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The Second Coming

Turning and turning in the widening gyre

The falcon cannot hear the falconer;

Things fall apart; the center cannot hold;

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere

The ceremony of innocence is drowned;

The best lack all conviction, while the worst

Are full of passionate intensity.

Surely some revelation is at hand;

Surely the Second Coming is at hand;

The Second Coming!  Hardly are those words out

When a vast image out of Spiritus Mundi
Troubles my sight: somewhere in sands of the desert

A shape with lion body and the head of a man,

A gaze blank and pitiless as the sun,

Is moving its slow thighs, while all about it

Reel shadows of the indignant desert birds.

The darkness drops again; but now I know

That twenty centuries of stony sleep

Were vexed to nightmare by a rocking cradle,

And what rough beast, its hour come round at last,

Slouches toward Bethlehem to be born?

William Butler Yeats

A Brief History of Ceti II

(Dates given in Earth reckoning)

2200 First terraformers arrive on Ceti II. The planet is selected because its atmosphere and chemical composition are similar enough to Earth’s that it can support human life.  However, there are few native plants and no large native animals; most of the planet is a barren wasteland of solid, jagged rock left over from a volcanic period.  Fresh water is available in great quantities underground, but rarely occurs near the surface.  Thus the terraforming project aims at making areas of the planet more hospitable by bringing water to the surface, creating topsoil, and introducing Earth plants and animals.  The majority of the first terraformers are single males, as adventurer explorers have always been.  They are representatives of three main world governments – the US, the European Union, and the Russians.  These governments are not representative of the majority of the world’s population, but they have the resources to pursue an aggressive space program.  The Chinese and Indians, struggling under the load of exploding populations, view space exploration as a luxury they simply can’t afford.  The Middle Eastern countries that enjoyed wealth in the late 20th century have waned in importance as their fossil fuel reserves dwindled and alternative power sources became prevalent; many of the less fortunate Arab countries were nearly decimated during the Millenium War following the destruction of the World Trade Center in New York City in 2001 and never recovered.  The space colonization program is seen by many on Earth as a way for the elite “First Worlders” to get away from the mounting population pressures, pollution, crime, and scarcity on Earth.  

The initial group of terraformers is huge, numbering almost 250,000.  They divide Ceti II into three main inhabitable regions, and begin to transform its barren rock and scant soil into a less-hostile environment in which humans can begin an agricultural society. The lone exception to the barrenness of Ceti’s surface is a spot quickly named “Eden,” near the southern tip of the great northern land mass.  There, water is abundant and huge native plants and small native animals flourish.  There the main scientific base is established, by agreement under the control of no one national faction.  Since Ceti II is among the first wave of planets to be terraformed, the engineers, biologists, botanists, and “planetologists” have no practical experience in what they are doing.  Despite advance planning and counter-efforts, a Ceti-specific bacterium nearly wipes out all the first Earth animals, and kills nearly a quarter of the first terraformers.  Later problems include dealing with the unintended consequences of the radical transformation of nearly 10% of the land mass; disruptions in weather and even small earthquakes have to be calmed before the planet is ready for settlement.

2250 The first wave of settlers arrive from Earth. On Earth, crime, massive differences between the haves and have-nots, and population overgrowth are reaching a critical stage.  Those who can leave are anxious to do so, and mass media entertainment aggressively promotes a romantic view of the rugged frontier conditions on the colony worlds, making migration a sought-after commodity.  The rising tensions have prompted a rise in the military class among all the powerful nations of the world.  The military is generally seen less as a weapon against other powerful nations and more as a defense against the seething masses.  While the settlers are selected for physical hardiness and adaptability of temperament, they are all drawn from the educated  classes of the Big Three (or the “Rich Three” as many have taken to calling the space-colonizing nations). The settlers arrive in groups of approximately 10,000 every month, traveling by convoy, bringing whole families as well as single adventurers of all ages.  Each of the Big Three nations sends its own settlers; there is little contact among the three groups.  By far the most people come to the Central Region, claimed by the Americans, and the South Region, claimed by the Russians.  The Euros of the West Region are far less numerous. The terraformers have been given first choice of the land, so their farms occupy the prime land and they own the key businesses in the budding cities, but they are soon engulfed in the massive wave of new people.  The influx of settlers creates tensions between old and new; competition for women does not make the situation any better.  After about thirty years of unchecked immigration, the World Council of Ceti II (composed of representatives from all the Three major regions, mainly terraformers or their descendants) orders a halt to immigration, saying that the desirable population density has been reached.  Of course it has not – even the 10% of land that was initially terraformed is sparsely settled, and efforts have been constantly underway to push back the frontiers.  But fear of overpopulation is rampant among everyone on Ceti – after all, they fled millions of miles into the unknown to escape the ravages of overpopulation on Earth.  The Euros and Americans on the World Council especially want to preserve Ceti as an agrarian paradise for their descendants.  The final straw, though, is fear that the Earth government may give in to pressure from Third Worlders to start transporting their people to colony worlds.  The Russian Region alone seems willing to welcome more people, though only people selected and approved by its rather repressive and militaristic government.  However, the Russians on the Council defer to the will of the other Regions, and comply with the boycott on immigration.  On Earth, massive shantytowns, crowded with poor and desperate people hoping for a chance at a better life on a colony world, arise around the major Space Administration bases in the US and Europe.  Military efforts to “relocate” the crowds result in massacres and riots that threaten the stability of every major government.  Eventually, the shantytowns are allowed to stay.

2350 Conditions on Earth have become so intolerable that the ban on immigration is overruled, and the US and EU begin sending ships of people of every nationality into space toward the colony worlds.  These ships arrive with an odd mix of humanity: they contain mainly the people who were lucky enough to survive the rush to the ships when the gates were thrown open to the shantytowns.  These people are generally unprepared for life on Ceti, and many of them are criminals, or representatives of the “dregs of society” that the original Ceti colonists had been trying escape in leaving Earth.  The Space Administration on Ceti, under orders from Earth, initially pushes through the landing shuttles from several of these overloaded ships, disgorging thousands of poor, hungry, and disoriented people into the port cities of all the Three Regions.  Most of these new immigrants end up in Central – West is simply too small to absorb them, and South stages active military maneuvers against the Space Administration.  Space, lacking military personnel of its own, hastily complies with Russian demands to land only approved people in South.  Within a short time, outcry among all the Cetians, who now number over eighteen million, prompts the Space Administration to tell subsequent ships that they cannot dock at the space station.

On Earth, the very top leaders of the Russian military begin to put into play a final solution of sorts to the problems of overpopulation, poverty, crime and disease.  Only a handful of people know about the plan, which will ultimately affect all the colony worlds if it is successful.  

2351 The War for the World begins on Ceti II.  Ceti II lacks a space-going navy, but it has satellite based planetary defense forces.  All of the Three Regions join together to fight off the attacks of the Earth ships; Earth, itself in turmoil and facing resistance on all the colony worlds, sends few military craft to defend the transport convoys.  Before long, the “War” is ended.  Tens if not hundreds of thousands of helpless men, women, and children are annihilated in the skies over Ceti.  However, the satellite defenses are damaged, and Ceti lacks the necessary expertise, materials, and spacecraft to fix them.  Finally, to prevent the entry of unwanted Earthlings, the World Council reluctantly decides to destroy the space station.  Because planetary take-offs consume too many resources, the only way that traffic can flow in (or out) of Ceti is via the space station.  Space-going vehicles dock there in orbit to discharge passengers and cargo, and shuttles take people and goods to the surface, in smaller batches.  Similarly, people and goods ride shuttles to the space station to board the huge interstellar spacecraft.  These ships then leave from the space station, bypassing the need for landing and take-off on the planet’s surface.  By destroying the station, the Cetians can ensure that no “undesirables” are forced on them, but they also trap themselves forever on the planet.  The risk is deemed worth the benefits in added security, so one of the remaining satellite defenders is turned on the station, cutting Ceti off from interstellar visitation.  However, the communication Link with Earth and the other colonies (12 in all) remains; while isolated, they are still part of the human community.

2353 Life goes on more or less peacefully on Ceti.  Earth does not send any troops to repair the station or try to force Ceti to allow more settlers.  Although the news of Earth is always in great demand, it becomes harder and harder to get; the Space Administration declares it classified and releases it only to the heads of the Three Regions.  The isolation of the Three Regions intensifies; each has its own spin on the news from Earth.  Then, the Link is lost: for no reason anyone can identify, off-planet communication just abruptly ceases.  No one, even the top military officials in each Region, are sure what this means.  Some argue that Earth has been destroyed by nuclear war or accident; others point out that communication with all the colony worlds has been lost, not just communication with Earth.  Further investigation reveals that communication with the satellite defenses is also impossible.  The problem is finally shown to lie in the satellites; they no longer can or will communicate with the ground.  Unable to go up and fix them or launch new ones, the Cetians resign themselves to the loss.  Ultimately, though, the loss of the Link doesn’t affect day-to-day life much – after the War for the World, the isolationist movement has been the dominant force on Ceti.  However, the top military leaders of the Russian Region, which had relied on the Link for information critical to the plans of their government on Earth, are suddenly cut adrift; they keep their disappointment to themselves, but pursue an aggressive program to re-establish off-planet communication.  In addition, they begin to discuss implementing a plan of their own, without the support of their colleagues on Earth or the other colony worlds, that will have far-reaching consequences for Ceti.

2354 The Space Administration is disbanded.  It is argued (most forcefully by the Russians, who had never made peace with Space after the War) that the military can continue to “listen” to the empty airwaves much more efficiently than a large and now superfluous bureaucracy.  In reality, though, the only Region that devotes much to military spending is the Russian Region.  Poor in resources and the most isolated of the Regions, South is not the utopia many of the Russian settlers had dreamed of.  Their discontent, combined with years of Russian empire-building propaganda, makes them favor military spending and compulsory service, in hopes of someday seizing what they felt had been denied them.  The Russians are also the most fiercely nationalistic of all the people on Ceti: while they had encouraged immigration of settlers from Russia, bringing in almost double the number of people as the Americans did, they were passionately opposed to the dumping of the multi-ethnic “garbage” from Earth that came in 2350.  A leading force in the War for the World, the Russian military never disbanded or stepped down from fighting strength.  After the War, the other Regions’ tolerance for crime and vice is seen by the Russians as clear evidence of inferiority and weakness.

About this time, certain people in all the Regions begin to realize the danger of inter-Region war.  Powerful and top secret efforts begin to develop underground cities in non-terraformed regions – cities that could support an alternate culture (or Resistance movement) should a calamity strike.  The driving force behind these efforts is the scientist/planetologists at Eden. They also maintain efforts to re-establish off-world communication, especially with Earth.  All of their work is conducted in the strictest secrecy, unallied with any Regional government. 

2366 The Russians take over Eden and rename it “Novmoskva” (“New Moscow”).  When the other Regions protest, the Russian response is swift and brutal – the leaders of both the US and EU regions are captured and executed, first being forced publicly to declare their surrender to the Russians.  Before the two Regions’ residents even comprehend what is happening, the Russian force (huge and well coordinated) descends on them, placing the entire planet under Russian military law.  The Russians’ first move is to “cleanse” most of the cities in the Central Region, killing almost everyone in the name of purifying the planet – exterminating the “cockroaches,” as the members of the Region’s urban criminal class are usually called.  The Russians’ next move is to subdue the outlying areas, in the sprawling, fertile Central Region.  Power is cut; communications are disrupted.  The Russian military corps sweep through the Region, killing everyone deemed too old or young to be useful, rounding up the rest into slave-labor camps, and implementing harsh laws making it illegal for those of American descent to claim citizenship or even speak English.  The agrarian population of the Central Region was nearly four million at the beginning of 2366.  By the end, it is fewer than 500,000.  The urban population fares worse – the over two million city-dwellers are reduced to fewer than 10,000.  The Russian population flows in to take over the prime farms and luxury residences, but the military structure of their society remains; the officers live like kings.   The Americans who survive are treated as slaves, working mainly in the fields, but also retaining some of the less desirable trades and merchant franchises.  Years of male-female imbalance have made women a much-desired commodity, so rape and use of American women as sex slaves is widespread.

In the EU’s West Region, the three million residents fare much better.  That region is much smaller and more urbanized, and so not a prime target for resettlement by Russian conquerors.  Because the Region has an extensive seacoast, its economy had focused on shipbuilding and marine trade, things completely foreign to the land-locked Cetian Russians.  As a result, the skills of the residents are valuable: most of them are allowed to continue their lives – albeit subject to Russian military law and huge tariffs that soon place ownership and control of everything worth having in Russian hands.  Although not quite treated as slaves, the “Euros” are regarded by the Russians as little more than convenient puppets – captaining ships, supervising and performing dangerous and unpleasant industrial tasks, and providing entertainment for the Russians.

When the Russians took over Eden, they found a thriving city populated by a diverse mix of nationalities and occupations – but they found most of the top scientific minds (and their records and equipment) missing.  The scientists had vanished, seemingly without a trace.  Some went to the few underground cities that had been completed.  Some went into hiding among the people of each Region, attempting to recruit others to join them.  Unfortunately, such a large project can not be kept entirely secret.  One of the underground cities – the largest and most populous – is found and destroyed by the Russians. The majority of the remaining scientists, mainly Americans and Euros, deploy themselves among the few remaining underground cities.  Using cutting edge technology, they keep a step ahead of the Russians while assembling a network of terrorists, spies, and guerrilla soldiers.  From this unlikely group grows the Resistance.

2366- Ceti becomes a place of stark dichotomy – with the Russians living lives of 

on
ease and luxury, while the Americans and Euros starve. High technology

is not a necessity where there is abundant slave labor – in fact, it suits the Russians to allow old Central infrastructure to crumble and living conditions (for those they dominate) to become primitive.  Military wealth is enormous, and so is pressure to keep the military on the cutting edge to protect against the people they have conquered and the growing Resistance movement.  So it develops that it is common to see Americans living in hovels heated by open fires, and using animals to work the fields, while Russians carry laser pistols and fly from place to place in supersonic planes.  The Russians control technology – they have the advanced medicine that the colonists brought, they have the industrial knowledge (or control those who do), and they have the communication tools.  The Americans have nothing but what they can steal or build from raw materials; the Euros have slightly more, but they, too, live far below the standards of pre-Takeover technology – except where their work involves serving the Russians.  The notable exception is the Resistance – initially, they have nothing but technology.  Their scientists had been the brains behind everything on the planet, and their only way of living after the Takeover is to keep this technological edge.  Their weapons, computers, communications, agriculture, and medicine border on the unbelievable – especially to the young Americans they recruit, to whom pre-Takeover life is just a childhood memory and to whom primitive living conditions are simply a way of life.

Part I
Turning and turning in the widening gyre

The falcon cannot hear the falconer…

November 10, 2350

Earth


General Nikolai Feodorov sat in his office chain-smoking.  It was an odd habit, as much a period piece as the décor of his office.  Today, though, he barely noticed his immediate surroundings: the huge, antique mahogany desk he was slumped behind; the highly polished, oak paneled walls; the thick, deep charcoal carpeting.... He had eyes only for two things today - the clock above his padded leather door and the two codes on the computer screen in front of him.


It wasn’t as though he hadn’t been asked to do things that were contrary to official orders before.  One didn’t get to be a general in the RIA, the Russian Interplanetary Army, (or any other army, he supposed) by being overly rigid.  One had to respond to the needs of the time - the true needs, not the ones the political jackasses blathered about.  One had to be flexible. 


But this situation wasn’t about some vague generalities or even about his philosophies for getting ahead in military life.  He had been asked to perform a very specific job - and it scared the hell out of him.  Of course he wasn’t going to admit that to anyone else, but he’d always prided himself on his brutally honest self-assessments.  He’d been scared before, too, but never like this.  What he’d been asked to do would - he was horribly, sickeningly sure – was to set in motion one of the most monstrous catastrophes ever visited upon humanity.


Today was truly a momentous day - the day that the Russian Republic and the US were to dismantle their few remaining space-based weapons.  The gradual disarmament that had been a hallmark of the millennium had finally come to this last, glorious moment. While there hadn’t been open hostilities between Russia and another major country for centuries, Nikolai was old enough to remember first-hand stories from his grandfather about days when there was real fear about lasers in space and “Star Wars”; the announcement of the plan which would reach its climax today had left him with mixed feelings.  On the one hand, it would be a great relief to get rid of the damn things.  Yet he had suspected, even from the start, when Disarmament Day was first announced, that something didn’t add up.  The game had always been one-upsmanship.  And like the child of the old school that he was, he didn’t want to be the one who put down his gun, only to give the opponent a clear shot.


Still, he remembered, lighting a new cigarette from the one he’d just finished, he’d come to like the idea of total space disarmament.  He had a daughter, and grandkids, and he didn’t like the threat literally hanging over them.  He was the keeper of the keys so to speak, and as time had gone by, the plan to scrap the lasers in heaven had come to appeal to him.  He had begun to look forward eagerly to his historic role in ending, not just nominally, but for real this time, the Cold War.  Plenty to worry about from micro-threats, the terrorists of every stripe and ethnicity, without having to worry about hostilities between major countries too.


He sat back in his chair and blew out a long stream of smoke.  He stared at the clock - only five minutes till showtime.


What a fool he’d been, he thought.  He’d talked himself out of his hawkish mindset, had even gotten caught up in the nobility of his disarmament mission.  Then he’d gotten the call.


One week ago, the Assistant Director of Security - Foreign Affairs, Colonel Vladimir Andropov, had invited Nikolai to his dacha on the Black Sea.  He’d flown in, wondering what was concealed behind the ostensibly social invitation, knowing that a member of the elite Security division, whom he’d never met, wasn’t likely to suddenly invite him over for vodka and sunbathing –  but he hadn’t been even remotely prepared for what the man actually said.  Feodorov’s first thoughts had been correct - the game was still one-upsmanship, but with a twist.  When the Russians played their hand, the game was going to end - but not with disarmament.  That was only the beginning.  With his help, the same stroke that destroyed the old weapons would put in place and conceal among the debris a terrible new one.  He didn’t understand it all, but he didn’t have to.  Nothing but another move in an international, and soon to be interplanetary, chess game that was older than Nikolai.  That didn’t bother him.  It was business as usual.  But the power elite had in mind a checkmate - one so brutal, so horrific, that even an old soldier like Feodorov was appalled.  Empire-building on a galactic scale, he supposed he could handle – but there was a huge difference between political domination and outright genocide and enslavement of whole worlds.


Andropov had outlined the plan coldly and with an air of detachment that made him the perfect hatchet man.  Nikolai had known the younger man’s parents - unlike the Feodorovs, they were not part of the traditional military elite.  He had met Sergei Milovich Andropov over 35 years ago when they were both serving on a peacekeeping mission in some African hellhole.  Andropov had been his sergeant: a slightly older, tough teacher for the young officer that Nikolai had been then. The younger Andropov was much more ambitious than his father, but had the same brutal determination.  He’d gotten himself noticed by someone, Nikolai thought, managing to go to the best military schools and rising rapidly through the Security Bureau ranks.  At only 37, Andropov was certainly not the originator of the plan, but he’d benefit from it.  Nikolai wondered what the younger man had been promised - and if, ultimately, he would find it had been worth it.


Could anyone really be in favor of “cleansing” the world by fire?  It was true that the teeming masses of the poor and hungry were a menace to civilization.  And it was equally true that the space program had only increased the chasm between the haves and the have-nots, bringing things almost to a crisis point.   And he had to concede that the governments of the US and the EU were so emasculated by liberal thinking that they would never be convinced to join against the human vermin overrunning their streets.  But Nikolai could not imagine the wholesale slaughter of billions of people as a real solution.  On a purely pragmatic note, he could not believe that his side would have such a huge advantage over everyone else; if their side had developed a way to turn the old space-lasers into a doomsday weapon, certainly someone on the other side had – or soon would – too.


Nonetheless, Feodorov had done as he was told - arranging things exactly as Andropov had said, so that when he punched in the phony disarmament code along with all the other generals on both sides, surrounded by TV camera crews and reporters, a signal would set in motion the fiendish plan.  The beauty of it, Andropov said, was that it wouldn’t be instantaneous in effect; no one would ever know that Feodorov had been the one to set things in motion.  But once they were set, the countdown would begin.  The situation on Earth would be resolved first, Andropov said, and then the colony worlds would follow suit.  When the time came, Earth would be completely destroyed, incinerated, purged of all life.  The Russian colonists would take over their respective worlds, eliminating the undesirables with similar space-based weaponry and creating a superior, morally right society throughout the galaxy.  Maybe, in time, Earth would even be recolonized. Feodorov had left the meeting shaken, but agreeing to push the right buttons; if he hadn’t, he would simply be dead and someone else would be doing the job.


But he didn’t want to do it, didn’t want to be the one responsible for all the misery that was sure to follow, the one whose name would go down in world - no, interplanetary - history as a eugenic butcher who would make Hitler look like a saint.  Despite Andropov’s assurances that no one would trace the signal to him, he knew he would eventually get the blame.  The truth will out, Feodorov thought with a grim smile. He continued to stare at the numbers on the screen.  Of course he couldn’t expect that simply entering the wrong code would stop the whole Plan.  But.  There was more than one way to skin a cat, he thought, almost smiling at the antique expression.  You didn’t get to be keeper of the keys to the most high-tech weapons of a planet without having some resources of your own, and Feodorov had been busy since his meeting with Andropov, secretly marshaling his those resources to avert the disaster, or at least to minimize it. 


Two minutes left.  He got up and straightened his dress uniform, preparing to meet the press.  He had no idea whether his plan to subvert the Plan would work, and he wouldn’t be around to find out, either.  He went into the outer office and smiled nervously at his secretary.  “How do I look?” he asked.


He’s as nervous as a boy on his first date, she thought with an inward smile.  She’d known him for nearly 20 years, and he always got nervous around reporters.  “Fine,” she replied with a warm, outward smile.  “Go make history!”  Then she remembered a message that had come in while he was in his inner sanctum.  Her smile didn’t waver.  “Oh, by the way, Colonel Andropov called to wish you luck.  He said to give his love to little Tanochka and Ilya.  I would’ve put him through, but you said - “  Her smile faded as the general’s face went completely white. “I’m sorry if I should’ve....”


He waved her off and tried to smile.  “No, no.  Just my nervous stomach.  Send him back a thanks.  I’ll call him later.”  He turned and walked woodenly to the conference room where the ceremony was about to begin.  Anna wondered what had happened - what message had she unwittingly passed.  The colonel’s call seemed friendly enough, but after all her years in the military, she knew as well as her boss that appearances could be quite deceiving.  Still, she had her orders: she shrugged and fired off an electronic thank-you to Andropov, then turned on her TV monitor.


As he walked, Feodorov tried to recover enough so appearances wouldn’t be compromised.  That bastard Andropov, he swore to himself.  Nikolai had never mentioned his grandchildren to the man, never talked to him about family.  The threat was clear.  He thought of the kids.  He’d seen them last just two days ago.  Little Ilya was only two, and he was beginning to talk in the odd, musical way that toddlers had.  Just before he left, he had said, “I love you” - actually, “Ahwuv-you,” but Nikolai knew what he meant. Tanochka, at ten, considered himself practically grown up - almost too old for Grandpa’s silly hugs.  He loved them so much it actually did hurt - and damn the cliché.  Since his wife Kara died over a year ago, Nikolai’s world had revolved around the grandkids.  He hoped that his cryptic instructions to his daughter would be clear enough, and that the coded message he’d left for her on time-delay would make sense.


He entered the conference room, putting on his best smile, waving magnanimously to the cameras.  The ceremony began with the usual inanities, then finally it was his turn.  He made a brief speech, trying to recapture the hopeful feeling he’d once had.  At precisely 12:15, he turned to the keyboard at the podium.  The room fell silent as his large fingers swiftly entered the code Andropov had given him.  He tried not to sag visibly, but he felt dead inside. Who knew if his small act of defiance would be enough even to save his family, let alone whole worlds of innocent people?  What was certain was that he had signed the death warrant of billions.


The ceremony ended and he brushed off attempts to talk, from both colleagues and reporters.  He walked briskly back to his office, where he told Anna to hold his calls.  He went to the computer at his desk and opened his “personal” folder.  He typed a brief note to his family, telling them how much he loved them.  He ended with one of his beloved antique clichés that told as much of the truth as he could tell in a document that was bound to become public: “I guess you can’t teach an old dog new tricks.” That line would be widely misunderstood, and he knew it, but it was the best he could do.  Then he sent a confidential message to his daughter, telling her to take the kids and get on the next ship to the colony.  Whatever happened there, and he hoped his messages would allow his daughter to make an impact on what did happen, it was bound to be better than what was going to happen here.


