have raised an alarm and brought down the full might of the planetary defence system as well as whatever military forces were stationed on Shashenok on the ship. But since Shashenok was uninhabited, the dire warnings issued by the automated orbital traffic control system were left unheeded.

In the cockpit of the unidentified spacecraft, Lieutenant Anjali Patel, formerly of the Imperial Shakyri Expeditionary Forces and now a deserter and traitor with a price on her head, reached out and switched off the automated alarm.

“And you’re sure there aren’t any missiles, lasers or other automated defence systems trained on us?” she asked her companion, not for the first time.

“Quite sure,” Captain Mikhail Alexeievich Grikov, formerly of the Republican Special Commando Forces and now a deserter and traitor with a price on his head, replied with a smile.

“Cause the scanners pick up several planetary defence satellites that are still armed and active. And I’d hate to be shot out of orbit and crash on the radioactive rock down below.”

“The satellites may still be armed and active, but they need to be triggered by human command,” Mikhail explained patiently, “And there are no humans left on Shashenok.”

“It’s your funeral, if you’re wrong,” Anjali said darkly, “And mine.”

“I’m not,” Mikhail replied with perfect confidence, “It’s standard operating procedure in the Republic that automated planetary defence systems have a human failsafe. That way, the risk of accidentally shooting down a civilian ship with a broken transponder is minimised.”

“Was it already standard operating procedure when this world was still inhabited?” Anjali wanted to know.

“It’s been standard operating procedure for fifty-seven years now, ever since the automated planetary defence system of DiMonti accidentally shot down a passenger liner. Nobody wants that sort of PR nightmare to happen more than once.”

Privately, Anjali thought that the Republic was remarkably skilled at accidentally shooting down or destroying its own people, but she refrained from saying so out loud, for she knew it was a sore point with Mikhail.

“Damn, this place is eerie,” she remarked instead, “I’m getting media broadcasts. News, vid dramas, that sort of thing. All more than thirty years old.”

“Most of the orbital satellites remained unaffected by the radiation, so they just kept broadcasting on automatic,” Mikhail said.

“So we’re watching the same broadcasts the people here watched when the world was abandoned?”

Anjali tuned into a news broadcast where a short-haired blonde woman with very pronounced shoulder pads — and who ever thought that look was a good idea? — reported about the Battle of Akimov, a battle that happened thirty-two years ago.

“More or less,” Mikhail said, “With no one around, no one ever bothered to switch off the broadcasts. They’ll continue to talk about the Battle of Akimov, until the power finally runs out.”

Anjali glanced at the reporter with her short hair and massive shoulder pads and suddenly realised that the woman might well be dead by now. A shudder ran down her spine.

“What happened here anyway?” she wanted to know.

“A star drive test gone awry,” Mikhail replied, “It exploded in low orbit and rained down radioactive debris over much of the planet.”

The Republic, Anjali thought, really was its own worst enemy.

“What happened to the people who lived here?” she asked.

“Most were evacuated.” Mikhail did not look at her, but kept his eyes focussed on the console in front of him. “Though quite a few died, either because of the hard rain or later of radiation sickness or cancer.” He keyed a few minor course corrections into the console that weren’t really necessary, at least not to Anjali’s eyes. “I met a couple of folks from Shashenok as a kid on Wamsler IV, where they’d been evacuated.”

Mikhail had lost his family and his entire homeworld to a freak accident at the age of eight and had spent the rest of his childhood in a camp for war orphans. The wounds those experiences had left on his soul were still barely scabbed over.

So Anjali reached out and put her hand on top of Mikhail’s. “I’m sorry.”

Mikhail flashed her a tender smile and returned his attention to the cockpit controls.

“Can you give me a radiation reading for the surface?”

Anjali called up the information on her own console. “It’s all over the map,” she said, “In some spots, the ambient radiation is low enough that you could spend a couple of hours outside without any protection whatsoever and suffer no ill effects; in other areas even two minutes spent outside unshielded will get you a lethal dose.”

“That’s only to be expected,” Mikhail replied, “After all, the radioactive debris wasn’t distributed evenly across the world.”

“The polar regions are practically safe,” Anjali announced, “Only slightly heightened radiation levels.” She paused. “Our target is not in the polar regions, is it?”

Mikhail flashed her a quick smile. “Afraid not.”

“Well, it would have been too much to hope. What are the target coordinates?”

“Two-six-oh, four-eight-six.”

