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  REVENGE

Viktor Illanov, commander of the military base Odessa, barged into the Russian army command center. Eyes blazing, he looked around the room full of blinking screens and consoles. In the corner, captain Yuri Moskoz sat at his desk, typing on his laptop a report a female sergeant recited. Viktor groaned and walked up to them. The sergeant sprang to attention, her hand shot up to salute.

“What the hell do you think you‘re doing?” Viktor bellowed at the sergeant. “There will be no saluting in a war zone, not even inside the compound.”

Captain Moskoz turned in his seat and looked up at Viktor. “Commander, she meant no harm.”

Viktor ignored him and got an inch from the sergeant‘s face, their noses almost touching. She didn‘t flinch. He had to give it to her, she was brave. However, brave together with stupid could get someone killed, and that someone could very likely be him.

“Get used to saluting while you feel safe and tucked away from the enemy, and one day you‘ll forget not to salute while on the battleground, and then, BANG, the insurgents will thank you for it.”

“I don‘t forget, Commander.”

“And there is no need to, not anymore,” Captain Moskoz said, smiling. “The terrorist threat is no longer.”

Viktor dismissed the sergeant and she quickly left the room. Outside he heard her curse. He smiled; at least she wasn‘t that stupid to do it in front of him. He would let it slide this time. The soldier had gal, and sometimes brave and stupid had their uses. His smile vanished when he faced Captain Moskoz.

“Who gave the order for the attack on the rebels and who sent the two gunships out on patrol?”

Captain Moskoz stood. He was a tall man, slender, with a sharp, pointy nose, and he had the longest eyelashes Viktor had ever seen on a man, unfitting the cold and calculated blue eyes staring back at him. “I sent them.”

“And you didn‘t bother to inform me?”

Viktor balled his hands to fists. He so wanted to flatten that nose, but Yuri was the interior minister‘s nephew. It would turn nasty for him back home if it leaked out that he beat him up. A crooked smile appeared on Yuri‘s lips. And the bastard knows this, Viktor thought.

“This is the last time you do anything without my permission. Do you understand?”

“Why so uptight? In two months it will be my command anyway.”

“Two months,” Viktor said, the spit blasting in Yuri‘s face, “two more months you‘ll obey every order I give you. If not, I‘ll put a hole in you, and damn your uncle, I‘ll put one in him too. Is that clear?!”

Yuri‘s face turned ashen and he nodded. He better comply, Viktor thought, because he would do it, even if it damned him and his Anna. He had never backed down from fulfilling a threat. He didn‘t know how to bluff, never felt the need to, and they knew it. He could see in Yuri‘s eyes, and in the way his face lost color, that he also knew this.

Viktor had said what he needed to say and felt his anger wind down. Wrong as the ingrate bastard was, he had made the right choice, and for that he deserved some credit.

Viktor pointed at the laptop. “Are you writing the report about the patrol?”

“No, about yesterday‘s assault. We got them good, even that fucking bitch.” Glee beamed from Yuri‘s face. “I shot her myself; saw her go down.”

“The ball buster?”

“Of course it was her. Who else could she be? There was only one known female terrorist left.”

“Did you recover her body?”

“There are no bodies to recover. We blew them up. The terrorists are all dead.”

He was glad the insurgents were dead, but it was bittersweet. He couldn‘t blame them for rising up. He would have done the same were their situation reversed.

“Good,” Viktor said, “having the insurgency wrapped up, I might get called back home sooner and you might get your command earlier. What about the patrols sent out?”

“A report came in about a military skirmish between the remainder of the U.S. forces and an unknown group. It happened a time ago, and about a hundred miles away. I sent out two scouts to investigate this morning, but they haven‘t reported in yet, nor did they answer any of our calls.”

Some of Viktor‘s old anger flared back up. He should have been woken up and told about this instead of hearing about it now.

“Call Captain Illanov. Together we‘ll figure out our next step, as should have been done from the start.”

Yuri stood in place, avoiding Viktor‘s eyes.

“Spit it out,” Viktor said.

“Your brother is out patrolling the city.”

“What? And you didn‘t stop him?”

“How? I can‘t order him around. We are the same rank, and even were it not so, the Illanovs are known to be stubborn men who don‘t listen.”

“Poshyol ty‘, Yuri. Really, go fuck yourself. Where is my brother?”

“He didn‘t believe I killed them all, so he went out to look for himself.”

Goddamn, high command put Gregor in his care to control him, as if he could, as if anyone could. One day Gregor would careen off, following one of his whims, and end up dead in a ditch with his throat slit. This left Yuri and Viktor to deal with the problem between them until Gregor chose to return.

“Call Lieutenant Illanov.”

Yuri twitched and started to sweat. More bad news, Viktor thought. He felt his stomach lurch, like being in an elevator suddenly dropping too fast, the breaks failing.