He looked at the family pictures on his desk (old-time framed photos, in keeping with the office motif), then opened the drawer that held his great-grandfather’s old service revolver - an antique in this era of laser pistols and stun guns.  Slowly, he took it from its black leather holster that he kept so meticulously polished.  Then Nikolai Feodorov, General of the Russian Interplanetary Army and reluctant catalyst for the start of a new era, put the barrel of the gun in his mouth and fired.

2

March 13, 2351

Ceti II

“How much is this damn war going to put us behind schedule?” stormed Commanding General of the South Region, Boris Sheveroshkin.  The highest ranking man in the Russian military on Ceti II, he was not used to having his plans delayed.  He was yelling at the vidphone image of top Russian ambassador to the World Council, Alexandr Barylnikov.  

Barylnikov, a less volatile man – as suited his position – shook his head.  “It won’t last long.  The ships in orbit are essentially sitting ducks.  The satellite defense weapons will blow them out of the sky.  The problem is that some of them are going to be damaged, and there are even rumors that the Council is going to destroy the Space Station.”

“Destroy the Space Station!  Can’t you do anything to stop them?  Are you completely powerless on that damn Council?  You let them-“

“The Space Station is not critical to the plan, as you well know, Boris Mikhailovich,” Barylnikov broke in smoothly.  Few men would have dared interrupt the General, let alone contradict him.  Barylnikov was not even concerned.  He, too, held the rank of Commanding General, though it was not widely known.  In addition to being the top ambassador to the World Council for the Russians, he was the head of the feared Security division of the military.  As such, he was one of five men on Ceti who even knew what this conversation was about; he was not impressed by Sheveroshkin’s bluster.  “Secrecy is our top priority in this matter.  If I were to campaign against an obviously popular cause like the destruction of the Space Station to keep out the hordes of human filth defiling out planet…. Well, we would find ourselves and our motives under intense and unwelcome scrutiny.”

“Yes, yes, fine.  But how long?”

“That’s the tricky part.  As long as the satellite defenses are in use, we cannot begin transforming them, of course.  And while this conflict itself is destined to be short-lived, we would not want to begin the process while the defenses are being closely monitored, as they surely will for some time after the actual hostilities end.  I would guess that we will have to wait a year, possibly longer.”  Unseen by his counterpart on the other end, Barylnikov turned down the volume on his phone; he knew his assessment would bring an explosion from the other man.

“Impossible!” Sheveroshkin shouted.  “We must move sooner than that.  On Earth, the plan calls for deployment within two years.  We can’t risk being unready!”  Sheveroshkin paced, which made watching him on the stationary vidphone camera rather amusing.  Barylnikov concealed his amusement, as usual.  Sheveroshkin was an eccentric old bear, but he was a good man, and a brilliant military thinker. Perhaps the only one better he had met on Ceti was the young Colonel, Andropov, who had brought the instructions and code from Earth to make the Doomsday Weapon.

Calmly, as always, Barylnikov said, “There will be time, Boris Mikhailovich.  This is our destiny.  The petty politics of this backwater planet cannot stop the tide of history.  We must wait until the time is right, or we will give away our plan.  Better to delay than to risk that.”

As usual, the appeal to destiny had a calming effect on Sheveroshkin.  But it wasn’t pure manipulation on Barylnikov’s part – he truly believed that he was part of a great and chosen people, and that the day was fast approaching when they would purify not just the world, but the galaxy, by fire.

Vladimir Andropov, recently of Earth, had barely had time to settle into his new quarters on Ceti II.  Everyone wanted to talk to him, to ask him everything from news about the sports teams on Earth to much more important matters.  Like the Doomsday Weapon.  He had just come from another meeting, in which the Commanding General had asked him repeatedly how long it would take to work the transformation.  As far as Andropov knew, he, his technician, and three generals were the only ones on Ceti who knew about the Weapon.  More probably knew about the Plan, but they didn’t know the mechanics of how it was going to be accomplished.  

He did, and at first it seemed like pure luck – bad luck – that he had gotten mixed up with the Doomsday Project.  He was an ambitious man, and he supposed a patriotic man, but he had truly wished at first that he had never gotten the call last year that roped him into this.  First there was the business with Feodorov.  Andropov was sorry that he’d had to lean on the old man, and doubly sorry he’d swallowed a bullet over it.  But he’d done the job, done what had to be done – that’s why he was here, now.  He had a knack for seeing all the variables of a situation clearly, even the human ones, and coming up with a plan that managed all of them properly.  “Properly” meaning in a way that produced the desired outcome, not necessarily in a way that was particularly pleasant for the human variables.  That knack had helped him rise through the ranks of the Security Division on Earth, and it was undoubtedly the reason he’d been sent to Ceti.  He was junior enough to be expendable, but talented enough to be more than just the conduit for the information that had to be passed.

And so he’d found himself on a crowded, smelly hypership hurtling toward Ceti II.  Like almost everyone else on board, it was his first time in space.  Unlike almost everyone else, he was a well-educated, well-fed member of Earth’s elite.  Although he and a few other Russian soldiers had private quarters away from the teeming masses, he couldn’t help but notice them in the cramped confines of the ship during the nearly month-long voyage.  The people who packed the ship fascinated him; he had never really seen the Earth’s poor and desperate up close.  They had always been a faceless mass, a malignancy on humanity, a highly oversimplified abstraction in his thoughts.  That the Plan called for their extermination had meant very little to him.  Until the ship.  

Andropov considered himself cold and calculating by nature and by training.  Sentiment was not part of his everyday experience.  He had known early in life that he was better at most things than most people, and he had used that knowledge to go from the military middle class of his parents to the elite where he had made a name for himself.  He had designed plans that involved countless deaths, all to advance the state’s goals – and his own.  His manipulation of Feodorov was gentle in comparison to much of what he’d done, but then, Feodorov was his father’s friend.  All in all, he was the perfect man to carry out this part of the Plan, one of a dozen or so who held instrumental roles and would be handsomely rewarded for them.  He fully expected to be a general by forty on Ceti.

Unfortunately, the very abilities that made Andropov the ideal hatchet man also made him vulnerable to what he saw on the ship.  He was not the type to be held in line by ideology or propaganda; he was used to thinking for himself and acting accordingly.  In sending him to Ceti, he found, his superiors had made a grave mistake.

Earth was one thing.  It was fast becoming uninhabitable – a squalid, festering sewer overrun by those least able to take care of themselves.  Watching the v-news shows, it was easy to think of things in terms of the embattled, civilized “we” versus the repulsive, diseased and debauched “they.”  Problem was, when you looked at the people – the very low-life scum he carried the Doomsday technology to eradicate – not as a mass, but as individuals, everything changed.  He was impressed by the people he met, by their stories, by their will to survive, to risk what to them was the unimaginable in going to a new planet.  They had no education or training to prepare them for space flight or even for the reality of life on a colony world – and yet they eagerly looked forward to life on a planet so far away from Earth that its star was hardly visible in Earth’s sky.  Not that many of them had ever looked at the stars, anyway, he supposed, being from places where the sky was obscured by pollution and the night was too dangerous for star-gazing.  

It wasn’t sentiment that had made him do it, Andropov swore to himself as he finished putting away his things in the opulent apartment on Ceti.  It was a clear and unsentimental assessment of the situation – that situation being the future of Ceti II.  His superiors had been misguided; humanity didn’t need to be saved from itself, at least not here.  What looked from a distance like a blight that could destroy civilization was in fact, when viewed more closely and critically, the very infusion of vitality that might save it.  

That error in judgment had been a big one on his superiors’ part.  But placing all their trust in one man to deliver the secret codes and instructions was a bigger one.  Especially when that man was him.

Vladimir Andropov looked in the mirror.  He was tall and angular, his hair black and tending toward unruliness in the interval since he had had it cut last, back on Earth.  He had been born with subtle good looks that had helped him get ahead, but he had never gone in for the biosculpted perfection that many of his colleagues thought necessary to impressing people.  His nose was too large and too hooked; his lips too full.  And his eyes were a common brown, not the bright blue or steel gray that a v-movie hero ought to have.  All in all, he was in appearance a good supporting player, but not the kind of guy who went out and saved the world.  Oh, well, he thought, his eyes glittering with amusement.  I guess the people of Ceti will just have to take what they can get.

Because Vladimir Andropov, the perfect hatchet man and supporting player, was really neither one. He couldn’t save Earth, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to.  But when the generals on Ceti finished transforming the satellite defenses, they wouldn’t have a Doomsday Weapon.  They would have the orbiting equivalent of a toy gun, the kind that sent out a flag that said “bang” when you pulled the trigger.  Andropov supposed the day would come when his duplicity was discovered, but he wasn’t afraid to follow old Feodorov’s example.  He also wasn’t one to take action prematurely; he would continue to see what developed, and, as always, he would respond accordingly.
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December 10, 2353 (Earth reckoning)

Ceti II

The world is full of unsung heroes, Galena Barenova thought to herself as she sat at her computer.  And now it looks like I’m going to be one.  She had come to Ceti II just three years ago, on one of the last ships to slip through the barricades.  Not that anyone on Ceti would have objected to someone like her coming.  She was young, and rich, and beautiful – all of which made her one of the most sought after women in Eden, even though she was a single mother of two young sons.  Few people knew or cared that her father had been a General in the Russian Interplanetary Army, or that he was poised to be one of the greatest heroes or villains in Earth history.  She had never used his name, so there was nothing overt to link her with Nikolai Feodorov.  

But there was a link between them stronger than the link that bound her to her country, or even to her planet.  She loved her father, and she had always trusted him to know and do what was right.  She supposed she was something of a spoiled brat, having grown up sheltered by his wealth and his connections, but that didn’t prevent her from having principles.  Her father’s farewell message, sent just before he killed himself, said a great deal more than anyone outside their family would suspect, and she had acted on it without a second thought.  Like many in the Russian military elite, Nikolai had been paranoid, worried that even his private life was being monitored by Security.  So he and his wife and daughter had long ago developed a simple system of code to keep their e-mail and phone conversations private when the situation warranted.  His last messages looked innocuous, and she guessed they must have passed the official censors, since she received them intact. 

Getting on the ship to Ceti would have been impossible without her money and influence – even then, it had been a difficult feat.  Getting access to the right network of computer systems here on Ceti had been even harder, but she’d managed.  Now all she had to do was upload what appeared to be a harmless picture file – coincidentally the picture file that her father had attached to that last e-mail message.  She had no idea how it was supposed to work; her father had assured her, though, that it would work, and that it was essential that she upload it at just the right time.  That time had just about come.

Her father’s plan was simple, if you looked at it from his perspective: the situation on Earth was hopeless, but on a colony world, where things were simpler, his expertise could make a difference.  Of course he himself couldn’t go; it would arouse too much suspicion.  But he could send his expertise with his beloved daughter and grandsons, and perhaps give them the tools to save their adopted planet.  He had no idea how the Doomsday Weapon worked, but he did have an excellent knowledge of how planet-to-satellite communications worked; by disrupting communications, in a subtle and hard to trace way, he could cut the weapon adrift from those who would wield it.  The disruption would also have the effect of severing all off-world communications, but perhaps that was for the best, too.  Ceti II would be isolated, cut off from the tide of blood that would flow from Earth across the galaxy to the colony worlds.  Or so he hoped.  It was the best he could do, anyway, so he put it in a coded message and sent it to her, his darling Galena, along with the file needed to start the infection of the communication system.  It would destroy all signs of its passage as it worked.  In the best-case scenario, no one would ever know what happened to the communication system; whether it was hardware or software would not even be discernible.  In the worst-case scenario, someone would spot the mutating virus before it was too late – but at least there would be no trail pointing back to her.  It was brilliant, like everything her father did.  

Father was a great man, Galena thought, as she entered the necessary commands.  She never thought about herself in the same way; she was just the messenger.  She would finish this business and go out and live the life of a spoiled rich girl in a tropical paradise.  But between herself and the children, they’d keep her father’s memory alive.  She watched with satisfaction as the filed opened, thinking it strangely fitting that the fate of a planet hung on a picture of a candle burning in the dark.  As she watched, the candle’s flame leaped up to engulf the frame, and then the image faded.
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December 19, 2353 (Earth reckoning)

Ceti II

“What’s going on, Cari?”


“There’s some kind of interference. I can’t tell where it’s coming from.  It’s everywhere.”  Carin Baker, a slim, dark young woman had been monitoring the Earth channel – a routine job usually assigned to junior officers like her.  Suddenly, though, it didn’t look routine any more.  Warning lights were blinking all over the control room, and her boss’s voice on the intercom was strained.


“Try to isolate it.”  Colonel Jameson barked.  


“Trying, sir,” she replied, working quickly as she spoke.  All the Space Administration personnel on Ceti, even junior ones like Cari Baker, were well trained to cope with any emergency.  


But it didn’t seem to matter.  No matter how she ran the tests, and no matter how many times the other technicians re-ran them later that say, the results were grim: the Link, their lifeline to Home and to the other colony worlds, was severed.  At first it had been the static, the “interference” Cari had first noticed on her routine night watch.  Then it was nothingness – not the steady ping that let them know the Link was open, not a response to their increasingly urgent summonses, nothing.  It was like the massive transmitter array, positioned miles above in orbit around them, was tuned into the vacuum of space.


By morning the next day, a hasty meeting of top Space officials had been called.  All of the diagnostic equipment on Ceti indicated that the transmitter in orbit was working fine, that any malfunction was not on their end.  Nonetheless, as the silence dragged on, the idea of a recon and repair flight up to the array began to gain more and more currency.  There was only one space-worthy craft on the planet, though, and it was too precious to waste on a mission that could be dangerous, especially if their contact with Earth had somehow been lost.  Any launch was hazardous, and the Space officers wanted to be sure that it was absolutely necessary before they committed to that course of action.  They voted to wait a day before making any decisions.  First it was the conventional 24-hour day that they all still used, and then – when no word came – it stretched into the full 25-plus hour Ceti day.  When that was done, they decided to wait a week.  During that week, they discovered the truth: the diagnostic equipment was giving them bad data.  Not only was the Link lost, but all capacity to communicate beyond the surface of the planet was gone.  


And so it was that they swore everyone who had any knowledge of a potential (not  confirmed, they reminded people firmly) problem to secrecy and cut off all but essential contact with the rest of the planet.  It wasn’t the first time Space had placed itself in quarantine, so to speak: some years before a particularly fierce sunstorm had disrupted communications to the extent that all non-essential contact with the rest of Ceti was shut down.  So it wasn’t completely without precedent, and to be honest, since it was during the busy planting time for most of the Central and South Regions, no one really paid much attention.


By the time a week was up, the Space personnel, in their five bases around the world, were all at a breaking point.  The junior officers were about to mutiny; the senior officers were grasping at straws.  It was time to tell the heads of the Regions.


The heads of the Regions responded variously.  The Russians in South were the most unhappy, though it seemed that they had already been leaked the news.  The Americans in Central and the Euros in West hardly seemed concerned.  After the war with Earth over the dumping of thousands of undesirables as “colonists” in 2351, most of the World Council of Ceti seemed to think that isolation was a fine thing.  And if Earth had somehow destroyed itself in the bargain (as many people suspected), well, that was just too bad.  After all, Ceti was the oldest and most established of the colony worlds, and it was certainly self-sufficient.   They had already destroyed their space station to keep out the undesirables (which had had the coincidental impact of preventing anyone from leaving, too).  All in all, they were better off without contact with the rest of the human community, given the sad state of that community outside of Ceti.  Only the Russians brooded, and kept to themselves; a few years later, they abruptly pulled out of the World Council.  By then the isolationism had become so pronounced – Central keeping to Central, and West to West, and each town and farm pretty much to itself as well – that no one really noticed or cared. 

Part II

Things fall apart; the center cannot hold…
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Spring 2356 (Earth reckoning)

Central Region

Angelina Mariela Gonzales was born in 2351 on Ceti II.  Her mother was a pale, thin blond woman who was intermittently addicted to street drugs.  Her father, Luis Gonzales, was a short, robust and virile man who loved his wife, despite the demons that plagued her, and adored the beautiful little blond child she bore him.  He was also a con man with a flair for the dramatic and a burning desire for a better life for his family.  

That’s why he had rushed his wife through the barricades after enduring almost a year in a Space Admin shanty town back on Earth – sure, Ceti didn’t want them, but Earth didn’t either, and at least on Ceti people like them would have a chance for a good life.  Earth was a stinking shithole, and people like him and Carolina were about at the bottom of it.  The shanty town was bad, sure, but no worse than the one they had lived in before outside LA.  And if some people got killed in the rush when the gates opened – well, hey, survival of the fittest, right?  It wasn’t his problem, he wasn’t one of the damn bureaucrats who got to play God.  And on the ship, well, that was the first time in his life he ever got enough to eat without having to steal it.  Luis had paid attention to the lessons they  taught on board, so he knew what to expect when he got there – or so he thought.

Problem was, the Cetians really didn’t want them.  They were threatening to blow ship out of the sky with some satellite laser shit when they hit orbit.  That didn’t help Carolina’s nerves any, and he always believed afterwards that was when she got hooked again.  There were plenty of drugs on board and a pretty woman like Carolina could always get what she needed.  It never bothered him to think about her with other men; she used them, but she needed him.  She had been born in a nice Anglo family in LA, but the drugs had sent her to the streets – which Luis had always called home.  He had always believed that she had been sent to him, and it was his duty to protect her.  But he couldn’t protect her from lasers in space, so he looked on helplessly as she picked up the habit again.  Turned out the Cetians were only trying to scare them off, but their captain didn’t scare, and after a long delay, they were herded into the space station and packed into the shuttle in batches for the ride down.  He didn’t like the ride much, but he was real glad to get there – even with the mob around the Space Admin base yelling nice things like, “Send ‘em back!” And “Damn scum!  Ought to have let ‘em out in space and saved fuel!”  He had been hated all his life, and he wasn’t going to let a bunch of pigs ruin this day.  Carolina, that was another story.  She just wanted to hide and get high.

Wasn’t long, though, and they got settled in a kind of hotel for new people – crowded and dirty, but it wasn’t the streets and it wasn’t a shanty town.  Carolina sobered up, and even got some work as a topless dancer at a club downtown.  She was always real good at that kind of work – had a way of making every man think she was hot for him.  He ran a crooked card game for a while, but even in Vegas – which was as rough a town as Ceti had – word got around and it got too hot to work.  About the time they got kicked out of the halfway house to make room for the next batch of undesirables, Carolina found out she was pregnant.

He was ecstatic – he’d always wanted to be a papa.  Carolina said they’d starve, once she started showing and got fired.  But he had a new con going, working as a “security expert” for some of the middle class pigs – then selling the layout of their places and the keys to their systems to a ring of burglars.  It wouldn’t last, but he had been saving up a pile of money to surprise Carolina with when his luck ran out.  So he went out and bought them a house, right on a little street in a neighborhood full of people like them, people who came with nothing and now had a start.  She cried when she saw it, and quit her job that day.

If only that was the end of the story, and you could just say, “And they lived happily ever after,” Luis thought as he watched his five-year-old daughter dance around the airport lobby, showing her dimples and tossing her beautiful blond hair.  In about a minute, she was going to start crying and making a scene, he knew.  They ran this con about twice a month in various public places – she stole the show with her happy baby act, then went frantic and acted like she was lost.  No one ever connected him with her – she was a well dressed, blond beauty, obviously one of the pigs; he was a small, dark and shady cockroach who was just as obviously on the wrong side of the law.  So when no one came to claim her, she was inevitably taken to the home of some rich Settler couple. And she planted his little gadgets and slipped out in the night (right to where he was waiting outside, of course) and when she was safely tucked in bed under the watchful gaze of some whore or whatever guardian he could procure, he activated his gadgets, defeated the Settlers’ security, and robbed them blind.  

Luis sighed.  His little girl – Lin to everyone on the street – was a natural born con artist.  By the time she was grown, she’d be able to snag any man she wanted and get herself a good life for permanent.  But for now, they had to work and try to keep one step ahead of the law.

The nice house he’d bought for Carolina, and all the cash he’d stashed – they were all gone within six months of the baby’s arrival.  He loved his precious daughter, but motherhood had proved to be the final straw for Carolina.  She took off for good, taking his money and even hocking the deed on his house.  He wasn’t even sure she was really gone until he got the eviction notice.  So it had been a hard few years, but a baby was a great distraction, and – in a pinch – a great way to beg a meal.  No one wanted to see a poor baby starve, and even the law didn’t always have the heart to throw them out of a lobby on a cold winter night.  (Another way that Ceti was a hell of a lot nicer than Earth.  There, starving babies were so common that a rich pig could walk right over six on her way to work and never notice.)  So they got by, and now that she was big enough to work, too, they were doing all right.  She could pick pockets like a pro, and with her All-American looks, no one ever suspected her of being a street brat.  She could steal a necklace right off a pretty lady’s neck if one bent down to talk to her, or she could lift about anything from a store without setting off an alarm.  He made sure she had the best clothes when she worked, and he paid some of the better-class whores to teach her to talk English and to talk right.  Yeah, they moved around a lot, and yeah, the closest thing Lin had for a mother figure was the whores that sometimes watched her while he was out and about.  But he adored her, and she was strong and happy – and free like him.  Maybe when she was grown, she’d join the pigs and live in a big house all safe and predictable – but when he watched her eyes sparkle with amusement as she charmed the crowd, he doubted it.  She was his daughter, for all that she had her mother’s looks.

And so time passed happily for them as they traveled Ceti II’s underbelly, moving from town to town as opportunity took them or need compelled them.  The loss of the Link meant nothing to them, and the increasing isolationism of the Regions meant even less.  
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Spring  2364 (Earth reckoning)

South Region

Major General Vladimir Andropov paced the floor of his office in irritation.  He was alone, completely alone –  unmonitored, unbugged, and most definitely unhappy about the events that were rapidly taking place in the command center downstairs.  A decade after he had so melodramatically looked in the mirror and called himself the savior of a world, it looked like he was going to be one of its executioners instead.  He was glad of the privacy his office afforded; he made sure that he always had gadgets around that kept him one step ahead of whatever everyone else in Security had.  It was one of the advantages of being the top man, especially if you were also a traitor at heart.

Andropov had never wavered from his view that the Plan was wrong.  The situation had only become clearer, despite some strange and unexpected turns of events.  First there was the loss of the Link – a great mystery still, over ten years later. At first it had caused a flurry of consternation among the handful of people who knew about the Doomsday Weapon, which had been ninety-five percent completed at the time.  They launched an intense program to get communication back, if not with Earth, at least with their weapon.  But nothing had worked, and over time the urgency had faded.  For a few years, Andropov had felt pretty smug: even if he hadn’t saved the world, the world was safe, and the sense of destiny that the generals spoke of had been eroded.  But Andropov had overlooked a key variable.  The generals who knew about the Doomsday Weapon, out there in orbit, incomplete and inaccessible, were demoralized – but the rest of the military was not.  The Plan was as strong as ever in the eyes of those who never knew about the key failure.  The Army was strong, and the sense of entitlement was even stronger.  The Central Region was much more desirable than the South, and the Russians much more numerous than the Americans.  Why not take over by conventional means?  The idea had gained currency years ago, and now it was on the verge of being made fact.

Downstairs in the strategy room, the three Commanding Generals were deciding the fate of half the world’s population.  There was the venerable Sheveroshkin, now approaching ninety but going strong; he still held supreme command as Director of the Region.  There was also the slippery Barylnikov, whose job as head of Security Andropov now held; Barylnikov’s new title was Deputy Director of the Region.  And there was the popular favorite, Dobrenin, who was from the military middle class and was much younger than the other two.  In all honesty, they were only meeting so they could formally approve plans to take over the Central and West Regions. The decision had already been made.

That left the problem of what he, Andropov, ought to do.  He had been trying for years – subtly and untraceably – to raise doubts about the doctrine of superiority and all it entailed.  Unfortunately, the lure of conquest and world domination – not to mention the more mundane promises of riches, women, and land – had proved far more appealing to the average soldier.  

Yet Andropov saw even more clearly now that if the Russians tried to take over, they would not only butcher millions – for they had the military capacity to do so, no doubt – they would also be setting in motion a never-ending conflict.  The Russians’ belief in their superiority, in their destiny to rule, left them blind to the possibility that those they conquered might prove difficult to keep.  History was full of examples.  Conquest was the easy part; maintaining what you took was difficult.  He had tried to argue this point with the Commanding Generals, but Dobrenin had ridiculed it as weakness, and he had been forced to abandon it, lest he be perceived as weak, too.

So the question before him was, would he accept the role that was sure to be assigned to him by the Commanding Generals?  For he was thought of, as always, as the consummate hatchet man.  And the Security Division, especially on Ceti, was the elite arm of the military.  As Head of Security, it would be his role to implement the Commanding Generals’ decision.  The decision would be wildly popular with the Russian people; as the man who ran the actual Takeover operation, he would be the one the people saw and associated with their long-awaited conquest. In a few years, Andropov suspected that if he played things right, he could be The General, the Director of the Region, as Sheveroshkin was now.  Hell, he was still young; maybe he’d even get to be Leader of the World someday.