Anjali called up the respective coordinates on the scanner. “Smack in the middle of a hot zone,” she announced, “Just our luck, I guess.”

“Well, if the job was easy, the client wouldn’t have needed to hire us,” Mikhail remarked.

The client was one of Mikhail’s seemingly endless supply of shady contacts from his day as a Republican undercover operative. He wanted the prototype of a Republican superweapon called a fury pulse generator retrieved from the ruins of Shashenok, where it had been abandoned during the evacuation.

“And you’re really sure about this job?” Anjali asked Mikhail, “I mean, do you even know what this fury pulse generator is and what it does?”

Mikhail shook his head. “Nope. And I’m pretty sure the client doesn’t know either.”

“If the client doesn’t even know what this generator is, how can he know where it is?”

“Apparently, he was tipped off by an old guy who used to be a scientist working in a weapon research lab on Shashenok before the evacuation. At least, that’s what the client said.”

Anjali rolled her eyes. “And clients never lie,” she said dryly.

Now it was Mikhail’s turn to reach out and take her hand. “I know you have misgivings about the client and the job,” he said, “But we desperately need funds and this is the quickest way.”

“But what if this fury pulse generator turns out to be something awful?” Anjali wanted to know, “What if it turns out to be something nobody should have, let alone a slimy rim arms dealer with zero standards regarding what customers he sells to?”

After all, the Republic had a habit of building doomsday weapons that didn’t work as advertised, only to accidentally manage to blow themselves up with said doomsday weapons. And another untested Republican superweapon was about the last thing the galaxy needed.

“Most likely, the prototype is just junk and no longer works, if it ever did in the first place,” Mikhail said. His tone was confident, but Anjali knew him well enough to recognise that he was lying to himself. After all, no one knew better than Mikhail what havoc untested Republican doomsday weapons could wreak.

“And besides, if the prototype was even remotely useful, the Republic would have salvaged it themselves long ago,” Mikhail added, as much to reassure himself as her.

“How do we know that they didn’t?” Anjali wanted to know.

“Because I’d have heard of it.”

“So your superiors told you everything? Cause mine sure as hell didn’t.”

“Let’s just say that plenty of high ranking officers and intelligence operatives had no problems with talking freely around me. I was also really good at fading into the background and making myself invisible, just another nameless, faceless guard. So I picked up a lot.”

No wonder the Republicans were so eager to recapture Mikhail. After all, he knew all their dirty secrets.

“All I know is that Shashenok is a dead zone, has been dead for thirty-two years now,” Mikhail said, “From to time to time, there were reports about pirates establishing a base there. They never lasted long.”

Anjali hadn’t liked this mission from the beginning, had only agreed to take the job, because they were dangerously low on funds. She liked the idea of landing on a world so inhospitable that it drove away or killed even the most desperate of pirates even less.

A shudder ran down her spine, as another possibility occurred to her

“About that prototype…” she said, “…I’ve been thinking. What if the reason that the Republic never tried to salvage that prototype is that they’re actively trying to bury it where no one will ever look? And a radioactive rock is a damn good hiding place.”

Mikhail said nothing for several seconds and it wasn’t, because the cockpit controls were demanding his full attention.

“That’s exactly what the Republic would do,” he finally admitted.

“So maybe that’s exactly what they’re doing?”

Mikhail shook his head. “No. If there was anything dangerous and potentially salvageable left on Shashenok, the Republic would have been more proactive in removing the pirates who tried to settle here rather than wait for the radiation to get them.”

Mikhail flashed her a quick look, before focussing on the controls again. “Most likely, it’s really just a piece of junk. A piece of junk that will fetch us a handsome price.”

His tone and expression were perfectly confident, so confident they would have fooled any casual observer. But Anjali knew him too well.

“But what if it isn’t junk,” she insisted, simply because someone had to, “What if it’s still functional and actively dangerous?”

Mikhail turned to her, blue eyes meeting brown. “Then we’ll destroy it and make sure no one ever gets their hands on it.”

“And the client?”

Mikhail returned his attention to the cockpit controls before him, his mouth set in a firm line.

“Screw the client!”
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II. Shashenok
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From Mikhail’s description, Anjali would have expected Shashenok to be a dead rock devoid of life. But to her surprise, the planet below them was a world of bright green land masses and deep blue oceans.

“I thought the radiation level down there was lethal,” she said, “So how can the land be green?”

“Republican scientists have been wondering about that for three decades now,” Mikhail replied, “I guess the answer is that life — all life, not just human life — is a lot more hardy than we think.”