“Commander… she went along with your brother.”

Not Anna. He lower his chin, raised his eyebrows, his forehead jutted out like he had horns with which he wanted to stab Yuri. His body rigid, he contained himself. He silently counted backward from ten, his breathing slowing as he went to zero. With a snarl, he turned away from Yuri, and walked to the communication console. He grabbed the list next to it and went over the entries, found Gregor‘s patrol signature, and made the call. Nothing. He tried again and got the same result. Counting didn‘t help anymore; he threw the receiver against the console while screaming obscenities at it. He whirled around.

“Who held this post last night?”

“Sergeant Dadiani. She was here when you arrived.”

“Go get her.”

Yuri hurried outside and out of view. Viktor wanted to strangle Yuri and Gregor; both of his captains did whatever they wanted. He paced the room, kicking any furniture in his path. He heard Yuri bark orders outside, soon followed by the sergeant entering the command center. He saw her hand twitch, but it stayed at her side.

“Sergeant, did patrol 204 report in last night?”

“Yes, commander, he did.”

“And?”

Her eyes trailed toward the console. “They gave their location just before I went off duty. Didn‘t they return?”

He was about to tell her off for speaking out of turn when he noticed a glint of worry in her eyes. Where she stood before unflinching, now she wasn‘t so much, her brave face faltered.

“State your reason for asking.”

“Gre… Captain Illanov was on his way back.”

Something must have kept him from returning, but what? According to Yuri, the insurgents were dealt with. What else could it possibly be? Could it be they had some malfunction, like fried batteries, and that was why they couldn‘t make it back, or report back? And why did Anna go along with Gregor when he made it clear to her that she should never leave the base? She was a staff officer and had no reason to be out on the battlegrounds. Many questions with few answers ran circles in his mind. He tried to stay positive, but he couldn‘t avoid the worst thoughts flooding up from the dark pit of despair deep within his mind.

“Gear up. We are going out.”

Without hesitation the sergeant ran outside toward the barracks. By the time he put on his gear and exited the command center carrying his rifle, Jelena stood waiting in front of the building, geared up and at attention.

Yuri approached them, looking wary at the guns in their hands. “Commander, what are you doing?”

“What do you think I‘m doing?”

“What about the—”

“It can wait. I‘ll deal with it when I‘m back.” Turning away from Yuri, he addressed Jelena. “Move out.”

They left Yuri behind, dumbfounded.

***

Jelena held the century-old jeep‘s steering wheel tight. She wasn‘t used to driving stick, but she quickly got the hang of it. The jeep was a thing build for the terrain they drove on, but she preferred their personnel carriers—more armor and faster than this relic of an age gone by. The commander had found the jeep in mint condition at some collector‘s house. Since he had appropriated the jeep, he had grown attached to it, driving everywhere in it.

She glanced sideways. The commander stared ahead, his face rigidly set, anger burning out of his eyes. He looked a lot like Gregor, only older, sterner, a lot sterner. However today, behind that mask of his, she also saw fear. She tried her best to stay calm, but she barely held on. Gregor told her that he would return soon, but when she snuck inside his room that night, it was empty. She didn‘t think much about it at the time, thinking he got another mission before he returned. It pained her knowing he was in trouble instead.

She gripped the steering wheel, her knuckles turning white. The old jeep drove over a bump, flew in the air, and came crashing down on four wheels, skirting dirt and stone behind it. She wished she could go faster. They had a great thing going on, Gregor and her. With the war almost over, it would be unfair if something bad happened, especially after all they went through together. Finally, they would be together, with no more secrets keeping them apart. A curse escaped her lips, breaking the silence.

“Sergeant,” Victor said.

“Yes,” she snapped, forgetting it was her commander who sat next to her.

“What has you so upset?” he asked calmly.

She thought that he would have ripped her a new one for being rude; she didn‘t expect this calm demeanor he showed her now.

“Sorry, Commander, I feel responsible for not being aware that they were missing.”

Viktor stayed silent. She gave a sideways glance. He was frowning. Gregor had told her that they had to keep their relationship a secret, because Viktor, his brother, wouldn‘t agree with him being with just a soldier. Gregor told her that only once the war was over that they could reveal their relationship to him.

“How close are we to our destination?”

She read the sat-nav. “A minute, Commander.”

It was a minute that seemed just as long as the six weeks she had been at the Kamenka base near St. Petersburg during her basic training. She saw a caved-in house on top of a small hill slowly grow bigger as they approached. It wasn‘t really a house; it was more like crumbled walls with a sagged-in roof, only rubble really. Her heart sank when she didn‘t see the Vodnik parked nearby. She slowed the jeep to a stop. Viktor cursed and jumped out. With a feeling of discomfort, she followed him, not wanting for it to be real, that they lost the patrol. Then, she saw the body. Words failed her, air didn‘t come in. It was as if an invisible hand had
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