There was really no question, and that’s what made him so angry. He had to face facts; there was nothing he or anyone else could do to prevent the Takeover.  If he refused to do the job, someone else would gladly do it. Though he didn’t know it, he was faced with the same dilemma he had forced on Feodorov back on Earth. He had to accept his role in the death of uncounted millions as the price of maybe someday salvaging something from the rubble.  If he ever hoped to make a difference, he had to play his part now, despicable as it was.  Andropov sighed and stopped pacing.  He had once cast himself as a hero of the people; now he was going to take a turn as the arch villain.  The trouble was, he thought as he walked briskly out of his office and toward the elevator to the strategy room, that it was hard to know where the role left off and reality began.  

As always, he would just have to stay flexible and see what developed.
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Spring and Summer  2364 (Earth reckoning)

Central Region
By the time she was thirteen, Lin Gonzales was an established part of the undesirable underground that plagued Central, along with her father.  The people who ran Ceti called people like them “cockroaches” – and the cockroaches responded in kind by calling the rich Settlers who looked down their noses at them “pigs.”  Lin and Luis ran cons and laughed at the stupid, predictable, gullible pigs they suckered.  Lin was happy, whether they were eating real steak in a four-star restaurant or begging for scraps outside in the alley.  She loved her papa, and he loved her, and her life was good.  Except that sometimes, especially at night when he went out prowling, she wondered about her mama.  Papa said she was dead, but he didn’t always act like it.  Lin was an old pro at reading between the lines of what people said, and even a veteran actor like Papa left some clues lying around for someone like her who could see them.  So one night, when they were a little down on their luck and were sharing a cardboard box in a rainstorm, she brought up the subject.

“Papa?”

“Yes, pet?”  Luis was already half asleep; he’d learned long ago that sleep was one of the best ways to get through discomfort.

“You always say that my mama died when I was a baby,” she began with a question in her voice.

“Yeah,” he grunted.  “Look, pet, we need to get some sleep.  If you want to talk about ancient history, let’s do it in the morning.”

“But papa, that’s what you always say!  I want to talk about it now.”  He started to protest, but she went on anyway.  “So like last night, when you were talking to that whore on the corner, and you thought I was doing something else.  But I heard you asking if she’s seen her.  And there was that time in Almira, when you broke that guy’s arm just for no reason – except I think maybe there was a reason, that he said something just before you jumped him about ‘that slut Carolina.’ Papa, don’t!  We’re crammed in here for the night.  You can’t just turn your head and ignore me!  I’ll talk all night if that’s what it takes to get you to tell me the truth.   I’m almost grown; you can’t treat me like I don’t know nothing.”

Luis sighed, and turned toward her.  She was right – she was almost grown.  Pressed up against her like this in the box, it was unmistakable that she was starting to fill out.  And she had never had a child’s soul.  What the hell.  Might as well tell her what she wanted to know.  She was as stubborn as he was, and he knew she’d keep her promise to keep him awake all night talking if she needed to in order to get it out of him.  “Well, Angelina mia, I think you’re right.  It’s time you knew.  Your mother was an addict and she ran out on me when you were just a baby.  Stole my money and my house, and disappeared into thin air.  I never thought I’d see her again, so I told you she was dead.  I didn’t want you to feel like she abandoned you….

“Anyway, about a year ago, in Austin, I heard from some bar trash that your mama had been hanging out there.  She’s pretty far gone, can’t hardly even turn tricks to support her habit, ya  know?”  Lin nodded with a shudder; she knew just the kind of broken down whore he meant.  “So I did some checking, and turned out she was already gone to the next place, trying to find some fresh meat to keep her in the stuff.  We’ve been sort of following her ever since then.”  His voice trailed off, and even in the tight, dark confines of the box, he managed to look distant.

“What will you do if you find her?”  Lin had a fleeting vision of a home and family like they showed on the v-nets, especially in the commercials for really expensive soap and cars and things like that.  Where the mama took care of the kids and the house while the papa went out and raised potatoes or whatever.  The houses and people were always perfect, though, and always Anglo.  A strung out whore and a Spic con man living in the barrio just didn’t fit the plan…. And she wouldn’t want her papa to have to go out and raise potatoes, anyway.

“I guess, maybe I don’ know.  If she sees me, the state she’s in, she’ll sure enough want me back.  Even broke, we got a lot more than her, ya know?  But I got you to think about, and even when she was younger and straighter, she wasn’t really anybody I’d want you to hang with.  I just don’ know.”  Papa’s voice was sad, and Lin almost wished she hadn’t pushed him for the truth.  What good was it to her to know her mama was still alive, but so low down her papa didn’t think she was fit to know?

She resorted to her papa’s trick.  “I don’t know, either – whether I want to see her, I mean.  But thanks, Papa.  I love you.  I’m getting so sleepy…. Can we talk more tomorrow?”  She yawned, very quietly so that he wouldn’t think it was just for show.

He patted her head and smiled, but he didn’t sleep much that night himself.  What would he do if Carolina came back into their lives?

Six months later, they arrived by freight train in New Detroit, where they hoped their crime spree a few years ago had been forgotten.  They found an apartment without too many cockroaches (which, like the humans with whom they shared the name, had adapted to and thrived on Ceti).  Since that night in the rain, neither Lin nor Luis had mentioned her mama.  As far as she knew, they hadn’t yet come across her.

Lin had a lot more to unpack, since she had to look like a pig, and a little-girl pig at that.  Papa traveled light, and she wished she could, too, but she needed clothes and shampoo and shoes and things that irritated the hell out of her.  At almost fourteen, she was still slight enough to look like a little girl if the part called for it, but it was getting harder and required some artifice now.  When she went out on her own, not working a con with Papa, she favored outfits that highlighted her maturity.  Today, for instance, she was wearing a pair of short shorts (bright blue) and a tight, short white camisole that emphasized the fact that she wasn’t a baby any more.  Her long blond hair was done in tiny braids and pulled up into a ponytail on top of her head; that way, she looked more like she belonged in this neighborhood of black and brown women.  Being blond and light-skinned was a gift when it came to work, but a curse when she wanted to make friends in the barrio – no one believed at first that her name really was Gonzales, or that she spoke the same gutter creole that they did.  People in every slum were suspicious, and they needed time to warm up to someone who looked as Anglo as her.  Trouble was, she almost never had time, since she and Papa were always on the move.  

Finally, she got her things put away in the tiny, one-room apartment.  The bathroom, the landlady had said, was on the next floor up.  She decided to hit it on her way out; she and Papa weren’t scheduled to hook up until evening, so she had some time to check out the new neighborhood on her own.  The bathroom was small and dirty, no better than it ought to be in this neighborhood – but at least it meant she didn’t have to pee in an alley or shower in the sprinkler on some pig’s carefully manicured lawn.  God, she hated them, she thought for the thousandth time as she walked down the dark, rickety stairs.  Lin was so caught up in thinking about all the ways the pigs irritated her that she almost didn’t see the attack coming.  A couple of brown boys were waiting for her on the landing where the stairs turned, and they were on her so fast she barely drew her knife in time.  Papa always said that it was better to be well armed than dead, and she had had plenty of practice with the long, wicked knife she kept in the top of her fashionable knee-high boots.  If she didn’t know quite what hit her when the first boy jumped out of the shadows, the boys had absolutely no clue what was going on when blood started spurting and their over-active libidos collapsed in confusion.  She ran down the rest of the stairs and left them on the landing, a little cut up and confused, but probably not seriously hurt.  In the sunshine, she paused to catch her breath and put away the knife.

Damn!  Not the way to get acquainted with the neighbors!  Lin was well aware of what the boys wanted.  She had grown up with whores for company, and she knew as much about sex as the average horny sailor.  But she was still a virgin, and damn those sorry sons of bitches, she would be until she decided otherwise.  Still, she hated to make trouble on their first day in town, and she knew she’d have to be extra careful from now on, because the boys would certainly want revenge.  She decided to skip the city tour and go find Papa.

Predictably, he was in one of the many waterfront bars.  Luis rarely drank or got stoned, but bars were where information could be found, where people like him gathered to swap stories and maybe set up a little business.  When she sat down next to him, he was in the middle of acting pleasantly drunk while he chatted up a well-dressed woman who looked a little out of place in the seedy bar.  Lin knew he was only acting drunk, but she played along, acting like the dutiful daughter trying to get her good-for-nothing father out of the bar.  “Papa, what you doing here?  You know you promised Mama you’d look for work today!  Come on, let’s go,” she said, pulling on his arm.  His female companion looked a little unhappy at the mention of “Mama”, not to mention the sudden appearance of a half-grown brat.

Papa smiled sidewise at her, and she decided to lay it on a little thicker.  “Papa, Miguel and Ramon are still so sick, and you know the twins and Marcia need new shoes.  I’m doing my part, but I can only turn so many tricks in one day – and Mama ain’t no help now that she’s eight months along.  You gotta get up and go down to the Jobs Center!”  The well dressed woman picked up her drink and walked away with out a backwards glance.  Lin waited until she was out of sight, then broke up in giggles.  Papa laughed, too.

“What’s up, Princess?  I thought we had a date at eight.”

Lin turned instantly serious, and told him about the boys.  By now, she’d had an hour or so to think about it, and she was more than a little ashamed that she might have cost them their apartment by starting a feud.  She couldn’t look Papa in the eye as she told him.

“Lina, princess, look at me,” he said softly.  She shook her head, but he gently put his hand under her chin and raised her head until her green eyes met his liquid brown ones.  “You’re so pretty, I should have thought of this.  It’s not your fault.  I’m just glad you gave them bastards a lesson in how to treat a lady.  You’re right, though, that we better move.  I don’t want you havin’ to kill nobody!”  Luis smiled, as if it were a joke, but they both knew that she could do it, if she was pushed.  He quickly grew serious again.  “Listen, I’d rather have to bust you outta jail than know that some jackass took what you didn’t want him to take, you understand?  You go right ahead and make trouble, Lina mia, if that’s what you gotta do.”

“OK, Papa.”  Lin was not introspective by nature, and seeing that Papa wasn’t mad, she quickly recovered her good mood.  “So you want to buy a girl a drink, or what?”  She said, imitating the tough tone of the barrio whores.

“Yeah.  Some lemonade.  You ain’t gonna start drinkin’ anything harder until you’re all the way grown.”  They laughed, and he called the bartender.

After a few minutes of idle conversation and people-watching, Lin had a sudden thought.  “You know, I probably could make a lot turning tricks. Or maybe dancing.”  

Luis almost laughed at the expression on his daughter’s face.  That she had never seriously considered the possibility before was obvious; that she had not was as good a testament to his parenting as any, he thought.  “Yeah, a fortune.  You’re beautiful, honey.  You’re gonna be small like me, but you got your mama’s Anglo looks and her curves – and you not even fourteen.  And if a man looks into those green eyes of yours, well, he gonna be lost for good.  You got your mama’s knack for making everybody think you looking at him special.  But there ain’t no hurry.  We been doin’ fine, and we’ll keep on doin’ fine.  No man likes the idea of his little girl doin’ that, and I’m no exception.  Besides, there’s a lotta risks in that business, and it’s easy specially for a young girl to lose control.  I ain’t gonna let you do that till you’re full-grown, either.”

Lin smiled at her usually forthright papa’s reluctance to call sex any more than “that” in connection with her.  She tended to agree with him about the risks, and anyway, she was kind of happy being a virgin. Still, it was an intriguing thought.  She traded flirtatious glances over her drink (lemonade!) with the bartender, and wondered what it would be like to be with a man.  Papa was engrossed in a v-news screen on the far wall, so she had time to wonder.  Would it be just another con, like the whores made it sound? Where the one who got what he thought he wanted was really the one who paid?  Or would it be like one of the v-romances she loved to watch when a screen was handy, where a handsome young man on a white horse swept her off her feet and made her feel giddy and touched her to the core of her being?  (Whatever that meant.)  Or would it be like the couples she saw in the neighborhoods, where it was just another part of the daily routine?  By the time Papa finished watching the news and told her it was time to go, she’d decided that the next time she got on the Net, she’d ask her friend Tasha in Capetown.  Tasha was already sixteen, and she certainly must have some firsthand knowledge.

Part III
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere

The ceremony of innocence is drowned….

1

May 17, 2366 (Earth reckoning)
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Lin didn’t know or care who the President of her Region was, let alone the politics that had broken up the World Council or led to the War for the World that had permanently closed Ceti to cockroaches like her.  Nor did she know that the same move effectively trapped Cetians of all varieties on Ceti.  She had heard vague things about the Link being lost, but communication with other planets was not something she had ever given much thought to; Earth was a kind of Hell, according to her papa and all of the other people she knew who’d been there, so the lack of communication with it had always seemed like a good thing to her, on the rare occasions it crossed her mind.  If you asked her what kind of people lived in the other Regions, she would probably have stared at you blankly – until May of 2366.

News has a way of traveling fast on the fringes of society.  If you had asked your average Settler in the early spring of 2366 what the biggest problem for the summer was going to be, he would have probably speculated about drought, or the price of fuel, or the always-present possibility that some new Cetian strain of disease or insect might wipe out the crop.  Even the news that the Russians had taken over Eden, which was supposed to neutral by treaty, hadn’t affected many people’s way of thinking.  Eden was far away – in another hemisphere even – and its people had never been like the Settlers anyway.  To the average Settler, it looked like a pretty typical summer.  But if you had asked Lin, she would have told you that the Russians were coming, and it looked like things might get rough.  She and her father’s new associates had heard through the grapevine what only the heads of state in Central also seemed to have heard – and like the heads of state, they were worried.

“I still don’t understand what the Russians want with us,” Lin was saying to Kyle, a tall, dark-haired boy with whom she happened to be having dinner.  Kyle was a few years older, handsome, and a little mysterious.  His father ran one of the casinos in Vegas, which, though much smaller and tamer than its Earth namesake, was the best place on Ceti to gamble or find exotic sex.  Lin and Luis visited there often, and since they hit town most recently a month ago, Kyle had been coming around a lot.  

“Well, there’s two things,” he began, eager to show off his knowledge and maturity.  He held up one finger as he continued, “First, there’s the land.  The Russians got South, which is, you know, kind of small.  And they got, like, nine or ten million people down there. So they want our land.  They think they shoulda got it when the original Settlers came.”

“But that was, like – a hundred years ago or something!”  Lin interrupted.  Kyle was full of talk about the Russians, but she had never heard of them before they came to Vegas this time, and could not understand how anyone could carry a grudge that long.  Still, she liked the way Kyle’s eyes lit up when he talked, and the way he tilted his head when he was trying to explain things to her.  So she kept asking questions, paying less attention to the answers than to the boy’s lean face.

“It was over a hundred and fifty years ago.  But those bastards, they got long memories.  They say they still don’t like the Americans ‘cus of some shit that happened five hundred years ago.”  They both paused at that thought.  Children of a young world, part of a culture that celebrated living in the moment, they could not even imagine that much time.  “Anyway, second is us – the cockroaches, I mean. They, like, think we ought to be exterminated.  It’s really bizarre, you know? Why should they care about us?  We aren’t over there telling them how to run their Region.”

“So what’s our army gonna do about it?  They call us cockroaches, but they wouldn’t let us get wiped out.  And they sure wouldn’t let no pigs get kicked off their land.”  Lin had heard all this before; she just liked hearing Kyle tell it.  She had learned a great deal in a month about Regions and armies and politics.  She knew what he was going to say next, but she waited in wide-eyed expectation.

“Our army?  They can hardly keep people from rioting in the streets.  The pigs don’t want their kids wasting time in the army when they could be digging potatoes.  And they don’t want their money buying guns and tanks and planes when it could be buying tractors and generators and all that. Way I hear it, our President is about screwed.  He try to fight, and he just get flattened.  He give up quiet, maybe he get out of it OK.”

“So why aren’t the pigs all up in arms about this, then?”  Lin finished her spaghetti and picked up the dessert menu while they talked.  This was one of Kyle’s dad’s restaurants, and she intended to take full advantage of the free meal.

“They’re so fucking dense, they don’t believe it!”  Kyle’s handsome face expressed outrage.

I don’t, either, Lin thought.  But instead she said, “So when’s this all supposed to be happening?  I thought a month ago they said it was all coming down any day.  And now it’s almost the end of May, and it’s still all just rumors and talk.  Why aren’t there Russians on every street corner, then?”  She decided to have ice cream – she’d only had it once before, and she thought it was one of the most amazing things she’d ever eaten.  All cold and sweet and smooth as silk…  If she and Kyle got together, she could eat it every day.

“Lin?  Are you listening?”  Kyle looked a little hurt, and she realized he’d said something while she contemplated life with him and his family’s money.

“Oh, sorry, Kyle.  I was just thinking about how scary this all is.  And how glad I am that you’re around to tell me what’s going on.”  She smiled and took his hand. She kind of hoped he’d make a move tonight.  If he didn’t, maybe she would.  She had already decided he was The One, and she could hardly wait.  

He seemed mollified, and he went on, talking about how the various underworld figures were trying to get information on what was happening in the capital, how things had been too quiet, how the calm always came before the storm…  She was just getting ready to ask him about the ice cream when one of his brothers burst through the door.  He gasped for breath for a moment while they both stared, then he yelled at Kyle, “We got to get out!  They’re coming!  The President was just on v-news – he surrendered!  They made it sound all nice and shit, but you know what it means for us!  Come on, we’re going!”

“Shit!”  Kyle exclaimed, jumping up and turning to Lin expectantly.  “See?  I told you it would happen!  We’ve got a place all fixed up.  We can hide out for as long as it takes.  You can come, too – and your dad.  Come on, I’ll take you to your place and we then we can go from there.  Mickey, tell the folks.”  Damn, Lin thought.  There goes the ice cream.  But before she could say anything, Mickey, who was only twelve and thought he knew everything, grabbed Kyle’s arm and tried to pull him along.

“No, there’s no time!  Come on, come on, leave her here – we’ve got to go now!”

Lin was getting slightly irritated.  “Look, you little rodent, what’s the hurry?  Do you see any Russians here?  Do you see any bombs or any of that shit?  No.  Maybe this is all just some stupid paranoid crap.  I’m not running off with you right this second, but you’re not gonna tell me I can’t, either, if Kyle says I can.”  Both boys stared at her.  She went on.  “Kyle, walk me home.  I got to talk to Papa before I go anywhere.  And Mickey, you go find a nice sewer to crawl in.”

“See, Kyle?  She’s just like the pigs – she doesn’t get it!”  Mickey squealed, but he had to dodge Kyle’s slap as he said it.  “OK, I’ll go, but you better get there by dark, or we’ll go without you!”  He dashed out before anyone could say another word.
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Kyle walked her back to the apartment – a pretty nice one this time – and tried to convince her to go into hiding with his family.  He was passionate about the need for haste, and he seemed to be hurt that she didn’t believe the need was as urgent as he said.  “Lin, I probably shouldn’t tell you this, I hardly know you.  But you’ve got to listen.  My dad is part of the Organization.  He knows things.  He’s got politicians in his pocket.  I’m telling you things will get bad.  We’re prepared, though.  You gotta come.”  He looked into her eyes with an earnest intensity.  “I think I love you!  You gotta come.”

Lin’s head was spinning.  Russians, war, surrender – now Kyle saying he loved her.  It was all terribly exciting, but it was too much, too fast.  They were at the door of the apartment now, and she fumbled the key card as she tried to think of what to say, what to do.  “I’ve got to talk to Papa,” she said softly, as she pushed inside.  But he wasn’t there.  Instead, there was a message for her on the vidphone.  Her father’s voice filled the empty room: “Lin, I’ve finally found your mama.  She’s working on the south side.  I’m going over there to see her.  You stay here.  There’s bad stuff happening.  Pack up and wait for me.  Love you, Lina mia.”

This news, delivered by a recording already two hours old, was the final straw.  Lin collapsed in one of the soft chairs that came with the apartment.  Kyle looked at her, waiting, but she could see he was impatient for her to speak, to tell him what she was going to do.  She took a deep breath.  “Can I meet you someplace?  Your brother said your family could stay till dark.  Could you go and tell them to wait, and I’ll find Papa and catch up?”

Kyle’s smile lit up his face, and he took her in his arms for a long, deep kiss.  “I do love you!  Yes, you can meet us at the train station.  We’ve got our own chartered train, going out to the place we’ll be staying.  It’s all fixed, we’re gonna blend in with the pigs, we got us a farm with potatoes and all that.  But remember, just till dark.  If you don’t find him by then, you come yourself.” He still held her tight, and she nodded against him, loving his strong arms and clean smell.  They finished their good-byes, he left, then she packed quickly.  If Papa thought they needed to get out, it couldn’t all be paranoia.  And Kyle’s dad was a mafia boss – and Kyle loved her!  Her mind continued to race as she set out for the south side.

Outside, a storm was gathering, the warm spring afternoon giving way to a cold, windy evening.  The sunset was totally obscured by towering gray clouds.  Lin had the native Cetian’s dread of storms – bad ones were rare, but they could kill and destroy with a power seldom matched on Earth.  The one that was brewing looked bad; Lin wanted to find her papa, get to the depot, and curl up in Kyle’s arms again.  The reality of the coming storm was far more frightening to her than the vague warnings of disaster at the hands of a foreign army. All she knew of soldiers were the inept and poorly trained peacekeepers who sometimes patrolled the streets of Central’s  cities.

Cold, stinging rain began pelting her before she got four blocks.  She started to run, and kept to doorways and awnings when she could, ignoring the stares of other passersby and pushing past those who blocked her way.  Her heart was pounding, not from exertion, but from fear – fear of the unknown, which was threatening to overcome her from nearly every front, fear of the coming storm, fear that she had no words to express. She ran faster, trying to block out thought through sheer physical exertion.  Finally, the neon and holo displays of the prosperous strip began to give way to seedy bars and shops with bars on the windows: she was getting to the south side.  She had no idea where her father might be, but if he was looking for a broken down whore, she guessed she’d find him in about the worst part of town.  She put her hand on the laser pistol she wore under her loose jacket.  Papa had recently pronounced her old enough to carry more than the knife, and, since they were flush just now, he’d bought her the new pistol and hired an old, retired bodyguard to teach her to use it.  She was glad she had it in this place.  Even to her, the broken windows and unkempt streets seemed to emanate menace; the intermittent flashes of distant lightning didn’t do much for the scene, either.

She slowed to a lope, and then a trot.  The occasional groups on corners, dealers and whores, watched her cautiously; she clearly didn’t belong.  She saw some rough looking women, but no trace of her father.  Anxiously alternating among checking her watch, keeping an eye out for menacing strangers, and glancing at the roiling sky, she made her way.  Just as she was about to give up her search as impossibly optimistic – how could you find one man in this maze of decaying streets? – she saw a familiar figure.  “Papa!” Lin cried to the rapidly repeating back.  “Papa!”  she yelled louder over the fierce wind, and began to run again.

Luis turned in surprise.  “What are you doing here?  I told you to stay at home!”  His left eye was swollen shut, and Lin could see the bottom of a bloody cut on his left arm, below his rolled sleeve.  

“What happened?” she asked, hugging him.  He was an island of sanity in this strange and turbulent evening.  

He ignored her question as she had ignored his.  He grabbed her elbow and hurried her along, toward the better part of town. “Get on your phone and call a cab,” he said tersely.  “Tell him to meet us at Elm and Green.  No one will come this far in, but if we wave some money around, someone will go there.”  She did as she was told, sensing from his mood that there was no time for arguing.  She gave the cab dispatch her bank access code, and when the balance was verified, sure enough, a driver agreed to meet them at the intersection only blocks away.  They walked the rest of the way quickly, in uneasy silence.

In the cab, Luis seemed to relax a little.  “So I ask again, Princess – what are you doing here?”  

Shivering, drenched to the skin with the cold rain, she told him about the surrender (which he knew about), and Kyle’s offer of a place to hide out, and her fears about the storm and the Russians…. And then she remembered what he’d been doing.  “Did you find her?   What’s she like?  Can I meet her?”

Luis sighed.  “No, I didn’t see her. But I saw her pimp.  Killed him.”  Lin stared.  This day went from one shock to the next.  Her papa had killed people, she knew – but not often, and never unless he had to.  He went on, “I just wanted to see her.  He started talking like a reasonable guy – then he jumped me.  I would’ve just left him knocked out, but he kept saying such filthy things about your mama.  I know it’s been twelve years; I know what she is now.  But that bastard had no right…. I slit his throat.” Luis fell silent, staring out the dirty windows of the cab into the growing twilight.  The rain had stopped, but the atmosphere was still oppressive, and lightning flickered.  