“But how can those plants down there survive under such high radiation levels?”

Mikhail shrugged. “Adaptation, mutation, evolution in action? Who knows? But survive they do. Animals, too, at least according to reports I’ve seen. And they even thrive, by the looks of it.”

As they entered the atmosphere, it became increasingly apparent that life — non-human life — was indeed thriving on Shashenok. They crossed snow-covered mountain peaks and crystal clear lakes, dark green woodlands and yellow wheat fields awaiting a harvest that never came. It would be a beautiful world — if not for the sky-high radiation levels.

Occasionally, they could make out the remnants of human habitation far below. Cities, roads, bridges, airports, factories, railway lines much of it overgrown now, as wilderness took back the world after the humans left.

Dotted across the planet, there were spots of total devastation — impact craters from the explosion most likely. When they flew over such a crater, the radiation readings went off the scale and an alarm began to wail inside the cockpit.

Anjali switched off the alarm and shot Mikhail a worried look. “Are you sure the shielding will hold?”

“As long as we don’t get too close to one of the craters we should be okay,” Mikhail replied, “The shields should protect the ship and us for four hours, which should be sufficient time to recover the prototype and get back into orbit. And our radiation suits should protect us down on the surface.”

“What about the nano-agents in our blood? Don’t they help against the radiation?”

“Up to a certain degree they do,” Mikhail replied, “But the radiation in parts of the surface is so strong that even the nanos can’t compensate. They’ll maybe give us an extra twenty minutes with shielding and an extra minute or two without. Plus, they make treatments more effective and help to repair any radiation damage we might sustain.”

That meant four hours to land, locate an object of which they neither knew where exactly to find it nor what it looked like, drag said object back to the ship and get off planet. Lots of possibilities for things to go wrong and not a lot of margin for error, once they did.

Mikhail’s thoughts seemed to run along the same lines. “I’ll put us down as close to the supposed location of the prototype as I can, so we can grab it and get out of here as quickly as possible.”
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The coordinates the client has given them turned out to be located in the middle of what had once been a city. There were roads and squares, partially cracked where the vegetation had broken through, parks that had long escaped their boundaries and rows upon rows of apartment blocks, eerily white amid a sea of green.

Mikhail did a flyover of the city first to get a feeling for the lay of the land, especially since whatever data there existed from before the evacuation was long outdated. He finally brought down the ship in the middle of what had once been a large square big enough to hold a birthday parade for the Emperor.

Anjali activated the external cameras to scan the surroundings. The square was still largely intact, though the paving had cracked in places to let grass, wildflowers and even whole trees sprout. At the centre of the square, there was a fountain, long since gone dry, and at the far end there was some kind of statue, a stylised figure of a man holding something aloft which looked like a torch or maybe just an ice cream cone.

On the other end of the square, there were strange circular steel structures and twisted rails. Anjali had no idea what they might be. Probably a building that was left unfinished, when the world was evacuated.

Though the circular structures didn’t look remotely like the buildings that surrounded the square — squat and ugly boxes. But then, every Republican city Anjali had ever seen was ugly, including their capital. Occasionally, she considered asking Mikhail why, but she always decided against it, if only because she did not want to offend him.

“Do we know what this place was called?” she asked instead.

Mikhail pulled up some data on his console. “Khodemchuk,” he said softly, his accent stronger than it normally was.

He unfastened his safety harness and leant over Anjali’s shoulder to watch the feed from the external cameras.

“Ah, Prometheus, symbol of progress,” he muttered, when the camera came to rest upon the stylised figure, “A copy of the statue that stands in front of the Great Hall of the Scientific Council back on Van Dyke.”

Anjali had never heard of Prometheus, whoever he might be. Probably one of the Republic’s founding fathers. “What’s that he holding?” she asked.

“A torch,” Mikhail replied. But then, an ice cream cone would truly have been a longshot possibility. “According to legend, Prometheus stole the fire from the gods and brought it to mankind, only to suffer horribly in the bargain.”

“I thought the Republic didn’t believe in gods.”

“Not officially, no,” Mikhail agreed, “But among themselves, the people of the Republic believe in lots of gods.” 

“And this — what was his name again? — Prometheus is one of them?”

“Not really, no. He just makes a great symbol, bringing progress to mankind at a great personal cost. I guess that’s why he’s so popular.”

The Republic, Anjali privately decided, valued progress too damn much.
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