Lin wondered what would happen next.  The end of the world, maybe?  Suddenly the cabbie shouted, “What the fuck?” and she had her answer.  The cab screeched to a stop, and the driver bolted out.  He was looking at the sky, and at the city ahead of them.  Lin and Luis got out, too, just as the driver jumped back in to jab frantically at his radio.  They stood in silence, neither one truly understanding what they saw.  The sky was full of dark shapes – planes diving beneath the thick clouds and shooting tongues of fire toward the ground.  The clouds ahead of them glowed a dull red, and it was easy to see why – the strip, the prosperous part of the city, was on fire. The planes appeared to be systematically flattening it – and they were moving their way.  Over the noise of the wind, the shriek of the planes was an eerie wail. The roar of the fire consuming the city was still distant, still muffled, but you could tell it was coming, like a fast-approaching freight train.  That thought brought Lin back to herself.  “Papa!  The train!  We’ve got to get to the station!  We’ve got to get out!  Come on, driver, come on!” She was shouting, not just to be heard over the noise, but because she was near hysteria.  Her father pulled her into the cab, and spoke more calmly to the driver, “Driver, can you get anyone on the radio?  What’s going on?”

The driver, a massive African man, was almost hysterical himself.  “All I get is static, and a bunch of foreign stuff!  You say you got a way out, girl?   I’ll take you, if you take me wherever you’re going.”  His dark eyes were scared and pleading.  The inferno ahead was steadily inching toward them, consuming all that remained of any of their previous lives.  

“OK,” she said simply.  If Kyle wouldn’t take this guy, they’d deal with it then.  The important thing was to get to the station.  Before was too late.

Apparently her papa didn’t think so.  He was already climbing out.  “You go.  I’ll meet you there.  I’ve got to get your mama.  I was going to come back later… but now there isn’t going to be any later.  I’ll meet you by the main terminal building – if I’m not there and Kyle needs to go, you go!  I don’t know what’s happening, but I love you!  Now go!”  He slammed the door before she could speak, and pounded on the roof.  The terrified driver shot off, into streets choked with throngs of terrified people.

Lin never knew how they made it through the mobbed streets.  It was all a blur of fire and lightning and screaming and horrible, bone-shaking explosions.  Maybe the driver ran over a dozen people, or drove down the sidewalk – she could never recall the specifics.  Just the terrible moment when they came over the small hill that had been built to shield the city from the noise and distraction of the train yard and the airport.  No one was on this road, and they soon saw why.  The cab screeched to a halt again.  The driver started to curse, and then he told her to get out.  In a daze, she obeyed, and he sped off, leaving her facing the most awful devastation she had seen in her brief life.  The yard was a graveyard of smoking wreckage; the station’s six or seven terminals were piles of twisted and blackened metal.  Further on, she could see the oily smoke hanging above what had been the airport. Nothing moved in the rubble; nothing remained of anything human.   Suddenly, a shock wave threw her to the ground.  When she struggled to her feet and looked around, she saw the smoking remains of the cab.  One of the planes that still screamed overhead had practically vaporized it.

And then the sky opened up, and the torrential rain came down and obscured everything but the ground immediately under her feet.  The lightning shot down all around, and the fury of nature took over from the fury of man.  Stunned, too shocked to be afraid, Lin groped her way toward some of the larger wreckage she’d seen.  She needed shelter, that much her overtaxed mind knew – shelter and sleep.  After what seemed like an eternity of rain and thunder (or were they more explosions?) and lightning (or bombs?) streaking down, she bumped hard into something solid.  She had no idea what it was or had been – it smelled, even in the drenching rain, strongly of burnt plastic, and of something else that she couldn’t identify.  Still, it seemed big, and she was fairly sure it would offer some kind of shelter.  So she wormed her way around it in the blackness, trying to use the lightning flashes to get some idea what it was, and whether it would be a safe place to hide.  She ended up with no clear idea, but she did see a jagged hole in one rounded side, and she climbed inside, despite the smell.  It was dry.  It was also pitch black, except when the lightning briefly lit up the narrow opening she had come in through.  Whatever it was, it would do, she thought dazedly.  She tried to focus on staying awake, but it was no use.  She couldn’t even concentrate on her papa, out there somewhere in the hellish night, or Kyle, who had most probably been incinerated right here.  Her eyes seemed to close on their own, and she gave up the fight and slept.

When she finally woke up, the rain had stopped, leaving behind a clear, cold night.  The smoke from the ruined city and transportation complex clung to the ground, but the stars shone as brightly as ever above it.  There was no sound inside Lin’s burnt-out plastic sanctuary, no sign of any other living being in the wreckage of the train yard.  She stretched as much as she could inside, peered at the sky, and decided it must be almost dawn.  She had no idea what to do.  The events of the previous evening seemed like a horrible, senseless dream – but the ghostly charred and twisted silhouettes around her proclaimed their truth.  Slowly, cautiously, she eased out of the plastic shell.  In the starlight, she could see it had once been part of a fuel tank of some kind; it had been blasted in half and tossed on its side amid the chaos near what had been the main terminal building.  The building itself was to her right, a heap of still smoldering rubbish, from which not even one beam or girder remained sufficiently intact to indicate that it had been a massive, seven-story structure just hours before.  It had been flattened.  

As Lin wandered toward it, drawn by the heat as much as anything, she saw the first of the corpses – or rather a partially blackened arm, tossed on top of a heap of charcoal like an broken toy thrown out by a child.  At first, Lin almost thought that was what it was; then the incongruity struck her, and the reality became suddenly, awfully clear.  From then on, she watched where she was walking, and it was a good thing. Apparently a lot of people had had the same idea Kyle’s family had; apparently the terminal and the yard had been full of people when they had been attacked.  Their bodies littered the ground around the ruins of the building.  Some were burned, some were blown to pieces – all were a perfect complement to this walking nightmare, Lin thought dully.  The arm made her retch; the next few corpses made her want to cry.  But after the first few, her mind simply refused to acknowledge the meaning of the shattered bodies; she walked among them as if they were nothing more than the twisted metal and plastic, nothing more than generic obstacles to be avoided.

“Maybe I’m the last person from Central left alive,” she said to herself, and was surprised to hear her voice out loud in the silence.  Why not? she thought, and began to laugh hysterically.  If there was no one to hear, why not talk to herself?  It seemed hilarious in this pre-dawn graveyard that had been the place where she’d hoped to find safety.  “I wonder where Papa is,” she said, when she finally managed to choke off the laughter.  Even in this horrible place, among the acrid smoke and broken bodies, Lin could not really imagine Papa being gone.  If she had survived, he must have, too.  The thought gave her something else to do.  She picked her way toward the remains of the road, calling, “Papa?  Papa!  Are you there?” It never occurred to her that the agents of all the destruction might be somewhere listening; she was not at all afraid.  Things had been too quick, too unbelievable – the rational part of her mind had not been able to keep up, and it hadn’t really caught up yet.  So she walked along a twisting course through the wreckage, smoke, and steam in the darkness, a desolate wraith calling and calling until her throat was raw.

As the first rays of the sun began to lighten the sky, she made it to the road at the top of the hill.  The remains of the cab were an unwelcome reminder of the night before.  Lin didn’t bother to look inside to see if the driver had survived; she vaguely hoped he hadn’t, but gave it little thought.  Aside from the cab, the top of the hill seemed relatively intact; the road still usable, and the grass and bushes on either side still green.  Suddenly, she saw movement to the right, where the blasted landscape met the lush greenery of the unharmed bushes.  “Hello?”  she called tentatively, hand on the pistol.  Still no thought of Russians crossed her mind, she was thinking of the cabbie.

“Lin?  Is that you?”  Amazingly, the voice that answered from the bushes was Luis’s, and he stepped into view, tattered and sooty but whole.  It wasn’t amazing to Lin; she had known he would come, just like he said.  She flew to his arms and they hugged, desperately.  He pulled her back into the bushes as soon as he recovered himself.  On the hilltop in the rapidly growing daylight, he at least guessed they might make a good target for someone.  

Lin started to speak, but then she saw the woman hunched on the ground in the bushes.  She was terribly thin, and dirty, and even with the stench of the dead train yard in her nostrils, Lin could smell her.  But she knew in an instant that this was her mama, the woman she’d spent long nights dreaming about, hoping she’d come back….  The woman’s lank hair was blond, shoulder-length, and she was huddled inside Papa’s coat, her knees drawn up under her chin and her eyes on the ground.  She looked sick.  “Papa, is this…?”  Luis nodded, and said softly, “Hell of a family reunion.”  Then he stared at his daughter and said, “How did you survive?  I saw the cab, and I thought…” He broke off, and she could see that his blackened face had been streaked with tears.

It seemed strange to talk to someone, even to Papa.  She began several times before she got the words right.  “The cabbie kicked me out when he saw the whole complex was blown up.  Then he got blown up.  Served the bastard right.  I … I just tried to find a place out of the rain.  And I went to sleep.”  Suddenly the words came in a rush:  “I knew you’d come, Papa!  What are we going to do?  What’s wrong with her?  How did you get out?  How bad is it?  Is everybody dead?  Was it the Russians, like they said?”

“Shh,” Luis said quietly, stroking her filthy hair.  “Sit.  I’ll tell you what I can.  You’ll be all right, Lina mia, just sit and listen.”  Lin sat, keeping him between her and the strange figure of her mama.  

Mama raised her head, and Lin saw eyes that had probably once been the same bright green as her own.  Now there were faded, tired – and unaccountably – angry.  “Why you tell her that shit, Luis?  You got a magic wand somewhere?”  Her voice was thin and low, full of despair.  She looked ready to pounce, sitting crouched as she was.  Lin shivered; without knowing why, she was terrified of this human wreck.  Her own mama scared her more than all the corpses down below…. But her papa was speaking, so she tried to pull her mind back and listen.

“By the time I got back to the south side, there was fire everywhere.  People were running around crazy.  It was almost impossible to get anywhere.  But I got to the place where I knew she would be, and sure enough, there she was, stoned out of her mind, curled up on a filthy mattress on the floor.  She knew me, I guess,” he said with a sidelong look at the woman, who continued to stare at him with hostility.  “So I dragged her sorry ass out, and we headed back toward the train station.  She didn’ want to go, so I really had to drag her, and the streets were packed, and buildings were blowing up all around… I wished a hundred times I could just leave her, but I couldn’t.  Next thing I know, I start hearing machine guns.  I heard ‘em back on Earth, a few times – never thought I’d hear ‘em here.  So I had to backtrack – no fuckin’ use running into that shit.  And the fire was everywhere, roaring – and the smoke!  I thought we’d choke.  Anyway, I found her a safe spot under a house that had already collapsed, and I tried to see what the hell was happening.  The few people who weren’t crazy scared didn’t know no more than I did.  Just that the city was being destroyed, that the planes and tanks and soldiers with guns were killing everybody.  So I go back to get this sorry piece of trash, and she ain’t there.  She’s a block away, on a corner, trying to catch people running by, asking ‘em if they got any shit.  The world is blowin’ up, and this bitch wants her drugs.”  He looked disgusted; Carolina continued to stare, unrepentant.

“So we got here, and I thought you musta been killed.  I was goin’ crazy myself, when your mother here,” he said with heavy sarcasm, using the Anglo word disdainfully, “she said we just better lay low and hide in these bushes.  She even tried to keep me from answering you when you were calling.  I’m sorry, Lin.  Maybe I never shoulda gone back for her.  But here she is, and she is your mama.  

“Now I don’t know what we’re gonna do.  It looks to me like the train tracks goin’ outta town are still there.  I think maybe we should follow them, get out in the country.  You remember the plan the Russians were supposed to have, to kill all us cockroaches?  Maybe out in Settler country things are different.  Maybe…”

“Maybe we get our asses blown off, we start walking along those tracks out in the open!”  Carolina broke in, her voice rising hysterically.

“Shut up!  We wouldn’t walk right on the tracks.  We’d stay in the brush, we’d just go until we could get some news, maybe to one of the little towns or a farm village or something.  Lin and me, we know how to live off the land if we have to – but what we need most of all is to know what the hell is goin’ on.” As he spoke, Luis warmed to his own plan.  It wasn’t much, but it was something.  He was as lost as his daughter, but he couldn’t let her see that.  A plan, any plan, would give them hope, which was what he figured they needed more than anything else.  “I guess we ought to stay under cover till dark.  Maybe see if there’s anything we can scavenge – food or water or weapons, whatever.  What’s it like down there, Lin?”

Lin shook her head.  “Everything’s burned.  There’s bodies, lots of ‘em.  But all the stuff is burned, gone.  I don’t think we’d find anything worth taking down there.”  Now, in the safety of her papa’s protection, the horror or what she’d seen started to impress itself on her.  She shivered again.  “It was really awful.”

They talked for a little while longer, and Luis finally decided to risk heading back along the road toward the city, staying in the underbrush as much as possible.  He wanted as much information as he could get, and they needed water desperately.  He hoped to get a few containers to tide them over until they got wherever they were going.  Lin was not happy at being left with Carolina, and Carolina was not happy with the entire plan.  But both had to admit that their best chance of survival lay in working together, so they watched Luis go, then faced each other.

“So,”  Carolina began at last.  “Looks like you grew up OK.”

“Yeah.  No thanks to you,” Lin couldn’t help saying.

“Don’ be bitter.  Makes you look all pinched up and old.”  A brittle laugh.  “That’s what my mama always used to say.  And for us girls, looks is everything.  At least till you get as far down as me, honey.  Then the men who pay you don’t care if you got warts or green scales – as long as you got a cunt, and it’s cheap, it’s all good.  But that’s years ahead of you, Angelina.  You could get top dollar.  You ever hook?”

“No.”  Lin said shortly.  She had no interest in talking to this woman, she decided.  And besides, her odor was nauseating.  She stood up abruptly.  “I gotta take a walk.  I’ll be back.”

Carolina nodded.  “Gotta piss, huh?”

Lin didn’t answer.  She headed off and didn’t come back for nearly an hour, staying in the overgrown belt of forest that had separated the city from the transportation hub.  Even the birds and animals were silent; maybe they, too, were dead.  Or maybe they were hiding.  Aside from the eerie silence and the underlying smell of smoke, in the woods, you could almost pretend everything was still OK.  Unfortunately, as little as she wanted to face her so-called mama again, she knew they should stick together, so she turned back at last.  When she got to the spot where they had crouched, near the road on the hilltop, no one was there.  At first Lin wondered if she was mistaken about the spot. But she could see the places where they had trampled the grass and broken twigs off the bushes.  She called Carolina’s name quietly, cursed her silently, and set off to look for her.  Papa would be pretty mad at her if the woman had wandered off and gotten lost somewhere. After another hour, she circled back, tired, even dirtier, and thirsty as hell.  No sign of Carolina anywhere.  It wasn’t until she sat down in the shade of their bush that she saw the tracks in the muddy shoulder of the road.  That crazy bitch, Lin thought wearily.  Walking back to town, right along the road.  Well, if she left here a couple of hours ago, I’ll never find her.  Good riddance, anyway.  Lin tried not to think about Papa’s disappointment, and leaned back against the bush.  Being miserable and unable to do anything about it, she did what Papa always did – she slept.

Papa woke her up after what seemed like only minutes.  She saw by her watch that it had been nearly another hour.  Reluctantly, she told him about Carolina’s defection.  He surprised her by seeming visibly relieved.  “So it’s just you and me, Lina mia.  Just like always.  Well, we’ll get by.  Here, look, I got some water, and some bags we can carry on our backs.  I got some other stuff, too.”  He showed her his treasures – pitifully little to try to survive on their own, against a hostile army, but neither of them said so.  “We’ll wait till dark.  You got a good idea there – taking a nap.  We got to start sleeping in the day and movin’ at night.  Might as well start now.”  If he had found out anything new, he didn’t share it, and she didn’t ask.  Talking was an effort; her mind was still running on half power, struggling to deal with the rapid and terrible turn of events.  She wasn’t tired, though, so after Papa dozed off, she went out for another walk in the woods.

Almost back at their hiding place, she stopped, stunned.  She heard voices – lots of them.  Then she heard a scream; it was Papa.  She knew instantly that they had been discovered, that they were going to die, that their plan would never get put in motion.  She crept forward, dreading to see, but needing to, nonetheless.  

Three men in uniform had trampled the bushes.  One held her papa’s arms while another hit him with a baton.  The third stood laughing, obviously enjoying what the other two were doing.  A car was parked on the road beyond.  All of this washed over her in a fraction of a second.  It made no sense, but then, nothing did any more.  Suddenly, the man with the baton barked a question.  It was so heavily accented that it took a moment for its meaning to sink in: they wanted to know where she was!  They had been promised a fresh young girl – so where was she?  Sick, Lin looked toward the car.  She knew what she would see, and she wasn’t disappointed.  Carolina Gonzales sat hunched in the back seat, looking blankly out the front window.  Stoned.  Her own mother had sold them out for drugs.  Lin didn’t quite understand why anyone would care about tracking down two more refugees like herself and Papa, but it didn’t matter.  They were killing Papa, and laughing about it!  She almost charged them, but as she moved, her hand brushed the pistol tucked in her waistband.  She hesitated, and the man with the baton, evidently getting fed up with his victim’s lack of responsiveness, cracked the baton hard across Papa’s right temple.  He crumpled, and the three men began what looked like an animated argument in a language she didn’t recognize.

Lin took a deep breath as quietly as she could.  Papa might be dead, or he might be badly wounded, or he might just be stunned.  But these three sons of whores were going to be dead for sure.  The man who taught her to shoot had stressed the advantage of surprise in an attack, and she certainly had that.  She also had a fully-charged automatic laser pistol and the burning desire for revenge.  All the last day’s events coalesced into a single, bloody picture as she looked through the sights.  She fired – once, twice, three times.  The soldiers didn’t know what hit them.  Two died instantly, and the third, the laughing man, took a solid hit in the shoulder.  He whirled, but Lin was already gone, moving through the underbrush to a different vantage point. She fired again, before the stunned man thought of taking cover; this time, she got him in the throat.  She ran to Papa’s side.  His face was swollen and bruised; blood was crusted at his mouth and nose and the wound at his temple. She felt his neck for a pulse.  Nothing.  She tried again at his wrists.  Nothing.  She put her hand on his chest to see if she could feel anything.   Slowly, she became aware of Carolina shrieking from the car.  Apparently not stoned enough to be completely oblivious. 

“What have you done!?  They’ll kill you!  They’ll kill me!  We’ve got to get out of here!”  Her unfocused eyes dashed wildly from body to body and back over her shoulder to the city.  

“You bitch!  He’s dead!  My papa’s dead!”  Lin launched herself toward the car, fully intending to add another body to the pile.  But even stoned, Carolina had a great instinct for self preservation.  She hit the button to roll up the windows and lock the doors.  Lin fired repeatedly, but with no effect.  Apparently the car was armored.  Inside, Carolina’s face, gray and terrified even with the drugs, peered out at her.

Lin lowered the gun reluctantly and went to her father’s side one more time.  She collapsed across him and sobbed, hating the thing that had once been her mother, and hating these men who could so casually kill the one person in the world who was there for her, who meant something to her.  After a long time, she choked the sobs to sniffles, and looked at the bloody bodies of the soldiers.  While Carolina stared at her from the safety of the armored car, she searched the bodies, taking their strange money, their guns, and their water bottles.  She moved like a zombie; her insides seemed to have frozen and she felt absolutely nothing but a strange sense of triumph.  She felt no remorse for killing the soldiers.  In fact, her mind replayed the sight of the laser ripping into their uniformed bodies, the blood spurting, their looks of panic and terror.  It gave her strength to keep going, knowing that she had beat them.  She would do it again.  These three were only the beginning.  If she killed a thousand of them, then it might come close to equaling the score.  That thought, and the knowledge that Papa would want her to escape, drove her to gather as much as she could into a makeshift pack on her back and get going.  

Let Carolina sit there and wait for the reinforcements, Lin thought with a nasty smile.  She even waved as she walked into the brush.  Let them deal with her the way they did with Papa.  Lin knew, with a cold certainty, that Carolina’s fate would be just as bad, if not worse than her husband’s, once the little scene back there was discovered.  These were people who killed for fun, who wanted to exterminate people like them – they wouldn’t care what kind of story a broken down whore told them.  They’d make her pay in blood for their three dead comrades that she led into a trap.  The thought kept Lin smiling as she trudged along.  

Lin had decided not to follow the tracks, just in case Carolina got a chance to spill their plan.  She would cut past the ruined airport and follow the line of trees that marked one of the irrigation canals.  There was plenty of brush there to hide her, and water, and it only seemed logical that an irrigation canal would lead to farmland – and farmland was where her papa had thought they would be safe, so that was where she would go.  As she twisted and turned, trying to avoid an easy line for any pursuers to follow, she thought about herself, her reactions.  Papa was dead.  She could think it without breaking down.  She had killed three men, and she would have killed her own mother, too.  She felt detached, as if the things she was thinking about had happened to someone else.  A v-thriller hero, maybe.  Maybe a character in a text story, like she sometimes downloaded when she was bored or traveling.  That thought led to another – she didn’t have her computer, the ubiquitous handheld device that Cetians used for everything from getting the news to checking the weather forecast to calling a friend to researching topics from the central library.  She must have left it in the cab, or on the street, or something.  Anyway, it was gone, one more casualty of the war.  It didn’t matter; nothing mattered any more.  That was the key, she decided as she walked.  Nothing mattered, so nothing was real.  It was all a game, and the object was to kill the Russians.  To see their heads explode, to see their guts hanging out on the ground.  That was all what counted.  Everything else got pushed to a corner of her mind, safely isolated from the part that had to make decisions and act now.

Lin was only fifteen, and too much had happened for anyone to bear and stay completely sane.  That she lived through the day at all was amazing; that she made it fifty miles into farm country during the next week was testimony to the effectiveness of her particular coping method.
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June 7, 2366 (Earth reckoning)

Central Region

When the truck stopped at the house, Ethan Miller went outside to see what was going on.  He thought that maybe the truck held guardsmen called in because of the state of emergency.  The power had been out for a few weeks, effectively paralyzing communication and throwing their precariously civilized existence back toward primitivism.  The last thing he’d heard before the power went off was that coward of a politician the Left had elected President had surrendered to the Russians.  It was unbelievable.  There were plenty of real men – Settler men – like Ethan who would willingly go out and defend the freedom they prized above anything else.  But nobody had asked them.  Just yesterday he had ridden over to Joe Mason’s place to see what Old Joe thought about someone from around their place making the long trip in to Vegas to see if they could get some news.  Old Joe’s was the center of their little farming community; everybody who wanted advice or gossip – or even real news – came by his place.  Sure enough, there were a few other Settler men there, and to a man, they still wanted to go kick some Russian ass.  No one wanted to sit around like a bunch of old women and wait for whatever was coming.  Zane Schmidt decided he’d get his car fueled and head into Vegas; some people who lived farther over that way said they’d seen smoke low on the horizon the night the surrender was announced and the next morning.  Maybe there had been trouble there.  Zane would come back with news, probably in a day or so; Vegas wasn’t that far by hovercar.  Ethan wished he could go with him, but he had Rebekah to think about. 

With the power off, Ceti II really seemed like a hostile, alien world and not like the cozy little revisionist Earth that his grandparents had fought to make it.  Ethan’s family had been there since the beginning - he remembered stories about the hardships of transforming a barren planet into a home, into a place to live free without all the fear of crime and disease that plagued Earth.  It was too bad that during his lifetime the damn Earth bureaucrats had tried to open the floodgates and let in boatloads of those human cockroaches.  He had fought in the War for the World in 2351, and it was his humble opinion that the War had stopped too soon – keeping any more cockroaches out was good, but getting rid of the ones that had slipped in just before and during the War would have been even better.  Things on Ceti were what you made them, that’s what he always said, and that’s what he believed.  And the damn cockroaches made a mockery of everything, with their barrios and their drugs and their dirty, illiterate  kids that the government was supposed to support.  


To make matters even worse than they already were with the power out and no sense of what the hell was happening in world, something – or, as Ethan suspected darkly, someone – had been stealing things from the farm for the last week.  The cockroaches almost never came out this far, since they weren’t close to any cities or even the main railroad line.  But Settlers didn’t steal.  If a family got down on their luck – and it happened – the neighbors all pitched in and made sure they had enough.  And the things that were disappearing – eggs, early vegetables from the garden, a coat off the line – were not the kind of things an animal would take.  It was probably some damn runaway cockroach kid, trying to live off the land and not knowing anything but thieving.  The world was clearly going to hell.


So, when he saw the military truck pulling into his driveway, he was actually glad.  About damn time the military was doing something - the colonists were doing all they could, and a little help in this situation would be appreciated.  After all the taxes they’d been levying, you’d think – his gruff internal tirade ended abruptly.  As soon as he saw the four heavily-armed men jump out, and heard one shout something in a language that wasn’t English, he began to feel apprehensive.  The Russians usually kept to their side of the planet, and he had never bothered to learn their language.  Unless there had been a major calamity, the guardsmen in this sector ought to speak English.  He started to ask, “What’s happened?  What’s going -”


The man who seemed to be in charge cut him off, while the other three pointed their automatic weapons at him.  “State your name, your age, and your occupation,” the man said in English, in a voice that had almost no trace of an accent.  Ethan just looked at him in a surprised appraisal for a moment: he was tall, dark-haired, and had cold gray eyes that matched his flat, cold voice.  So this is a Russian, Ethan thought.  Well, I’ll be damned.  Whatever’s going on, it’s more serious than I thought.  Better play it straight.  “I’m Ethan Miller.  I’m sixty-two and I’m a Settler.  Like everyone else out here.  Who the hell are you?”


The Russian ignored the question, but typed the name into his handheld computer.  “Who else lives here?” he demanded.


Inside, Rebekah Miller had been peeking from the closed storm shutters of the porch. Her mind, as was usual lately, was whirling and tossing, unable to settle on any one train of thought.  The past and present had become a blur for her, and her life as a Settler’s wife a constant torment.  She was not from one of the original colonist families, but she had been heavily involved in the Space Administration - until the Link was lost and she met Ethan and had his son.  Raising a child in the wilds of this lost colony world was a challenge. She had always had a nagging suspicion that things were constantly on the edge of collapse, and, frankly, Ethan’s Neanderthal ways had her almost in tears most days lately.  She had never thought Ethan capable of such things, back when she had had a choice, before they were married.  He had been a soldier in the War, even though he was even then in his forties.  She thought he was romantic then.  A patriotic, salt of the earth kind of man – devoted to this forsaken planet that was truly home to him.  


But then the boy died.


This whole thing had been unreal, from the moment she left Earth 20 years before as a promising young research scientist, to that fateful day when the Link with Earth was lost, to becoming Ethan’s failed broodmare, to ... this. It had been like living in a dream that had slowly become a nightmare.  Ethan thought her “feelings” were superstition or worse, and she had always tried to ignore them in favor of what he would call logic.  He was wrong, though – she knew from the time she was first pregnant with Jakeb that a terrible tragedy was coming.  When she almost died in childbirth, you would have thought Ethan would take her feelings seriously – but no, he just nursed his bitterness that she couldn’t bear him an army of boys and doted on the one she had given him.  And when Jakeb died, crushed to death in a rock slide at the age of five!  Surely then even the most “rational” man could see that the planet was against them, that they didn’t belong here, and that they’d been fools to trap themselves on the planet just to keep out the poor and helpless souls Earth wanted to send.  But again, no – Ethan cursed the rock slide, and cursed her for her feeblemindedness, but he loved the planet, and scoffed at her premonitions. 

But the part of her that knew things knew that there was no more time to analyze and assess and consider rationally.  For the first time in weeks, maybe even years, she was absolutely calm.  She quietly eased out the back door, and gestured wildly to the dirty blond girl hiding just behind the grain bin.  This was the creature that had been stealing things lately, and Ethan would undoubtedly call the girl a cockroach, but Rebekah just saw a hungry, scared child.  She had been feeding her surreptitiously for the last week.  If Ethan wanted news about what was going on in the world, he should have taken a look at this child.  The girl never said what had happened to her, but she was so obviously traumatized, and she had so obviously just come from the city, that Rebekah for one knew nothing good would come from that direction.  She knew she and her husband were doomed, but she felt an obligation to warn the girl away.  She made urgent shooing motions, and the girl disappeared behind the barn.  Instead of running to the woods, though, the ragged little figure crouched behind the barn, listening to the man in uniform talk to the Settler and his wife, who had joined him outside.  They were just visible around a corner of the house.  Lin was as fascinated with this English-speaking Russian as Ethan Miller had been at first.  Also, if the chance arose that one of the Russians could be caught off guard…. Well, her tally was up to eight now, and she’d gladly make it nine or ten.


“You have no children?” the Russian officer asked.


“No. None living.”  The Settler’s voice sounded tight, as if he were frightened.  That bastard?  Scared?


The officer barked a command in a language Lin had come to know and hate as Russian, and two of the armed men grabbed the Millers and one ran into the house.  “You wouldn’t lie, would you?” he said in English, in a tone that suggested mockery.  He went on to ask about Rebekah’s work for the Space Administration, which must have come up on the screen of his mini-computer.  The girl could barely hear the questions and the terse, frightened replies, but she was mesmerized.  Why did this man care what the crazy lady had done years ago, back the before the thing called the Link was lost?  What did it matter, when the ending of this little game was already clear – death for both the Settler and his wife?  She’d seen it happen, had been running ahead of this slow butchery that spread out like a bloody ripple from the slaughter she’d seen in Vegas.  Everyone died, unless they were young or somehow important.  And the crazy lady couldn’t be important.  Anyway, it was better to die fast, with the machine guns ripping you to pieces; she had seen the zombies that the Russians kept alive, and she knew that they were destined to be slaves or worse.


She knew she should run, but she remained motionless, hidden from the view of the soldier in the house by the dense shrubbery.  Her next memory was of many things happening at once: the man coming out of the house and speaking in Russian to the officer, the officer swinging the butt of his rifle into the Settler’s face, the woman’s scream.  The officer spoke again, calmly, as if nothing had happened.  “You’d better start talking, if you want to live.”


The man, blood running down the front of his shirt, tried to speak.  Stupid, Lin thought.  It’s the woman they want to answer the questions.  The woman herself just sobbed and struggled with her guard, trying to reach her husband. Lyn remembered all of this in slow motion; sometimes she wondered if perhaps it happened that way, too.  It was all so horrifyingly familiar; it brought back memories too fresh and painful.  Things began to blur, as if everything were becoming distant.  As if she were falling down a deep hole.


Abruptly, all four military men opened fire, their automatic weapons tearing the Millers to shreds.  As suddenly as it had started, the violence ended, leaving bloody heaps of clothing and spent cartridges at the men’s feet.  The officer seemed utterly unaffected and barked an order that sent the men back toward the truck.


Watching, caught in the nightmare of reliving her father’s death, Lin had wanted to scream, but she had been paralyzed, unable to move.  The gunfire broke the spell, but instead of screaming she found herself running.  She had seen these teams of Russians at work before, and she knew that the looting and burning came next; she had to get out of there.  The edge of the woods was just two hundred yards away; after about a hundred yards she would be out of sight below the crest of a low hill.  She ran without thinking.  She ran because her papa had told her to run, and that was all that she could remember, all that her mind could hold onto in moments like these when it all threatened to close in on her.


Unfortunately, she also ran like a panic-stricken city girl who wasn’t used to open country.  One of the men, hearing a noise, ran around the house in time to see her disappear over the hill.  He shouted to the others and they all followed.


The Russian officer gave the order not to fire.  He wanted her alive.


All around the Central and West Regions – the areas populated by the Americans and their allies the Euros – the tragedies were repeated.  The “extermination” of the cockroaches was as complete as the Russians could make it; four out of five Settlers in Central also died during the Takeover.  The ones who survived were mostly in three broad categories: the young and strong, who would work the fields and power the industry while the Russians ruled in comfort; the young, pretty women, who helped address the age-old problem on Ceti of access to sex; and the intellectual or technical personnel needed to run the world.  Originally, all of these non-Russian people were conceived of as slaves, but over time, it began to seem more expedient to give them a sort of second-class citizenship.  Especially the Euros, who were much more necessary, given their emphasis on technology and marine industry.  Casualties were light in the Euros’ West Region, and since the Russians controlled communication and the Regions were so isolated anyway, it was relatively easy to keep news of the devastation of Central from reaching the majority of the Euros.  They, much more than the Americans, bought into their new role as subordinate to the Russian military machine.  The Americans, crushed as they were, proved to be more difficult.
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June 7, 2366 (Earth reckoning)

Central Region

Mikhail Romanov had found his calling during these last few bloody weeks of the Takeover.  He came from a good military family, and his connections, impeccable manners, and ruthless ambition had helped him attain the rank of captain by 25; he was a major by 30.  At 32, he was in line for promotion when the next opportunity came up, but it didn’t much matter.  In the Russian military on Ceti, being a major meant that your life was virtually guaranteed to be good – good housing, good food, good choice of women, and as much or as little active duty as you wanted.  But the Takeover (which had been a surprise to him) changed that; it shook things up, mobilized everyone from the top on down.  Romanov had always loved the order and precision of a well-run installation, but he found that the thrill of operations in the field was even more to his liking.  Especially the kind of operations they engaged in in Central.  


As a child, Romanov had delighted in slicing open frogs and cutting tails off cats and slitting the throats of dogs – preferably while they were still alive. By age seven, he had become an imaginative and brutal killer.  His parents, dedicated career officers both, had perhaps inadvertently set him on the path: they once made him strangle a kitten just to show him he could do it.  They didn’t want their son to be a weak-willed, sentimental sissy.  Well, he not only could do it, but he liked the feeling of power so much that he killed the entire litter in a variety of ways, and the mother cat, too. Years later, when he reached adolescence, he found that he liked sex best when he had that same sense of power.  His only trouble in rising through the military ranks and keeping his place in polite society had been finding acceptable outlets for his desires.  Of course he favored prostitutes, of the lowest kind – as long as he paid the pimps well, no one minded if he messed the girls up a little, and no one missed them if he happened to go a bit overboard.  And of course he made his career in the Security division of the military, where every so often the opportunity to interrogate a prisoner came along.  Romanov loved that kind of work: torturing an animal gave you a certain kind of control over it, but torturing an intelligent being, playing to the psychological as well as physical weaknesses – it was the most challenging thing he had ever done.  Unfortunately, opportunities for such work were rare, so he contented himself with studying ancient and modern techniques of torture and visiting the prostitutes.


Then the Takeover came, and he volunteered for duty right on the front lines.  He wanted to see the slaughter up close; he wanted to witness firsthand the death agonies of thousands of people.  He had insisted on heading one of the “recruiting” teams, even though it was below his rank.  He relished the intensity of the terror the farmers went through as they realized he was there to kill them.  He loved the close-range executions.  But most of all, he enjoyed the chance to do whatever he wanted with the girls.  He and his companions had absolutely free rein; of course the brass wanted some of the girls brought in to work the fields and serve as sex slaves, but there were so many that no one would miss a few.  And no one condemned his brutality here – all the soldiers were acting out their wildest sadistic fantasies.  It amused Romanov that the same brass who had looked down at his behavior in South Region with a bunch of cockroach prostitutes now encouraged all able-bodied men to act that way.  Raping and brutalizing the American women helped reinforce the idea that the Americans were no more than animals, that the Russians had no moral obligation to pity their slaughter or servitude. 


Today had been a slow day, as the recruiting process went.  His team had combed a couple square miles of farmland and picked out about a dozen strong, young people to take to the work camp.  None of the girls caught his fancy, though, and he hadn’t even had any significant resistance to punish from any of the prisoners – or their now-deceased parents.  His team had killed about 20 people, but none of them in any interesting or amusing ways.  That was why he gave the order to take the fugitive alive at the Miller farm.  He didn’t know if it was male or female, old or young – but he intended to have some fun regardless.

Lin ran as fast as she could across the newly-plowed ground.  She could hear shouting behind her now, and she knew her only chance was to get to the woods.  She had camped in a thicket, and if she could only reach it, she might be able to hide.  She had a good start, and she made it to the edge of the woods far ahead of the three running men. They hadn’t shot at her, which seemed strange to her, but maybe her luck would hold out.  She jumped across the irrigation ditch just inside the woods, and headed up the bank on the other side.  Her flight was over in a second: her right foot somehow tangled in the roots and branches, and she fell heavily, twisting the ankle beneath her as she rolled back toward the muddy water.  That was all it took – her luck, her amazing flight from the city, her dreams of living free somehow – it was all over with a single misplaced step.  By the time she checked her fall and struggled to her feet, the men were entering the woods, 20 feet away.   Lin groped for her pistol, hoping to at least take one of the soldiers with her – in a sickening instant, she realized it wasn’t there, saw it lying up the bank, and cursed herself for leaving the other weapons back in the thicket.  Just then, one of the men raised his weapon and yelled in English, “Freeze!”

Like hell, she thought, and dove awkwardly for her gun.  The soldiers had no idea what she was doing, but they had their orders to take her alive.  One fired a warning shot past her head, while all three lunged forward across the ditch.  The first one was on her before she was within a foot of the pistol.  In seconds, they had handcuffed her and one sat on her back.  They all laughed when they saw her gun lying there uselessly, and they joked loudly in Russian.  After a few minutes of this, one pulled her to her feet while another called on his handphone, presumably to the officer she’d seen earlier.  As the soldier answered questions into the phone, he looked her over, smiling.  The questions, she guessed, were about her.  Dirty and sore, she wondered what the hell was going on here.  She supposed she might fit whatever requirements they had for slaves, since she was young and – probably more important – female, but she had seen enough of Russians to know the rules: you resisted, you died.  The Russians were efficient killing machines; no need to waste effort on catching someone like her who ran, just shoot her in the back and go on to easier pickings.  She was scared, but she was also angry and filled with hate – these scum had killed her papa, had set out to exterminate people like her.  It looked like they were succeeding.  Suddenly more furious than afraid, she used the guards’ relaxed, celebratory mood to seize an opportunity.  While the one continued to talk into the phone and leer at her, she pivoted on her good leg and kicked him with all her strength in the groin with the other.  She got the satisfaction of seeing his leer turn to surprised agony before the other two started in on her.

Over the groans of the one she’d kicked, she heard laughter from the other end of the phone, then a sharp command.  The other two stopped pummeling her and jerked her back toward the ditch and the field beyond.  Lin tried to struggle, but they were too big; they just picked her up by the arms and dragged her through the rank water and then into the warm sun beyond the trees.  The soldier with the phone walked stiffly behind, his face still white and drawn.  She felt some satisfaction that she’d made her one chance pay.  Mostly, though, she wondered, with increasing tension in her gut, what fate awaited her back at the house.

Romanov was pleased with the report from his team.  He’d stayed behind to guard the pitiful contents of the truck, but also because some appearances needed to be maintained, and a major did not go tearing off across fields after some American scum.  His man Ilenov said the quarry turned out to be female – a teenage girl with a nice figure and a pretty face.  That was good.  But when she kicked Ilenov in the nuts, that was even better.  He wanted to play rough, and it sounded like this girl was going to give him a challenge.  Maybe, though it was probably too much to hope, she was a virgin, too.  He waited for the team with ill-concealed impatience.

Lin finally decided to stop fighting the men.  There was no point in wasting what little strength she had; better to wait for another chance.  She let the two soldiers drag her along, head down, until they reached the driveway.  There, the officer spoke sharply to the men in Russian again, then said in that perfect English, “Stand up.  I want to look at you.”  The two men supporting her dropped her onto her feet, causing her to wince from the sprained ankle.  But she stood, and she lifted her eyes to meet his.  She was fairly sure that he was Someone Important, more important than all the ones she’d killed put together; he had that unmistakable aura of command.  His eyes made her want to shiver, which she barely managed to suppress.  He was a monster; she, who had grown up on the streets and honed her survival instincts, knew him for what he was instantly.  He looked her over with absolutely no emotion, taking in her dirty face and clothes, the odor of the stagnant ditch water that clung to her, and her body which was uncomfortably visible under the ripped clothes.  She had been wearing light summer clothes anyway, and there wasn’t much left.  Finally, he spoke again, smiling in a way that chilled her to the bone.  “You are very pretty.  What is your name?”

His voice was soft, but his tone left no room for disobedience.  She almost choked on the words, but finally managed to reply, “Lin Miller.”  She knew the Settlers who lived here were the Millers; why tip him off that she was a cockroach as well as a fugitive from their recruiting program?

His smile intensified just a shade.  “Oh, I see.  The daughter of the house?  It didn’t seem that they had any children.”  She wasn’t sure if he thought he had caught her or the Settler in a lie.  She mumbled, “Granddaughter,” and looked at her feet.

“Ah, and Miss Granddaughter, how old are you?”

“Almost eighteen,” she lied.  What does it matter what I say, she thought bitterly.  He’s going to rape me and kill me and why the fuck should I give him the satisfaction of telling the truth?

He came closer, putting his hand under her chin to lift her head. She shivered at his touch.  He laughed, and studied her intently.  “Look at me, Lin Miller.”  Reluctantly, her luminous green eyes met his gray ones, which now glowed with anticipation.  “I think you’re a smart girl.  Smarter than most.  You seem to know what I plan to do with you.  So, let me ask you another question.  Are you a virgin?”

Lin felt like a mouse cornered by a large and playful cat.  It always seemed to her like the mouse could run away – if it weren’t so terrified.  She had to break the spell, even if she couldn’t run, she wasn’t going to be a willing victim like the mouse.  His face, handsome in a slick way that suggested biosculpt, was just inches from hers, waiting.  Without changing her wide-eyed expression, she gathered her saliva and spat right into his horrible eyes.  Instantly, he let go of her chin and backhanded her across the face so hard she fell.  With her hands chained behind and one ankle sprained, there was no chance of getting up alone.  Then he was on her, like the cat on the mouse, and she flinched as he drew back to hit her again.  He checked his swing though, and laughed again, straddling her.  “You’ll have to tell me, when we’re done, if it was worth it, Lena.  Now.  You’ve learned a little bit about the consequences of defying me.  Care to try again?  These men can tell you I don’t like to repeat myself.  I asked you a question: Are you a virgin?”

“You mean you don’t know how to tell?” she shot back, and was rewarded with laughter from the men, even the one she’d kicked.  They were enjoying the show.

This time Romanov let her wait a few seconds before the punishment came.  He had a baton, like the one the man had used to kill her father.  He took it slowly from his belt, showed it to her languidly, then turned and slammed it into her left knee faster than her eyes could follow.  Her howl of pain aroused him, as did her useless struggles to free herself from beneath him.  When he forced her to look him in the eye again, she knew that play time for her was over.  Before he could even repeat the question, she said very softly, “Yes.  I’m a virgin.”  

“Good girl.”  He ripped open her shirt and very gently caressed her breasts.  “Have you ever let a boy do this?” he asked softly. 

Lin was drowning in hurt and fear and embarrassment.  And his touch, unwelcome though it was, stirred a purely physical response.  Romanov continued to touch her, but his real pleasure came from watching the emotions play across her face. The shame and self-loathing he saw there swelled his erection.  It pushed against her belly as she writhed under him, trying to stop him, hating him, but powerless against him.  He reveled in the feeling.  “What a bad girl you are, Lena.  Not only have you failed to answer me again, but I think you’re enjoying having your little titties played with.  In front of a crowd, no less.”  Her face flushed red as he reached behind himself and probed between her legs.  “You are a virgin.  But you’re also getting wet.  Now I’ve got to punish you again,” he purred.  

“No, no! Please!  I’ve never – Please, don’t!”  From guilty pleasure to sudden pain, Romanov knew how to get the response he wanted.  Now he hurt her with no thought of finesse.  He pinched and slapped and choked and pounded her head on the plascrete drive.  She begged and cried and fought with no effect – until he got his right hand too close to her face as he choked her.  She bit him as hard as she could, but the angle was bad and she ended up not even breaking the skin.  “There’s one I owe you,” was all he said, and continued to hit her.  When he was finally ready, he unzipped his pants and waved his erection in front of her face.  “Now, my little wild one.  Tell me, have you got the guts to bite this if I stick it down your throat?  No, don’t answer,” he said thickly.  “I’ll find out for myself.”  Lin gagged as he thrust into her mouth.  Pinned against the ground, there was nothing she could do but take it.  She wished that she did have the nerve to bite him, but he had already hurt her too much; she just gasped and wheezed and tried somehow to breathe as he pounded farther and farther down her throat.  Just as she felt herself blacking out, he withdrew and laughed as she puked and gagged.  His eyes were glazed now; she knew there was no stopping him.

“Maybe I’ll leave Ilenov your virgin cunt,” Romanov said, looking toward the man she’d kicked.  He, like the others, was watching intently.  He nodded enthusiastically, apparently not too hurt to perform.  Lin had a fleeting hope that the beast on top of her would just jack off the rest of the way and leave her to the others.  But instead he grabbed her shoulder and slipped her over onto her stomach.  She was not so naïve that she didn’t know what was coming, and she started to beg again.  “Smart girl,” he murmured.  “Too smart for an American cunt!”  As spoke, he ripped her shorts down the back.  She heard a swishing sound, and then a stinging blow ripped across her ass.  A whip, she thought wildly, trying to deflect it with her bound hands.  It was useless.  He hit her again and again, until she felt hot blood running down her sides, down her crack.  That was what he wanted.  As she squirmed and pleaded, terrified, he easily held her pinned and forced her legs apart with his own knees and thighs.  “Listen, smart girl, and I’ll give you a tip,” he whispered in her ear as he lay on top of her.  “It will hurt you a lot more if you fight it.  Your ass is a muscle.  It you relax, it’ll rip less.”  She bucked, trying to throw him off – futilely.  “It’s better from my perspective, though, if you’re tense and tight.  I love breaking open a tight ass, Lena.  The feeling of ramming my dick past that ring of muscle, feeling the squeeze – you can’t imagine the pleasure,” he breathed.  “So, it’s your call.”  He waited a few seconds, then thrust into her, saying, “Here it goes.” He was pleased, but not at all surprised, that she was tense as a rock.

Her screams and movements were almost instinctive now, as he thrust toward his climax.  The pain was intense, the humiliation, the feeling that she should have fought harder – all pushed her mind to retreat into a tiny corner.  The sobbing, bleeding thing on the ground was hardly human at all, Romanov thought as he finished and pulled out.  “Yours,” he said shortly to Ilenov, who lost no time flipping the girl back over and getting started.  Romanov went inside the farm house to find some water.  He was fastidious; he hated to have someone else’s body fluids on him any longer than necessary, once the fun was over.  He found a shower, which worked, as he knew it would, since the water pumps were always on a generator.  Water was the most important thing on a Settler’s farm.  

As he washed, Romanov thought about what to do with the girl. He had planned to kill her when they were done, but she had piqued his interest.  She was a fighter, and she had an unexpected toughness.  He wondered whether she would recover from the rape – and her grandparents’ death, if you believed her, which he wasn’t sure he did.  He was intensely curious about how people dealt with torture.  Toward the end there, she had clearly retreated from it mentally, and it would be interesting to see if she ever came back, or if she remained lost within her mind.  That was the usual thing, he’d found – girls especially just seemed to go zombie and shamble through their lives without ever really waking up.  But this Lin Miller was not entirely usual.  He looked at his wrist, where the outline of her teeth was still visible; he smiled slightly, thinking that he still owed her for that.  He decided, as he dried off on the dead people’s best towels, that it would be a worthwhile experiment.  He would take her to the work camp, but he’d band her as a troublemaker.  Because if she did recover, she was sure to be trouble.

Romanov watched as his men enjoyed their turns with the American girl.  She was entirely passive now, sobbing quietly, but not resisting in the slightest.  When the last man rolled off her, Romanov knelt by her face.  “Be quiet and look at me,” he said, his face again inches from hers.  She managed to subdue the sobs, and her enormous green eyes fixed on his gray ones.  Her eyes were glassy, showing little beyond shock and pain.  He smiled slightly and went on, “You’ve provided a very pleasant interlude.  I’m going to give you a token of my appreciation.”  Bewilderment in the girl’s eyes glimmered faintly.  “Ah, so you are still in there.  Good.  To thank you for the entertainment you’ve provided, I’m going to let you live.  You might say thank you.”  He paused, and when she continued to stare at him without speaking, he continued with a laugh, “Or you might not.  Right.  You’re a smart girl, as I’ve said.  Perhaps you’ve already figured out that giving you your life, under these circumstances, is not exactly a great gift.  Do you know where we’re taking our new recruits?”  She shook her head, ever so slightly, afraid to look away and unwilling to speak.  He casually hit her across the face before speaking again. “Remember this, smart girl – you address Russian men as ‘sir.’  And if you are asked a question, you answer – out loud.”

“Sorry, … sir,” she managed in a hoarse whisper.  “No, don’t know.  Sir.”

Romanov considered her.  She was bloody and bruised and obviously afraid of him.  But if he didn’t know better, he would have thought she was mocking him.  Her use of “sir” skirted sarcasm – but no, it must just be that she was having trouble speaking.  “We’re taking them – and you – to a work camp.  You’ll be a slave.”  He was disappointed that his words didn’t seem to affect her.  He went on, “In fact, you’ll be the lowest of the low.  We mark some of our recruits with green bands, to signify that they are troublemakers.  These recruits are subject to harsher discipline, more strenuous work, leaner rations – anything we can do to break them and keep them from causing further trouble.  You’ll be one of them.  In fact, you may have the dubious distinction of being the only female one at the camp.  I haven’t heard of another.  So, you may be right to decline to thank me for your life, Lin Miller.”  

He laughed and she wanted desperately to look away.  The other men had not been nearly as rough with her, and she had her wits far more about her than Romanov seemed to guess.  Far from terrorizing her, his little speech had gone straight to the cold core of hatred that had sustained her these last few weeks.  She wanted to spit at him again, to claw his face, to call him every obscenity she could think of.  But she had also discovered, as he spoke, that she did value the gift he was offering.  She had steeled herself to die here, and she had told herself again and again ever since Papa died that she didn’t care if she lived or died…. And yet, even as sore and wretched as she was right now, Lin had felt an unmistakable surge of hope when Romanov told her he would let her live.  It was strange, she thought – much as she had believed death would be better than the zombie-life of the slaves, she found she was very happy to become one, when it came down to it.  Still, she had enough presence of mind to know, or guess, that Romanov would probably rescind his offer if she provoked him again.  So she wanted to look away, to escape his amused scrutiny, before she exploded with rage and hate and blew her chance to live.  Fortunately, Romanov turned then to tell one of his men to get a band from the truck, and Lin quietly retreated into herself again.

In a moment, though, Romanov had the band, which was tough plastic and fastened so that it couldn’t be pulled off or loosened once it was on.  He had Ilenov haul her to a sitting position and unfasten the handcuffs.  Then Ilenov held her right arm while Romanov pulled the band tight around the wrist.  “Now,” he said softly as he held her wrist.  “Perhaps you have forgotten that I owe you another debt.”  He held his own wrist, with her teeth marks still faintly outlined, in front of her face.  She tried to draw back, but Ilenov held her tightly from behind.  “There are a number of things I could do, things that probably wouldn’t seriously affect your ability to survive, but would be extremely unpleasant.”  He let her mind conjure images for a few seconds, then continued.  “I’ve had some time to think, Lena.  I think that I will mark you, so that you will know – each time you see the mark, every day of the rest of your miserable life – you will know the consequences of defying me.”  He let go of her wrist and motioned one of the other men to help Ilenov hold her.  Slowly, his eyes on her face, enjoying her fear, he drew his belt knife.  It was a wicked thing – long and razor-sharp – and he made sure she had plenty of time to appreciate it before he nodded to Ilenov.  Ilenov was grinning rabidly, enjoying the scene nearly as much as Romanov; he used both of his large hands to force her right one forward to Romanov, who spoke as he grasped her pinky.  “Just a small mark, really.  Just the tip of your smallest finger, Lena,” he purred, readying the knife as she tried with all her remaining strength to break away.  Then  he sliced, and the sudden pain made her scream, and then the third man of Romanov’s party was there, wrapping the finger in gauze and taping it tightly as blood reddened the gauze. 

Romanov wiped the knife on her bare stomach and the sheathed it.  Suddenly he was all business again.  He spoke briskly, in Russian, to the men holding her.  They pulled her to her feet and held her firmly between them.  Then Romanov spoke to her for the last time.  “When we arrive at the work camp, you’ll have to get off the truck under your own power and walk to wherever you’re told.  If you can’t do that, you’ll be shot.  My offer of your life doesn’t extend that far. I’m putting you on the truck alive.  How you get off is really up to you.  Maybe that’s another gift – use it as you can.  If you survive, know that I’ll be watching you.  I’ll be back from time to time.  Don’t make me regret my generosity, or you’ll find out just how slowly someone can die.  Do you understand me?”

Lin answered him properly, but she was thinking that it would be interesting to find out how slowly someone could die.  Someone like Romanov and his crew of grinning butchers.  Whatever had been left in her that was still human was gone now, and she knew as the men flung her naked and battered body into the hot, reeking truck that the only thing that mattered was surviving so that she could make them – all of them – pay.
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The work camp was yet another level of hell, as Lin learned soon enough.  She managed to limp from the truck to where the camp guards directed her, and she managed to keep from passing out as she stood in the glare of the sun waiting for further instructions.  Several people, both from her truck and from others that had arrived around the same time, met the fate Romanov had described: any sign of weakness or unfitness to work resulted in death.  The courtyard where the new recruits came in was littered with corpses, all of which appeared to be fairly fresh; Lin guessed they were only today’s crop of bodies, since none showed any advanced stages of rot.  The sight of dead bodies had long since lost its power to affect her, and she felt a detached sort of contempt for those around her who covered their eyes or retched.  In fact, she felt detached from just about everything – even her own body.  She knew she was bruised and cut and naked, but somehow it just didn’t matter.  Like the others, some even more battered than her, she leaned against the hot concrete wall that ran along the west side of the courtyard and waited.  

After what seemed like hours, the wall was filled with recruits, and a speaker blared.  Lin realized with a start that she had been dozing, or zoning, or something.  The sound jerked her back to harsh reality, and she tried to listen to what was being said.

“-Work Camp 231.  You have been selected as recruits for this camp.  You will under no circumstances leave this camp without authorization.  Resistance is futile and will be punished with death.  Your Region is now under control of the Russian Interplanetary Army.  You are the property of the Army and will follow the orders given to you in all circumstances.  You will not speak unless spoken to, and you will not speak any language other than Russian.  If you cannot speak Russian, you will be expected to learn quickly.  Resistance is futile and will be punished by death.  You will be given a number, which will be tattooed on your right forearm before you leave this courtyard today.  This number will identify you; as property, you have no name except what is given to you as a matter of convenience by camp personnel.  Once you are marked, you will be assigned to barracks and given further instructions there. Resistance is futile and will be punished by death.”  The message was spoken in accented English, by someone not visible in the square.  What was visible was a large number of Russian soldiers with automatic rifles trained on the prisoners.  When the message ended, the soldiers moved forward, shouting in Russian and herding the recruits toward the north end of the wall.  Lin was near this end, and she saw that several men with needles waited there, apparently to do the marking.

Unlike most of the prisoners, Lin wasn’t especially afraid of the needles.  Her papa hadn’t wanted her to get any tattoos until she was grown, but they were common in the barrios, and she had always assumed she would have several when she was old enough.  It looked like the Settlers didn’t have the same familiarity with tattoos; a few even broke out of line – and of course paid with their lives.  Stupid, she thought.  To die because you were afraid of being stuck with a needle?  After what they had all been through already?  She hobbled along toward the front as best she could, wondering what kind of person would rather die than get a tattoo.

Later, in the barracks reserved for the troublemakers, Lin eventually got the two things she wanted most – water and the chance to lie down.  The tattooing had been quick and not terribly painful compared with the rest of the day’s events; after that, she had been shoved toward a sort of makeshift pen, a small enclosure made of barbed wire.  The soldiers all seemed to speak only Russian, so she was not quite sure what was expected, but one of the guards near the opening of the pen had grabbed her and pushed her roughly inside.  Other recruits were being shoved toward an open area to her right; she had wondered in that detached way why she got stuck in the pen.  Then a boy got thrown in with her, and she had seen his green wristband and understood.  They had to wait until all the recruits were marked and sorted before they were taken to their barracks.  Even though there had been about fifty new prisoners, only Lin and the boy had green wristbands.  They had been marched out of the pen by two armed guards and taken to a dilapidated building that looked like it might once – in better days – have been a large chicken coop.  This building, it turned out, was to be their new home.  Inside, it was not nearly as bad as outside.  There were a few rows of bunk beds just inside the door, and past them, there was an open space with some dirty pillows and straw on the dirt floor; beyond that, there was a partition – obviously newly built – that didn’t quite reach the ceiling.  Through the opening in the partition, part of a sink and toilet could be seen.  The floor of the whole building was dirt, and there was a foul smell, but when the guards pushed them in, all Lin cared about was the water and the beds.  No one tried to stop her as she went to the sink and took a long drink; the water wasn’t bad, though it tasted strongly of iron.  She also managed to wash some of the caked blood and slime off her face before the other new arrival pushed his way to the sink.  As she walked toward the beds, she noticed for the first time that there were other Americans already there.  A tall, stocky boy who looked like a bully stood with his arms crossed, waiting for her at the edge of the partition, and a couple of other boys were standing, as if at attention, in the open space.

She just wanted to lay down, but the bully boy caught her arm as she passed.  The two soldiers remained in the doorway, just watching.  The boy spoke, in English, in a voice that seemed a bit too high for his bulk, “I’m in charge here, when they aren’t around.”  He jerked his head toward the soldiers.  “They don’t like us talking to each other, and they don’t like us talking in English at all, but they cut some slack when new people come in.  You better listen good, because there’s a lot to learn, and if you don’t learn it right, you die.  You understand?”

His manner was so like that of the Russians that she almost laughed in his face.  But she was so tired.  She just wanted him to let her go so she could sleep.  “Yeah, sure.  Whatever,” she said, trying to pull free and slip past.

He held on.  “Not so fast.  And you in there, get out and listen, too.  You’ve had enough to drink.”  The boy who had come in with Lin poked his head around the partition.  He was a handsome boy, obviously part Asian, as tall as the bully but much more slender.  “My name is Oliver.  Yeah, I know we aren’t supposed to have names any more, but that’s a pile of horse shit as far as day to day living goes.  Over there is Jared and Matthew and Jeremaiah and Alex and Carl.  I’m in charge because I got here first, and I’m the biggest, and I know a little Russian.  They told me earlier that we were getting two new arrivals, and that one would be a girl.  You’re kind of a minor celebrity. The way they think, the whole troublemaker concept is a male thing; so a little girl like you in a green band is a novelty.  And on top of that, Major Romanov hasn’t ever bothered to bring in anybody he thought was a troublemaker before – and from what we’ve heard, there usually isn’t much left of the girls he decides to mess with.”  Oliver paused so that he could take a good look at her.  The other boys were staring, too.

“You guys never see a naked girl before?”  Lin asked sarcastically.  

Oliver squeezed her arm a little harder, but several of the others blushed.  “Looks like you ain’t bad – or at least you won’t be, once you’re cleaned up and the bruises go away.”

“Gee, thanks,” she snarled, and again tried to free herself.

“I told you.  I’m in charge here.  I’ll let you go when I’m ready, not before. You got a lot to learn about this place.” 

“Yeah, well, can’t I learn it after I sleep for about a week?” 

Oliver considered for a minute.  She was swaying, barely able to stand; he liked the idea of having a pretty girl in the barracks, and he didn’t want to see her killed because she was too hurt or tired to work.  “OK.  You take that bunk over there.  You won’t get a week, but maybe you can sleep until tomorrow morning.  If you’re lucky, they’ll let you out of work detail for a few days so you can recover.  They’ll probably even let you take a shower in the morning.”  He sounded a little envious about the shower, and she realized that part of the foul odor in the little building was probably the smell of six unwashed boys.  But she didn’t care.  The bed was calling.  She could hardly stand.  Oliver ended up helping her over to it and even, just as she finally gave in to sleep, covered her with a ratty gray thing that must have been intended for a blanket.

By the time the month was over, another boy had joined them in the chicken coop, and life had settled into a grueling routine.  Work, eat (never enough), and sleep (if the guards weren’t in the mood to have some fun).  Oliver really wasn’t as bad as Lin had thought that first day, and the boy who had been brought in the same day as her – Patrick – was turning out to be someone she might once have considered a friend.  Patrick was tall and slender, with clear traces of Asian ancestry in the shape of his eyes, his black hair, and his coloring.  There were few enough Asians on Ceti that Lin had finally asked him about it; his mother and father were both from America back on Earth, she learned, and both had been engineers with the Space Administration, and both had Asian roots.  After the Link was lost, his parents had bought a small farm and become Settlers, but to the other boys – all from long-time Settler families – both Patrick and Lin were outsiders.  Lin had stuck to the story that she was the Millers’ granddaughter, but she’d had to modify it since some of her new comrades had known the Millers.

“The Millers only had one boy – and he died when I was just a little kid,” Oliver had said skeptically when she first gave them her last name.  “You couldn’t be their granddaughter.”

“Well, I guess you didn’t know everything about them,” she had retorted.  “My grandpa Ethan was already old when he married Rebekah.  Before that, he’d already had a daughter with a store clerk in Vegas.  Not the kind of girl a Settler big shot like him would marry, but he was a decent man.  Provided for his girlfriend and his child, gave the child his name, saw them every now and then when he was in town.  Their child was my mother, and if things had worked out different, I might have ended up being closer to him, spending more time with him.  But his girlfriend died when my mom was only sixteen.  My mom went through a kind of wild stage, and she got into dancing in one of the clubs – and you know how that is.”  She found she enjoyed making up the story as she went along.  She especially enjoyed their shocked looks at this point in the tale, and the knowledge that they most certainly did not know how club life in Vegas had been.  “Anyway,” she went on, “she got in with some lowlife people, and pretty soon she ended up with me.  She was only eighteen, and was Ethan ever mad!  No daughter of his was going to behave like a common cockroach slut.  First he didn’t want anything to do with her – or with me.  But then I guess after his boy died, he started coming around every now and then.  By then my mom was acting respectable again; she worked at the library.”  Lin had loved the public libraries in all the cities they had visited.  She was sure that she could answer any questions these out-country farmers might have about the library without arousing any suspicions.  It turned out only Oliver had even been to Vegas; he had attended college for a few years, where he learned his smattering of Russian.

Her story had been a great hit with the boys, who, having been reassured that she wasn’t one of the cockroaches, found her knowledge of The City fascinating.  She was glad her papa had insisted she learn to talk English properly; she didn’t speak exactly the same way that the boys did, but she didn’t betray her roots with gutter Spanish, either.  They accepted her strange accent and idioms as part of her urban sophistication.  Still, she wasn’t one of them, as much because she was female as because she wasn’t a true Settler.  And Patrick wasn’t one of them because he wasn’t born to the land as they had been for generations; he had preferred books to v-thrillers, and he knew more about history than about potatoes.  Whenever they could, at night, after the guards had locked them in for the night, Lin and Patrick talked.  He interpreted Settler culture for her, helping her understand things that she should have known if she had really been one of the pigs, even a city one.

One night, as they sat on a pair of cushions in the open area of the coop while the others slept, Lin finally asked him what she had been dying to ask all the troublemakers.  “So why are you here? The green band, I mean?”

Patrick hesitated a long time before answering.  It had only been a few weeks since the terrible events; he had no desire to relive them.  Like the rest of the prisoners, he was young and resilient; he could live with the catastrophic changes, provided he didn’t think too much about them.  The trouble was, he had just the kind of introspective temperament to think too much about everything, once he got started.  But maybe by sharing the horror it wouldn’t wake him up nights, make him want to throw himself in front of a truck. “My mom and dad tried to hide me; I was in an empty fuel cell in the cellar when they started burning the house.  I didn’t know then that Mom and Dad were already dead, so when I smelled smoke I started yelling for them.  They didn’t come, but some soldiers did.  They hauled me out, and when I asked about my parents, they just ignored me.  So I tried to get loose, so I could find them – you know, the house was all flames and smoke, and I didn’t know…  And then I saw their bodies, just lying there, on the driveway.  I guess I lost it, and I just kicked and twisted, and I managed to make the sergeant in charge pretty mad.  I didn’t hurt anybody – didn’t even get free.  Guess I’d be dead if I had, huh?  So they put a green band on me, and told me to stop struggling or die.”  Patrick looked pensive.  “I guess I still kind of wish I had kept on fighting.  Not much to live for here, is there?  But you see three automatic rifles pointed at you and…” He broke off, staring at the straw-covered dirt floor.  

“Yeah, I think we all had that moment when we just picked survival,” Lin said softly.  “For better or worse, whatever.”  She lowered her voice even more, so that even Patrick had to strain to hear her.  “But the way I see it is if we’re dead, we don’t have any chance to get back at the bastards.  Me, I’d rather wait and see what happens, see if I can’t pay them back a little for what they did.  Back when – when It happened – I made a promise to myself to kill as many of them as I could.”  Even in a whisper, the ferocity of her voice made Patrick look at her with surprise.  

“So… what happened to you?  When they came to your grandparents’ place, I mean?”  He found he didn’t particularly want to pursue the revenge angle; even though the guards seemed to leave them alone late at night, even tolerating these furtive conversations in English, his skin prickled at the thought of being overheard talking about killing Russians.

Lin wished fleetingly that she could tell Patrick about what really happened, but she knew that even he looked down on the cockroaches, though he didn’t seem to share the other boys’ opinion that the Russians had done Ceti one favor, anyway, by wiping them out.  Besides, she didn’t need Patrick or anyone else holding anything over her, like the knowledge of her deep, dark secrets.  Finally, she stuck with a slightly revised version of the story as it happened from the time the Russians started talking to Ethan Miller.  When she got to the part about the rape, she skimmed over the details, but she noticed that Patrick still blushed and looked uncomfortable.  He had already heard about her biting Romanov; it seemed like everyone had, and she was something of a legend around the camp.  The Girl Who Bit Romanov And Lived.  Well, she thought as she finished her story and sat hugging her knees, he’s going to live to regret not killing me on the spot.  She discovered as she told the story that most of her hate and fury had settled on Romanov; maybe he hadn’t killed her papa or personally destroyed her life, but he was the most tangible representative of the terrible Russian military machine.  He was going to pay… someday.

Lost in thoughts of Romanov in agony at her feet, she almost missed Patrick’s next question.  He repeated it.  “Doesn’t it bother you – I mean, the way that all the Russians treat you like – like a –“  He couldn’t get the words out.

“What?  Like a sex toy?”  Lin knew by the way Patrick blushed again that she had guessed right.  “What difference does it make?  We’re all their slaves.  We do whatever they say, or they beat us or kill us.  Sure, they fuck me.  But how is that worse than being forced to bury the rotting remains of your neighbors, and getting whipped if you puke?  Or having to say ‘yes, sir’ to every one of them, even if he just asked you if you like eating shit? I’ve seen you do it – we all do it.  We’re scared of what else they might do to us.  I told you – I’ve got a reason I plan to stay alive.  Besides, compared to Romanov, none of them here at the camp is bad at all.”

Patrick kept his eyes down.  He didn’t understand it, not really.  He tried to explain, fumbling with the words.  “Yeah, but… they do it right in front of everybody.  They act like animals.  They act like you’re an animal.  Doesn’t it make you – I don’t know – feel humiliated? – that everybody, even, well, all of us, that we’ve seen you naked?  That we’ve seen you doing the most private of things?”  

“I’ve seen you piss and puke and cry like a baby.  I’d say those used to be private things, too.”  Lin’s eyes flashed in the dark.  Patrick seemed to be saying she ought to be embarrassed, and if she wasn’t, there was something wrong with her.  “I thought you were my friend, Patrick,” she said angrily.  “Privacy doesn’t exist for slaves.  Get that through your head.  We’re slaves.  All of us.  If they wanted to screw you, they would.”  She saw him wince.  From earlier conversations, she gathered homosexuality was quite an issue for Settlers; it wasn’t even worth commenting on among the people she had known.  She supposed that there were some soldiers who liked boys – or who didn’t care whether they screwed girls or boys, as long as they had a warm place to put their dicks.  But she didn’t press the point.  Instead, she went on, “Would you be happier if I cried and acted like the world was ending because I wasn’t a virgin any more?”  There were girls who acted that way in the camp, and even some who had found ways to do themselves in, like trying to run away or throwing themselves in front of a fast-moving vehicle.  “The world already ended, Patrick.  Get over it.  I’ll do what I have to do to live.  I’m not going to waste my time wishing things were different.  They’re not.  But someday-“

“Look, I’m sorry,” Patrick said, cutting her off before she could talk any more about killing.  “I guess I’m just a typical male, you know?  I want to stop them from doing it to you.  But then…” He hesitated.  Her brutally direct comments had made him feel like saying some things himself.  But did he dare?  What would she think?  He felt miserable even thinking what he was thinking.

“But then you want to do it, too?”  His head jerked up; it was like she’d read his mind.  But he saw she was smiling.  “I was a virgin before the Takeover, Patrick, but I wasn’t some naïve little flower or something.  I know what boys are like.  I’ve seen all of you looking me over when I’m naked.  I mean, even with everything that’s happened, you’re still a male animal.  And who knows what that means better than me?”  She laughed, but he couldn’t tell if it was with amusement or bitterness – or both.  However, she did snuggle a little closer to him, which made him feel a warmth he hadn’t felt since the Takeover.  He started to put his arm around her shoulders, but just then they heard a dog bark just outside.  

He pulled back from her reluctantly.  “We better get to sleep,” he whispered.  “I don’t know if it’s a guard dog or a stray, but I don’t want to get you in trouble if they catch us talking this late.  I’m sorry if I …”

“Shh,” she breathed, putting a slender finger across his lips.  “I don’t mind.  In fact, I’m glad we can talk.  Good night.”  And she slipped off to bed, brushing against him as she passed.  

Lin soon learned more Russian than even Oliver knew.  In part, it was because she already knew several languages and had been in the habit of picking up the speech and manners of those around her.  In part, too, it was due to her encounters with the Russian soldiers, most of whom were more lonely than looking to brutalize someone.  She’d been a curiosity for a while, as the only female troublemaker – and some of the curiosity-seekers had seemed to want to prove they were worse than Romanov.  But even they weren’t.  And most of the soldiers who came to her lately were little more than boys – boys who were in some cases just as traumatized by the events of the Takeover as their prisoners were, and who were increasingly homesick, now that the thrill of conquest was fading.  The reality of the occupation was that the officers had secured for themselves property and luxuries of every kind, but the grunt work of supervising a bunch of newly-made slaves had to be done – and so it was done by the most junior, least well connected of the common soldiers.  They had more material things than they could want, perhaps: things stolen from the people they had murdered or from the ruined cities.  And they had their pick of young and pretty girls who had no choice but to accommodate them.  But after a few months, there was a certain hollowness, a certain recognition that they were far from home and had no one who really cared about them.

No one except Lin.  She had seen early on that any man who wanted to could force her to have sex with him.  But he could also force anyone else, too – and she didn’t have any delusions of being the prettiest or most desirable female in the camp.  She was pretty and had a combination of petite stature and voluptuousness that seemed to interest men, but if she remained just one of the many warm bodies, she knew she wouldn’t stand out for long.  After most of the soldiers worked out their adolescent fantasies, she started to think about what she had told Patrick – that boys were boys, no matter what or where they were.  She made an effort to remember the names of the nicer ones, and she learned as much about them as she could understand with her limited Russian.  Six months after the Takeover, she had a small group of dedicated admirers among the prison guards – and in return for making them feel that someone in this desolate Region cared about them, Lin got extra food and clothes and plenty of experience speaking and listening in Russian.  Also, her “friends” made sure that she wasn’t a target for their more brutal comrades.  The only gifts she ever refused were drugs; while they weren’t plentiful in the camp, the soldiers could occasionally get some.  None of the half-dozen or so men who visited her regularly were of high rank: one sergeant and one very junior lieutenant were the only officers among them.  And none of them suspected that their docile, sympathetic slave girl thought daily about ways to turn their lax attention to security to her advantage – or about slitting their throats as they slept, or even stabbing them repeatedly so she could watch them suffer before they died.

Lin had learned how to survive in the camp.  She was strong enough to do the work she was given, hard farm labor with very little mechanical assistance.  She was smart enough to share the gifts she received with her fellow troublemakers, so that instead of resenting the attention the men gave her, the boys enjoyed it.  But what sustained her was always the thought of vengeance – the cold certainty that she was going to make the Russians pay for every thing they had taken from her, for every time she’d been kicked or whipped or used like an animal. Her dreams were full of blood; often when she lay beneath a man – even one of her “friends” – it was the image of him writhing in agony that made her smile, not the pleasure of the act.

After that conversation with Patrick, she had done her best to seduce him, and it turned out to be pitifully easy.  She didn’t quite understand it herself – she liked Patrick, but she wanted to push him away, to keep herself from becoming too close to him.  Strangely enough, that was why she seduced him: the physical intimacy they shared was a barrier to the kind of emotional intimacy she had felt dangerously close to.  She and Patrick met in the darkest part of the night, usually in his bed, because no one had the bunk above his.  They were silent, afraid of attracting attention. Patrick was worse than a puppy; his devotion to her was such that he was sure that, if she asked, he would himself do some of the killing she talked so much about.  He was still terribly afraid of the Russians, but somehow Lin had managed to change self-loathing into hatred for them.  Or maybe that’s what it had been all along, and she had just helped him see it.  Whatever the case, Patrick knew that, strange as it seemed given the grim circumstances, he had found the girl he loved.  

Content as he was with their relationship, he understood the need to keep it a secret.  Not only would their captors be enraged that he – a common American slave and a troublemaker at that – was sharing the woman they had chosen, but the other boys would be trouble, too.  Of all of them, Patrick knew he was the least suited to the rugged post-Takeover life; he was not physically strong, and until Lin helped him see things more clearly, he had tended toward the self-destructive.  Without Lin’s extra food – which she managed to give mostly to him, thanks to their secret late-night meetings – his already thin frame would be nothing but bones.  Unlike boys like Oliver who seemed to thrive on hard work and tight rations, Patrick knew he was a bit on the frail side.  Sleeping with the one girl they had access to would turn the other boys against him, and he didn’t know if he’d survive it.

Lin had thought of the same things, but her solution was different from his.  Sure, she pretended to want to keep things between them secret – but, as she had told Patrick months ago, privacy was a luxury that slaves just didn’t have.  Someone was going to find out, and it seemed to her that making sure she controlled the way the secret came out was the important thing.  So she planned and plotted; she made sure that, subtly, the other boys saw that she favored Patrick.  She occasionally “forgot” to be silent during their lovemaking.  And she did everything she could to inflame Oliver’s interest in her.  Eventually things came to their inevitable climax.

Oliver still believed himself in charge, and he modeled his behavior on that of their captors.  Lin didn’t hold that against him; he was just as lost and scared as anybody else, and if he showed it by bullying those with less power than him, well, that didn’t make him a monster.  Truth be told, she found his behavior maddeningly attractive.  That he had the strength to carry it off and the desire to take charge instead of being completely passive, those qualities were impressive, she thought as she looked at Oliver coming toward her one night in what looked like a murderous rage.

“What the hell have you been thinking?” he yelled at her in Russian.  He had just come in from the field, having been compelled to work late to help with fixing some machine or other that had broken.  When he came in, Lin had been sitting next to Patrick on his bunk, her head next to his.

This is it! she thought with a rush of adrenaline.  She stood up to face Oliver, who was a good foot taller than her and at least seventy pounds heavier.  “What do you mean?”  she asked calmly.

“You know what I mean!  I see you cuddling up to this slimy little worm all the time.  I’ve heard you at night – you think you’ve been careful, but I know what’s going on!”

Patrick’s face went white, and several of the other boys looked surprised; everyone’s eyes were riveted on Lin and Oliver.  One of the guards who had escorted Oliver home had heard Oliver yell and lounged in the doorway, also curious to see what was going to happen.  Violence among prisoners was not unheard of; generally the soldiers ignored it, except if it suited their personal agendas to intervene.  With the troublemakers, the guards accepted Oliver as the leader, so if he wanted to knock some heads together, that was fine – but the guard wasn’t going to miss the show.

“I don’t know what you mean, Oliver,” Lin said, sounding slightly uneasy and backing away from him. He was playing his part well, she thought with the detachment she always seemed to feel when she was in danger.  She knew very well that she was in danger, and that her whole plan could just as easily fail as succeed; the thought made the game all the more exciting.

He continued to advance on her, his face darkening from red to purple.  “You know what I mean!”  he repeated.  “You’ve been sleeping with that scrawny runt!  As if you don’t get enough sex – it’s bad enough you’re a fucking whore and take all those presents from the Russians – but then you turn around and do it for – what? – fun? – with this misfit!”

“You’re wrong, Oliver,” she said, edging away until her back was against the wall with the windows.  Her voice had a slight edge now.  “You think everybody is like you, that just because you’ve wanted me since you first saw me, that must be all Patrick wants, too.  We’re friends.  That’s all.”

“Friends!” he snorted.  “Yeah, I guess it’s very friendly to suck some guy’s dick.”  He had her pinned now and he knew it.  He could see the outline of her breasts pressing against her T-shirt as she breathed; he could feel the heat of her body almost touching his.  He reached for her.  “Well, you’re right about one thing.  I’ve wanted you for a long time.  And if you’re going to fuck one of us, it’s going to be me!”  He grabbed for her waist to pull her toward him.  His mind was fuzzy with confused thoughts – she was suddenly the focus for all the pain and fear he’d had to suffer, she was going to pay for everything that had happened to him since the Takeover.  He fully intended to rape her right there, in front of everyone.

The guard at the door looked on with mild anticipation.  Later, after this scene played out, he would of course go and tell Lin’s friends among the guards what had happened.  But he enjoyed the idea of this little bitch getting it from one of her fellow prisoners; you didn’t see that every day.  He stayed in the doorway, watching with a slight smile.

But Lin had gotten just the reaction from Oliver that she’d been hoping for.  Before he could get a good hold on her, she slammed her fist through the windows behind her.  Bars had been welded on the outside, but the glass shattered easily between them.  Everyone froze at the noise, and she grabbed a long, jagged shard of glass in her bloody hand.  Oliver had taken a step back as the glass broke; now he took another one.  The guard had drawn his pistol, and he kept it out, but he relaxed, grinning broadly now.  This was definitely worth watching.

Lin held the glass stiffly in front of her like a knife.  “You try it, Oliver, and I’ll cut you.”  She didn’t have to act; she really hoped he’d try something.  Kill or be killed, it was all the same to her at this point.  Anyway, she’d grown up with a knife.  Even with his size advantage, she was pretty sure she’d mess him up bad before he got her.  She kept her eyes on him, but spoke to the others.  “That goes for any of you.  I do what I have to with the Russians, but I’ll be damned if I’ll let you scum rape me.  Any one of you want to try it?  Come on.”  Her green eyes shone with bloodlust.

Oliver started to step back toward her, but retreated when she swung the glass at him.  He had come to his senses; he was ashamed of what he’d almost done, but he being ashamed made him angry.  Though his desire was gone, he couldn’t help saying, “You can’t hold onto a sliver of glass all the time, Lin.  The guard there is gonna make you clean this up, and there’s gonna come a time when I get you alone.”

“That works both ways,” she said with a cold smile, her eyes fixed on his.  “I know you could take me, even right now.  Or you could wait until I’m not expecting it.  But you’ve gotta sleep, too.   And you can bet that I’d get you.  If I had to use my teeth, I’d rip your throat out.  Do you want to play that way?”

Oliver had to admit he didn’t, at least to himself.  But out loud he said, “Oh, who wants you anyway? If you didn’t play up to the Russians so much, they wouldn’t even want you.  They can have you.”  He turned his back on her and climbed into his bunk.

The guard did make her clean up the glass, while Patrick and the rest of the boys looked on in silence.  He let her wash her bleeding hand and arm in the tiny bathroom at the end of the building, and he told her to rip a piece off one of the blankets to wrap it up.  He had been well entertained, and he had a good story to tell, so he didn’t punish her too severely for breaking the glass – just a half dozen lashes across the back with his small whip.  When he ordered her to take off her shirt and put her hands against the wall, she expected a major beating.  This was nothing; she had gotten more lashes for stumbling in the fields.  

All in all, things had turned out very well, she thought when the guard left and she gingerly put her shirt back on.  He would almost certainly tell everyone he knew about the great scene he’d just witnessed.  After hearing about the lengths she was willing to go through to protect herself from the boys, no one would suspect she was sleeping with any of them willingly.  She thought probably Oliver was convinced, too – and she was sure that the rest of the boys were.  None of them had yet dared break the silence; they were still in shock and wondering what the hell had happened.  Patrick looked a little sick.  She supposed he was beating himself up again, wishing he’d come to her rescue.  Later she’d talk him out of it; she’d redirect his anger toward the Russians, where it belonged.  Later, too, she’d tackle some unfinished business with Oliver.  She hadn’t staged this little drama just so she could go on sleeping with Patrick; she had bigger plans.

When the moons went down and the night was perfectly black, Lin slipped out of her bed and climbed silently up to Oliver’s.  As she had guessed, he wasn’t asleep; he was still brooding over the way things had ended.  He jerked upright when he felt her touch on his face; she covered his mouth lightly and whispered, “Shh.  Can I talk to you?”  

He just stared at her for a moment, then easily pulled her the rest of the way up without a sound.  He also had the bunk bed to himself, but unlike Patrick, he preferred the top.  “What do you want?”  he asked in a low voice that managed to convey a great deal of hostility.  He drew back so that even on the small bed, they weren’t touching.

“I wanted to say I’m sorry,” she said, hugging her legs up under her chin.  If he didn’t want to touch her, she wasn’t going to push him.

“Sorry?  Why?  Because you cut yourself?”

“No.  Because it doesn’t have to be like this, Oliver.  You’re wrong about me.  I just hate the way they make me act.  I hate having to let them touch me and to pretend I like it.  I just – hate it.”  Her voice, soft and pleading, wavered as she finished.  

Oliver fought off an urge to comfort her, to put his arms around her.  “It doesn’t seem like you hate it, when you’re laughing and talking with somebody like your precious Sergei,” he whispered nastily instead.

“It wouldn’t matter if I cried and spat at them.  They’d still do it to me.  What choice do I have?  That’s why I – when you tried –“ she faltered, and he heard her trying to choke back a sob.  Then she went on in a rush, “It’s not that I don’t like you.  I do.  You’re so strong, and you always do more than your share of work, and you’re always making sure we all get our share of food – I mean, if there was anybody here I’d want to sleep with, it would be you.”  Everything up to the last line was absolutely true, and even that was not really a lie – especially here in the dark, so close to his reassuring bulk, his warmth, his masculine scent.  

“Then what the hell were you doing waving a piece of glass at me?” he asked, although he was already starting to see the answer.  He moved a little closer to her, so that their legs touched.

“I just didn’t want it to be like that.  In front of everybody.  And being forced.  But – I’m sorry.  I know I went too far.  That’s why I had to talk to you.  I couldn’t sleep, thinking about how you must feel.”  

She sounded so vulnerable, so sad.  She was looking down, holding her knees tightly.  He couldn’t help himself; the fact that a few hours before she had been quite willing to slice him open didn’t matter any more.  In fact, if anything, it made him want her all the more.  That she was freaked out by the threat of rape, even after all she’d been through, made everything OK.  She didn’t really like the Russians, or even that little rat Patrick – or did she?  Suddenly he stopped in the middle of reaching for her.  “What about Patrick?”

Again she stifled a sob.  “Oh, we are friends, but… He’s so scared and so lonely, I couldn’t help wanting to hold him.  And he thought – well, I couldn’t say no once we started, it just would’ve been too mean.  He’s the best friend I have.  I don’t want to lose him.”  This was the tricky part, Lin thought.  Somehow she had to get Oliver to see Patrick – or any of the others –as so little threat that he wouldn’t mind sharing her.  “It’s not like with you – it’s not like I lay awake thinking about how it would be if he touched me.”  She snuggled against him.  He was solid muscle; like a rock.  “I think he needs to be needed.  I couldn’t stand it if he gave up or did something to himself – like that girl last week.”  She shuddered.

Oliver’s arms had found their way around her as she spoke.  He knew what she meant: he had noticed, too, that Patrick was the least healthy of all of them.  He would also hate to see the kid give up; for all nasty things he’d said about the little runt, he felt responsible for him.  He was in charge of the troublemakers.  What did it matter, really, if Lin kept Patrick back from the brink with an occasional mercy fuck?  It wasn’t like she was ever going to be any one of theirs exclusively.  She was with him now, and he could tell by her responses to him that she wanted him.  He pulled her on top of him, locked in a fierce embrace; it had been way too long since he’d done this.  

Lin smiled in the dark as they undressed each other silently; things were working out very well.  Then she abandoned her plotting and gave in to the pleasure of Oliver’s strong and skillful lovemaking.

9

Fall on Ceti was a brief and rainy affair.  While the colonists had always used the Earth calendar as a basis for their year, they had been forced to modify it in a number of ways.  Back in the days when they were in contact with Earth and the other colony worlds, everyone had used the date on Earth as a common reference point when communicating off planet.  When the Link was lost, use of the Earthdate declined, except among the few people who had actually lived on Earth.  Before the Takeover, when the handheld computer was something even the poorest cockroach considered essential, it had been easy to check the Earthdate, because the calendar functioned in both Earth and Ceti modes.  Even then, very few people on Ceti even knew what year, let alone what month, it might be on Earth; even fewer cared. It was just a curiosity, not part of anyone’s real life.  To say it was December – which everyone knew was the middle of winter – when it was the middle of the warm season made no sense.  The pragmatic Cetians adapted to this as they had to everything else. 

The first problem was that Ceti’s day was closer to twenty-five hours than to twenty-four.  And Ceti, being farther from its sun, took about 420 of its days to make a year.  The net result was that the Ceti “year” was about 55 Earth days longer than an Earth year.  Then there was the problem of the months.  Ceti had two moons – a near one and a far one.  They both affected tides on the vast salt oceans, and their interplay was complex.  Moreover, they had different cycles of waxing and waning: the near one had a 26-day cycle, while the far one had a 35-day cycle.  In order to maintain some semblance of home, the original colonists had agreed to use the 25-hour day as their starting point; they then made the months four or five days longer to compensate for the longer year.

So January, on Ceti, had 35 days, and February 34, and so on.  All of the terraformed Regions lay in the temperate belt of Ceti’s upper mid-section, so the seasons were roughly the same for everyone.  Winter began in November, and lasted until the end of February.  There was rarely enough precipitation in winter for it to snow, but it could be quite cold – as low as 5-10 degrees – for weeks at a time.  The wind was also worst in the winter, making the outside a very inhospitable place to be at that time of year.  Spring was brief, taking place during March; it was the time when the most violent storms occurred as the planet heated more rapidly and dealt with more precipitation that it should have had; a legacy of the terraforming was the terrible spring storms.  Summer was long and moderately warm; temperatures rarely reached 80, and almost never stayed above that mark for a day or two in a row.  Rain came infrequently, but with the irrigation network supplied by the underground springs, the crops grew well.  By the end of September, though, the rains began to fall in torrents – another aspect of the climate control that showed how imperfectly the early planetologists had been able to mold nature.  The rain was necessary, but the violence of the floods foaming over the native lava rocks and pounding the thin soil made farming a business of exact timing.  If the crops weren’t harvested by the first week of October, any sane Settler counted them lost.

As it happened, in the Earthyear 2366, the Earth and Ceti calendars were roughly in sync in the spring when the Takeover took place.  So the Russians had less than five Ceti months to prepare for their first winter in the Central Region under the new order.  Much of what happened at first was destruction – of cities, of Settlers’ homesteads, of outposts and towns.  But at the same time, the needs of the military society dictated construction, too.  Forts had to be built to house the Russian transplants and the equipment they needed to maintain their domination.  Housing for the wealthy and the elite officers had to be built to extravagant standards, in very little time.  New infrastructure – roads and rails and airports – had to be made to match the new lines of power.  For the drudge work, American slave labor was perfectly well suited; but for jobs that required skill and vision, slave labor was clearly not an option.  As a result, large numbers of Euros were imported, people whose value to the Russians lay largely in their professional and technical competence.  In addition, many of the non-military Russians came to Central as well; while they were fewer in number than the soldiers, the engineers and bricklayers and pipefitters and all the other people necessary to rebuild the world to Russian standards began to congregate wherever large or important sites were established.

The area around Work Camp 231 happened to be one of those places.  The camp itself was of little consequence; it was one of hundreds of similar squalid receptacles for human misery.  The construction of the prisoners’ quarters and necessary buildings was done hastily by the slaves themselves, working with miserable tools or none at all.  The guards lived in dormitories, which were erected quickly by military construction units; the top administrative officers were not highly enough placed to warrant much more than a few functional, albeit large, houses. However, the new political forces shaping the infrastructure of the Region called for two main freight rail lines to cross within a mile of the work camp; a major air hub was to be built there as well.  These things were important work projects in themselves, but they also made the area a strategic point, vulnerable to attack; a military base sprang up almost overnight just beyond the site of the transportation complex.

For the prisoners and their guards, it was a strange summer.  The American workers were locked into a high-walled, stinking camp edged with barbed wire.  When they worked outside, they were mainly used for crop production, on the side of the camp that faced away from the fast-growing military city, toward the vast open plains of terraformed farmland.  The Euros and the Russians who had come to build the railroads and the airport and the base itself used 25th Century tools and techniques; they hardly noticed the starving, ragged Americans living and working in conditions that would have seemed primitive 500 years earlier.  Largely, the two communities ignored each other: even the Russians attached to the work camp weren’t exactly welcomed into the “town” society.  Some of the officers stationed at the rapidly-emerging base went so far as to say that the work camp officials weren’t even real military.  They were more like glorified prison guards.

Needless to say, this sort of attitude didn’t improve the tempers of the camp personnel.  Far from having some of their isolation eased by the arrival of so many other Russians, they found that the social distance was much harder to bridge than the physical distance had been.

Lin and the rest of the green-banded troublemakers managed to survive most of the summer without more drama.  The rise of the base and the transportation complex hardly affected them, although on the rare occasions that they were allowed rest periods during their work, they watched in awe from a distance as massive buildings went up seemingly overnight.  But it was far removed from their daily struggle to survive; it was much more important to know which officer was in charge of the field on a given day (and how much slacking he would tolerate) than to know who the officers in charge of the glittering new city were (or why the city was there at all).  Curiosity was not a survival skill; most of the Americans lacked the energy, time, or inclination to wonder what was going.  To them, the few miles to the construction projects seemed like a vast and unbridgeable distance.  Maintaining a hold on life within the walls took all their effort.

Lin wondered, though.  She was fortunate in having plenty to eat and – perhaps more important – a circle of people who were actually still human enough to care about each other.  They heard stories of prisoners’ brutality and pettiness to each other in the rest of the camp, but since the incident with Oliver, the troublemakers had steadily become a cohesive unit.  Lin’s plans for the boys were still unformed, but she had been able to accomplish what she’d set out to do: she had very slowly and subtly taken over the role of leader, although the guards hadn’t noticed the change.  They still saw Oliver as the one in charge – and Lin hoped that Oliver did, too.  Her own Takeover relied on finesse and careful management of ego.  She had seen the writing on the wall, when she realized she and Patrick were the odd ones out in the group; and if Patrick, who was much bigger and stronger than her, was regarded by the others as a weakling, then what was she?  Once she saw the power she got from seducing Patrick, the path was easy.  The boys were all eager to prove their masculinity, but the camp robbed them of almost every opportunity.  Being wanted by anyone, let alone a girl like Lin, was a way to show themselves that they were men; acting on the desire was all the more satisfying since it was forbidden, since it constituted a form of rebellion.  Lin didn’t think much about why it worked, but she knew it did.  And strangely, sharing her affections didn’t cause any rivalry among them after they all got used to it.

In part that was due to her deft management of their very different needs and self-perceptions.  As she had made Oliver feel she was only looking out for the welfare of the weaker members of the group, she had convinced Patrick that the only way he could safely have her – without the kind of jealous rage Oliver had shown – was to let her placate the other boys with her body.  Of course it wasn’t the same as with him, she reassured him as they held each other furtively in the night; of course it was merely the kind of meaningless physical thing she shared with the Russians.  Only with him did she share an emotional bond, only his intellect impressed her.  On the other hand, with Jared, she came to see that his intellect was severely limited; he had not even finished the basic schooling all Settler children were expected to complete.  At nineteen, he was really just a sweet and simple overgrown child.  He’d been marked as a troublemaker for trying to help his youngest siblings escape.  Lin didn’t have to work hard to massage his ego – he didn’t seem to care if she slept with twenty men or just him – but she always told him how much his kindness and willingness to help the others made her happy.  And so it went – each of them had some quality that they valued most in themselves, and she was quick to recognize and praise it.  The thing was, as she got to know them better, the line between manipulation and true admiration became blurred into meaninglessness.  They were all impressive in their various ways – Carl was a mechanical genius, Alex had a beautiful singing voice (which he reserved for her alone), Bart (the last boy brought in) knew almost ten languages, and Matthew and Jeremaiah (who were brothers) could outwork almost anyone.

As the summer wore on, Lin continued to mold them into the kind of group she wanted.  She didn’t know yet why she wanted them, but she was sure an opportunity would present itself, and she wanted to be ready.  She found that all of them but Patrick, Matthew, and Jeremaiah had lost siblings as well as parents in the Takeover; getting them to talk about their experiences provided an ideal springboard for her to launch her ideas about revenge and death.  Without exception, the boys were shocked by her graphically violent imagination – but without exception they enthusiastically bought into her way of thinking.  Even Patrick now seemed less intent on doing himself harm than on plotting ways to turn his anger on the soldiers.  In fact, one of the unexpected difficulties Lin had was holding some of the boys back from violence against the guards.  

“It hurts them more if we wait for a real chance,” she explained to Matthew (who at seventeen was the youngest and most hotheaded of the boys).  He was angry because she had received a brutal whipping that afternoon as they hoed weeds in the tomato fields; she had tried to help another prisoner who was nearly dead on his feet.  When they returned to their barracks, Matthew had been by far the most vocal in expressing his outrage – to the point that she was afraid the guard outside might hear him. 

“But I know I could catch old Boris by surprise,” he protested, referring to the soldier who walked the beat nearest their coup at night.  He was old and rather deaf and gone to fat, but he had the benefit of an excellent partner – Volk, his massive, wolf-like dog, had already bitten a dozen prisoners, and was rumored to have even killed one.

“And then what?” Lin whispered in annoyance.  She was laying face down on her bunk – the only position the whip cuts on her back made feasible – and she wished Matthew would just shut up and let her sink into the blackness.

“If I got his gun, I could shoot Volk, and then I could get out and go after Marinov.  I know how to get to their barracks.  No one expects any of us to be out prowling with a gun – I’d be able to take the sentries by surprise…”

“Yeah, well, as long as you’re in fantasy land, Matthew, make sure you give yourself some superhuman powers.  And dream up a nice, thick steak for me,” she cut in sarcastically.

“It’s  not a fantasy,” he protested, his frustrated voice rising almost to normal speaking volume.  To Lin, it sounded like a shout in the dark, still coop.

“OK, OK. You can do all that.  Then what?  Then you get caught and we all catch hell.  You’d be dead for sure – and maybe you don’t care about that, but I do.  But it isn’t just you.  You think this beating was bad?  If they think I had anything to do with you getting out, I’d probably be dead, too – or wish I was.  And then there’s your brother to think about.  They’d for sure take him in, for questioning or whatever.  Do you want that on your conscience when they kill you?”  Fighting him with reason had gotten nowhere; maybe this would work.  She desperately wanted to be left alone.  And if his voice brought Boris, they’d all be in for it.  One beating a day was enough for her.

He looked stricken.  “I’d never want anything to happen to you – or to Jeremaiah.  You know that’s why I’m so mad – because that bastard Marinov didn’t need to give you five with the big whip, just for trying to help that kid…”

“Then shut up and go to bed,” she whispered fiercely.

Matthew hesitated a moment, then kissed her on her forehead and slipped into the darkness. She heard him climb into his own bed, and breathed a sigh of relief.  She tried to shut out the throbbing from her back, just long enough to get to sleep.  First she tried to remember back to when she and her papa traveled across the Region, well fed and happy and subject to no one’s authority but their own.  It didn’t work; she had found lately that she couldn’t even recall a clear image of her papa’s face.  Then she started to think about Marinov, building her own fantasy of escape and retaliation.  She was much better at it than Matthew, she thought with a smile.  Finally, she drifted into a fitful sleep, soothed by the familiar thoughts of blood and gore.

Next day, she was stiff and sore.  They were assigned to pull weeds among some of the more delicate vegetables, a disagreeable task that involved crawling on hands and knees through the hot, bug-infested beds.  Lin hated it under the best of conditions: hated the dirt crammed under her broken fingernails, hated the bugs that buzzed incessantly and stung relentlessly, hated the way the guards leered and joked about all the girls’ bottoms that were on display for their enjoyment….  Today, with her back still aching, it was about the last thing she wanted to do.  Of course, no one had any choice in job assignments, and there was nothing she could do.  But she was sullen and resentful, and barely made the proper responses to the guards who joked and teased as they walked to the field.  She had to grit her teeth and play along, but by the time she started weeding, she was seething.  Matthew’s fury last night was nothing compared with hers today, but she was just as impotent to act on it as he was – which only made her madder.

The weeds paid the price for her mood.  She ripped them out as if they were responsible for her misery.  She was far ahead of the main group of prisoners when her hand suddenly stung like it had been sliced open.  “Damn!” she swore aloud without thinking.  She quickly looked over her shoulder to see if any of the guards – or worse, the supervisor Marinov – had heard her, but the guards were all at the far end of the field laughing and paying little attention to the prisoners and Marinov was nowhere in sight.  Satisfied that she wasn’t going to be punished for her outburst, she looked at her hand.  Sure enough, a line of blood had appeared across the palm.  Annoyed, thinking that this was just one more piece of bad luck for the day, she almost didn’t bother think about what the cut meant.  Then it hit her, and she risked another look behind.  No one seemed to be watching, so she furtively ran her hand over the area where she’d been hurt.  Her fingers brushed something thin and hard, and she quickly dug it free.  It was a small metal file, maybe eight inches long.

Lin’s bad mood vanished.  They often found things in the fields, especially since many of these fields had recently been farmyards or basements or barn floors.  But she had never found anything like this.  She stuffed the file down the front of her shorts, where it pressed uncomfortably against her belly.  She didn’t care – this was the find of the century!  The file was not an ideal weapon: its sides were dull, it was too flexible, and even the point at the top that had cut her was rounded.  Still, it had drawn blood, and that made it infinitely better than anything the prisoners were permitted to have.  As she continued weeding, she thought about how she might go about sharpening it; maybe she could find a suitable stone to grind it against and smuggle that into the barracks.  Maybe it would take a while, but it would be nice to have a project like that to work on.

By mid-day, she had nearly finished her row, and had managed to unobtrusively help out the person next to her as well.  It happened to be Patrick today, and she was glad for a chance to make the work easier for him.  Lately he seemed to be coughing a lot in the night, and his bones looked like they might poke through his papery skin, no matter how much extra food she slipped him.  It looked like lunch was going to be the usual – stale bread, a scrap of dry cheese, and warm, smelly water.  However, it was better than the days when they didn’t get lunch due to some real or imagined misbehavior, and the few minutes rest was always welcome.  The prisoners lined up for their food, which one of Marinov’s men was doling out.  The other Russians sat in the shade of their truck and ate their lunch – sandwiches and fresh fruit and baked goods and other things the prisoners only dreamed about.  They were still in a rambunctious mood, and a couple called Lin over to them.  They were more or less harmless in her estimation – she usually enjoyed their teasing and tickling and off-color jokes.  While none of her special friends was among them today, they were all good guys, as Russians went.  In her weaker moments, she even lapsed into thinking how much they reminded her of the people she’d known before the Takeover.  No one here was going to hurt her, or go farther than some rowdy touching.

Lin was eager to play with them, especially since she’d been so grouchy in the morning.  These were men she saw every day, men who had absolute control over her in the end, and she didn’t want to antagonize them.  Besides, now she was feeling just as high-spirited as they were.  Even the cuts weren’t bothering her much any more.

“Come and sit on my lap, Koshka,” one of the men called.  “Koshka” – or “kitten” – was what the men called most of the girls, especially the friendly ones.  “I’ve got a salami I’d like to give you!”  All the men laughed, and Lin did, too.  She slipped past the others and sat on Volshnikov’s ample lap.  She didn’t speak yet, because she hadn’t been asked a question – even in a relaxed setting like this, some of the soldiers insisted on proper respect from the prisoners, and she had no desire to test the issue.

“So, Koshka, do you want a bite of my salami?” Volshnikov persisted, putting a beefy arm around her waist.

“It feels more like a noodle to me,” she said laughing, as she rubbed her bottom across his lap.  Once given an invitation to speak, she knew she could be as ribald and playfully insulting as she wanted.  Her quick sense of humor was one of the things they liked about her.  The men howled, including Volshnikov.

“Oh, it does, does it?  Wench!”  He held out a piece of his sandwich.  “You can have this if you keep that up,” he said, enjoying the effects of her movements.  “Is it a deal?”

“Yeah, sure.”  The sandwich looked more filling than the last three or four meals she’d had.  She continued her lap dance, closing her eyes to enjoy the rubbing sensation herself.  She moaned softly; it felt good.  And now it did feel like Volshnikov had a salami for her.  That was another thing they liked about her: she was as much an animal about going after her pleasure as they were.  She could feel their eyes on her as she moved.  She arched her back so that her breasts strained against her shirt, and she licked her full lips – might as well give them a good show.  

“What is this?”  Marinov’s nasal voice intruded abruptly.  Instantly, Volshnikov shoved her off, muttering, “Sorry, sir, just having a little fun with Koshka.”  Marinov was a lieutenant; he was an enlisted man.  While Marinov was new and not well liked, the regular soldiers didn’t particularly want trouble with him.  Lin sprawled awkwardly and rolled to her side to sit up; she could feel that the file had shifted. “Well, girl?  I said, ‘What is this?’” he repeated, staring down at her. She hoped the file wasn’t visible as she faced Marinov. He had asked a question; she had to answer.  Volshnikov and his friends busied themselves with finishing their lunches and getting ready to go back to work.

“I’m sorry, sir.  I was just playing around, sir.”  Lin knew what was coming; Marinov seemed to have it in for her for some reason, and he seemed really angry just now.  So when he kicked her in the stomach, it was no big surprise, although that didn’t make it hurt any less.

“You’re not here to play.  You’re here to work.  Now get up and get back to it.  The others workers finished their break five minutes ago.  Move!”  He threatened another kick, and she flinched backwards.  Suddenly his eyes caught a glint of sun on metal.  “Stop!  What’s that?”  With a sick certainty, she knew he’d seen it.  Her hands flew to her middle and sure enough, she could feel the cool metal over the top of her shorts.

Eyes wide with terror, she tried to push it down as she answered his question.  “What, sir?  Is there something wrong?”

Marinov wasn’t buying it, and he was on her before she finished speaking.  He yelled for assistance from the man who had handed out the prisoners’ food.  Volshnikov and his crowd watched with interest, but didn’t offer to help.  While they wouldn’t refuse an order or fail to help an officer in trouble, they could and would let him wrestle with the girl.  It only took a minute for Marinov and his assistant to subdue her, and then only a moment to reach down her pants to find what she’d been trying to conceal.  The assistant pulled her roughly to her feet as Marinov looked at the file.  For a little while, he just looked at it as if puzzled.  Then his face darkened.  Even the men who had been so friendly to her just minutes before sobered up immediately when they saw what she had been hiding.  No one spoke at first; they all stared at her.  Then Marinov asked again the question that had started all this, “What is this?”  

“I don’t know!  I just found it in the field. Please, sir, it’s not what you think! I didn’t mean to keep it.  I forgot I had it, I forgot to turn it in – I was playing with these men – I wasn’t thinking!” He let her go on for quite a while, babbling, pleading – making a last-ditch effort to keep them from jumping to the obvious conclusion about why she had a sinister-looking piece of metal shoved down her pants.  She still didn’t want to die, especially not the way she’d seen another prisoner who’d had a weapon die.  

“Silence,” Marinov commanded, reinforcing his point with a blow across her cheek. She staggered against the man who held her arms pinned behind.  “This thing could very easily be used as a weapon.  You hid it, you lied about it – your behavior shows your guilt.  You will be punished for possession and concealment of a dangerous weapon.   Karpov, take her to the Administration Building.”

“Just wait a minute, Lieutenant,” one of Volshnikov’s gang broke in unexpectedly. He ignored Marinov’s glare and went on, “We were all here, and I couldn’t say if maybe she isn’t telling the truth.  I mean, we called her over before she even got to get her lunch, and…”

“She tried to hide it from me.  She lied to me when I asked her a direct question.”  Marinov’s voice was cold, but furious.  He repeated his points as if to an idiot.

“Yeah, but sir, what else was she gonna do?  She’s scared to death.  She knows what kind of death a weapons charge means.  Say it was all an accident, up to the point when she knows she’s caught.  Who could blame her for trying to cover up at that point?  I mean, wouldn’t you do the same thing?”  Lin could have kissed her unlikely defender; she didn’t even know his name.

Then Volshnikov joined in.  “That’s right, sir.  She just tried to hide it – it wasn’t like she tried to attack you with it.  If she was gonna use it like a weapon, don’t you think she would’ve done it then?”

To Lin’s amazement, all the men who had been teasing her were crowding around, nodding and murmuring.  Marinov looked like he wanted to tell them off, but he didn’t quite dare.  His other two assistants were halfway across the field watching the workers, and his man here was busy holding the girl.  “I’m the field officer here.  I’ll make the decisions on what is done with prisoners,” he began, but then hastened to add, “But of course you’ll all get to make statements if you wish.  Since there is apparently some room for interpretation in this incident, perhaps I’ll recommend leniency to the Director.  The final decision on all punishments is his – as you all know.”

It was a weak attempt to evade responsibility, and everyone knew it.  The Director of the Camp was a paunchy, balding major, much too old for his rank and stuck with the work camp because no one better qualified wanted it.  He was a poor administrator and a weak leader; Volshnikov wondered, not for the first time, if the Director picked losers like Marinov to run things because they made him look good by comparison.  Still, there was only so far they would go in defense of an American girl.  No one said anything more out loud, but there were mutterings of discontent as Marinov and his assistant forced the girl into the truck.  He conferred briefly with one of his other men in the field, then the truck bounced across the rough terrain toward the main building.

The assistant drove, Lin sat in the middle, and Marinov sat against the far door.  He fingered the file and kept his eyes on Lin as they drove.  “Do you know the penalty for carrying a weapon?” he asked softly.  His voice was full of malice.

“Yes, sir,” she whispered, trying to make herself small so she didn’t have to touch him.  He was a coward and a bad leader, but he had her life in his hands.  She felt sick, and the cuts on her back and hand burned. The new bruises and scratches she’d acquired in the struggle didn’t feel so good, either.  She really didn’t want to play games.

It seemed that he did: “Tell me.”  

When she hesitated a second, he jabbed her upper right arm with the point of the file.  “Come on, tell me.”

Lin took a deep breath and tried to imagine him covered with fire ants.  She didn’t want her voice to shake, but it did anyway.  She looked down, embarrassed at her weakness, and he smiled cruelly.  “The penalty for carrying a weapon is death by burning, sir.”  She stopped, and he gestured for her to go on.  “The prisoner is covered with oil and shackled hand and foot.  The oil is ignited, and the prisoner burns to death.”

“Your Russian is excellent,” he said, mocking her, “but your delivery is poor.  Now, tell me, how long does it usually take for death to occur?”

Lin had only seen this particular punishment administered once, but the memory was vivid.  “I don’t know how long, sir.  But it seemed like forever.”  She shuddered, and again silently cursed her weakness.

“The exact time varies, of course,” he said, happy to prolong the discussion.  He seemed determined to torment her the whole way.  “Generally, within five minutes the prisoner is burned so badly that the nerves cease to function, anyway.  So whenever death actually occurs after that is irrelevant.  Wouldn’t you say?”

She choked back the first thought that came to her.  “Yes, sir,” was all she allowed herself.  She didn’t know whether she was more afraid or angry, but either way, she longed to lash out, to fight him and wipe that grin off his face.  But she wanted to live.  As she’d told Matthew – Could it be that it was just last night?  Just this ride seemed to be taking an eternity – it was important to wait for the right opportunity.  All she could do here was maybe – if she got very lucky – hurt Marinov a little.  She had to calm her nerves, to play it very straight.

She was relieved that the truck rattled to a stop just then.  Marinov and his assistant hauled her out and pushed her toward the part of the looming plasbrick Admin Building that housed the holding cells. 

In the end, Marinov did recommend “leniency,” but his version of leniency seemed more like another way of taunting her – and her defenders.  She was to be given twenty lashes with the bullwhip; whipping would be suspended if she passed out, to resume when she regained consciousness.  It was likely she would survive the punishment; at least it wasn’t to be administered with the feared razor whip that would cut to the bone in one stroke, making it the preferred instrument of execution.  However, Marinov also insisted that she be excused from work for no more than 48 hours; as everyone knew, the punishment for failure or inability to work was death.  

Each morning, the prisoners and guards assembled in the courtyard in front of the Admin Building.  Announcements were made and punishments for serious infractions were given.  The morning after the incident, Lin was the star attraction; she kept her eyes down as she was led to the whipping post.  She was chained hand and foot, and she was much the worse for having spent the night in holding.  She was bruised nearly all over, and it had been nearly 24 hours since she’d had anything to eat or drink.  With every fiber of her being she wanted to fight the chains, to do something – anything – but be led like a lamb to slaughter.  She hated the whispers of the crowd, hated the mocking grin Marinov had worn as he locked the chains in place, hated the fact that there was not one damn thing she could do.

The whipping itself was worse than she had imagined.  The whips used in the fields cut, but this one also slammed into her with enough force to bruise as well as rip; it was like a hammer with saw teeth pounding her back.  The worst thing was the interval between lashes: you hoped the next blow wouldn’t come, but you knew it would, and you knew that it was going to hurt even more than the one that had just left you screaming.  The man who administered the beating was a master of the art; he varied the timing of his strokes, letting her wait in agony some times and striking two blows almost at once at others.  She lost consciousness three times.  After a while, though, everything was just a blur of pain even when she was awake.  She lost count after the fourth lash, and to her, the rest of the beating might have been ten strokes or a thousand.  When she passed out a fourth time after the final stroke, the Director let her bloody body hang while he made a few remarks about the necessity of obedience.  It was one of the more gruesome punishments they had witnessed so far – not as bad as the human torch, maybe, but much more brutal than the usual.  The Director’s words were quickly forgotten, but the image of the girl’s small, limp form behind him lingered in the prisoners’ minds.  

In fact, if Lin had been a minor celebrity before, she was now briefly the center of discussion at the camp – both among the prisoners and the soldiers.  But she was unconscious through most of the first day, and so she missed the chance to enjoy her fame.  When she woke up in the infirmary, her favorite Russian Sergei was with her, sitting beside the narrow bed and looking worried.  The infirmary was not anything like a modern hospital – it was as dirty and miserably equipped as the rest of the camp.  Sergei would have liked to bribe the officers’ doctor to take care of Lin, but he had barely enough to trade for the painkillers she’d been given.  

For a while they just looked at each other; he couldn’t think of anything to say, and her throat was raw from screaming. Sergei wondered why, in the hour and a half he’d sat by her bed, he hadn’t thought of something to say.  Finally, he broke the silence.  “I’m glad you’re awake.”  Not quite poetry, but at least it was true. She rewarded him with a slight smile.  “How are you feeling?”

She had to think about it before answering.  Her head felt like it was stuffed with cotton, which made concentrating even on such a simple question seem difficult.  “Thirsty,” she croaked at last.

Sergei had made sure she got an IV with fluids as well as antibiotics, but he had anticipated this request and was ready with a cup of water.  He held the cup to her lips.  “Thanks,” she murmured.  

“How else do you feel?” he persisted. He wanted to know if the drugs were working, but more important, he wanted to establish contact with her.  He’d seen enough people beaten to know that the greatest danger was that she’d retreat into herself and give up.  He wanted to draw her out, to make sure she stayed connected to the world, painful as that might be.

“My head’s – fuzzy. Hard to think.  Back hurts, like hell.  Wrists, sore.  Ribs, ache.  Other than that, great.”  Lin’s voice was hoarse, and talking was a real effort.

He managed a small laugh.  “I’ll take that.  Your head’s fuzzy because of the drugs. No, don’t look at me like that – they’re legitimate.  Painkillers.  The street stuff would’ve been a lot cheaper, but I know how you feel about it.  I traded my bike to one of the med techs to make sure they at least treat you decent here.”

“The one you just won?  Why-“  

“Don’t worry about it.  I’ll get it back,” Sergei said with a real smile.  “The tech’s no match for me at cards.  It’s only a matter of time.  And speaking of cards, I think I’ve got an idea about how to get you an extra week off work.”

Sergei was a passionate gambler, as most of the soldiers were.  The stakes were often very interesting – given that everything had been free for the taking during the Takeover, none of them needed or wanted money.  The trick was to come up with something so fascinating that the other players would accept it as a potential prize.  Since all the young Russian men – like all young men anywhere – loved things that combined speed and danger and a chance to show off, bikes and cars and even hang gliders were among the most common items that got passed around.  But sometimes the stake would be something like swapping night sentry duty for a month.  Occasionally, it was a unique oddity, like an antique video – there were some that could be traced back to Earth, and clear copies were highly prized.  Lin wondered what Sergei had in mind.  She doubted that he had anything of value, besides the bike.  It didn’t seem likely that Marinov would agree to play at all, but he certainly wouldn’t if the prize wasn’t something extraordinary.  “What would he play for?” she mused aloud.

“Don’t worry about that,” Sergei said, still smiling.  “If it works out, I’ll tell you all about it in the morning.  I’ve got night duty in half an hour.  Is there anything I can get you or do for you?”

“I just want to sleep.  Thanks for everything.”  She closed her eyes and slipped into a dreamless sleep.

When Lin woke up again, it was very dark, and the room was silent.  With an effort, she managed to raise her head and look around.  She was on her stomach, of course, so it wasn’t easy to see even to the small bedside table.  There was a cup of water there, and a pitcher.  As soon as she saw the water, she was incredibly thirsty again.  Reaching the water was going to be tricky; she felt like her arms were made of lead.  However, no one else appeared to be around, so if she wanted it, she had to get it.  Her first attempt, with her right hand, didn’t work out well.  She hadn’t noticed the IV in the bend of her elbow until it pulled painfully tight.  So it would have to be her left arm, which was farther from the table.  After several attempts, her fingers finally closed on the cup.  It was a small victory, but she’d take it.

Apparently the painkillers were wearing thin, because her head was much clearer.  The pain was also worse.  Between the two things, she didn’t feel much like sleeping.  Instead, she let her mind wander over the events of the last day and a half.  It was strange, the way the men had come to her defense.  Of course, they didn’t stop her from getting a pretty good beating, but they did save her from an awful death.  She felt a little guilty about her fantasies involving their death and dismemberment.  Would she really be able to plunge a knife into Volshnikov if the chance came up?  Didn’t she owe him something now?  The code of the street said she did; if your worst enemy saved your life, you were obligated to save his – once.  She’d been trying to instill that kind of morality in the boys, at least with regard to each other.  Were the Russians outside the framework?  Did they each carry such a large part of the collective responsibility for millions of deaths that saving her life was insignificant?  The questions made her head hurt.  

One purely practical problem that she had to face was that she liked the men.  If you set aside the fact that they were a bunch of bloody butchers, if you set aside the fact that they were now perfectly content to be slavemasters – well, put that way, she supposed it was too much to overlook.  But if you could – as she sometimes did when she let herself get lost in the moment – they would be just the type of guys she had always liked to hang with.  None of them were more than five years older than her, and they were full of a vulgar energy for life that was achingly familiar to her.  The men who had saved her would have been right at home in the cockroach underside of a dozen Central towns before the Takeover.

Sergei was different.  Funny how her thoughts were drifting, swirling from face to face and always coming back to that uncomfortable tension between hate and affection.  Sergei Sergeich Sikorski  (she loved his name) wouldn’t fit in on the streets; he was the latest in a long line of Sergei Sergeiches stretching all the way back to the one who came from Earth 200 years before.  His family had farmed an ever-expanding tract of land, each generation adding to the holdings of the previous one.  His family was huge – he had six sisters and a brother. He’d told her with wry humor that his parents had waited with increasing impatience for a boy to carry on the name.  First came Irena, then Natalia, then Kara – then Mikhaila and Alexandra, whose masculine names mirrored their parents’ frustrations.  He joked that if he, the sixth child, had been a girl, he might have been Sergina Sergeovna.  After Sergei had come twins Dmitri and Katerina.  All in all, if you substituted Anglo names, everything about Sergei’s background would be familiar to the Settler boys.  He was one of them; the land was in his blood.  Only the patriotic fervor leading up to the Takeover prevented Sergei from staying home on the farm as his forefathers had for generations.  Instead, he’d gone to a military academy and graduated as a lieutenant just in time to serve on the front lines.

If Sergei was anything but a Russian – that inescapable “if” again – he would be the white knight she’d always dreamed about as a child.  He was handsome in a wholesome way, unaided by cosmetic surgery or artifice.  He was tall and well built, muscular without being bulky or beefy.  His short hair was a warm shade of brown that matched his expressive eyes perfectly – and his eyes were truly a window to what was going on in his mind.  They danced, they threw sparks, they grew liquid with desire…. But much as they had initially come together because of his desire, she had to admit that their relationship had grown to include much more.  She had been seeing him more and more, and the other Russians less and less.  Often, Sergei didn’t even mention sex; he came for her under that pretense, because Boris expected it, she supposed, but instead they would walk outside the walls and talk.  Or cuddle under a tree beneath the two moons – and talk.  He told her about his work, making her laugh with his clever observations and obvious exaggerations.  He talked about his family, who missed him and wanted him to come home.  At first he had wanted to go home, he said, wanted to retreat from the death and brutality all around him.  When he talked about the Takeover, his eyes were haunted; he never said exactly what he’d done, but she supposed he had good reason to feel bad.  Lately, though, he wasn’t sure he wanted to go back to being a farmer.  Unlike some of the officers at the camp who had been sent there because no other unit wanted them, Sergei had a bright future in the military.  At 21, he was a strong and popular leader, loved and respected by men like Volshnikov whose loyalty was – as she had found – priceless.  He was also widely regarded as a war hero, though he never spoke about it and she had no desire to ask.  He had ended up at the camp simply because it was close to where his unit had served during the Takeover.  (When she thought about that, it made her skin crawl; he had probably been involved in the destruction of Vegas, maybe even in the deaths of some of her friends.)  Overall, Sergei could look forward to promotions and the perks that accompanied rank and the chance to travel widely; at home, on the other hand, he’d be stuck in one place doing the same thing for the rest of his life.  The benefit was that he’d be surrounded by family – he’d marry a nice girl from a similar family and settle down among parents, cousins, siblings, aunts and uncles to raise his own brood – including the next Sergei Sergeich.

Lin knew more about him than she’d ever known about anyone else, and she couldn’t help but be drawn in by that knowledge.  It wasn’t all one-sided, either – he encouraged her to talk about herself as much as she was comfortable doing.  She told him lies, of course – she could never have maintained any kind of distance if she told him the truth.  So there it was – Sergei was kind and handsome and sensitive and brave.  All the things she’d ever wanted in a man.  And while she’d grown up thinking of Settlers as pigs, she saw now how much she must have envied them, too: the qualities she liked in Sergei were the ones that came most directly from his Settler background.  When she was with him, she didn’t have to pretend to enjoy his company or empathize with his inner turmoils.  She just let go of the past for a little while and allowed herself to feel what she might have felt for Sergei if…. 

Suddenly, a series of connections flashed across her mind.  She could get along with Volshnikov and his friends because on one level she really wasn’t pretending – she really did enjoy being with them.  She could gain Sergei’s confidence because she really wasn’t pretending to be in love with him – in one facet of her being, it was real.  She could enjoy herself sexually with any of the men or boys who took the time to let her – because the pleasure was just as real as the emotional distance.   And she could act properly submissive and afraid with someone like Marinov – because despite her resolve to someday get revenge, she was terrified of him.  She knew in that instant that she could still kill any of the Russians, or even any of the boys – the part of her that wanted the whole world to be drenched in blood was no less real than the affection she might have for them.  The common thread was that all and none of these things were illusions – which left open the question of who and what she really was.  

Lin lay still in the dark, stunned at the idea that what she thought of as her self might be nothing more than a series of mirrors, infinitely reflecting and distorting each other but never coming together to form a coherent and whole image.  It was frightening, and it was thrilling.  It made no sense, and it made all the sense in the world.  She had to wonder how much of this metaphysical crap was due to the drugs and how much she’d remember when she was straight, but right now it was exhilarating.  What could she do with this revelation, with this sudden burst of insight?  That question, which seemed to lead inevitably to the more typical thoughts of revenge and death – and power, the power to make someone else suffer – finally led her back toward sleep as morning approached. 

Late the next morning, Sergei was back – and Lin judged from his huge smile that his plan had worked.  She wanted him to tell her right away, but he insisted on hearing how she felt today.  

“Terrible,” she said shortly.  “Now tell me, Sergei.  What did you do and how did you do it?”

He laughed and settled himself comfortably, turning the chair backwards, straddling it, and leaning onto the back of it.  Lin thought he looked like a big puppy just waiting to be let off the leash to romp.  She herself felt like a weight had been lifted from her chest: there was no way she could’ve gone back to work the next day.

“It’s a long story,” he warned with a grin.

“Do I look like I’m going anywhere?” she asked.  “Come on.  Tell!”

“You probably guessed that I didn’t personally have much to use as a stake.”  She nodded.  “And anyway, Marinov hasn’t been here long, and I wasn’t even sure he’d play me. But you know, he’s a lieutenant, but he’s a lot older than me, so that helped – if I challenged him, he couldn’t very well refuse and not look like more of a sissy than he already does.

“So I let him know through mutual friends that I wanted to play him, and that I had some very attractive stuff to put on the table.  Then I had to get the stuff.  I didn’t know what he might like, even – so I thought I’d get a variety.  Volshnikov has this really old wooden guitar – did you know he plays? – well, he does, and he said I could use the guitar.  And Dmitri Yannov, he has a hot racing bike – beautiful, fast as hell – that he let me put up, too.  And some of the other guys had some interesting things, too – I had about a half dozen things by the time I was done.”

“And the guys just gave you this stuff?  Why?”  

Sergei looked puzzled.  “They like you.  They don’t like him.  Besides, they know I’m good!”  He said the last with a wink; in truth he lost about as much as he won.  “So anyway, Marinov sent word back – sure, he’d play if I had anything he wanted.  He knew without asking what I was after from him.  It turns out he collects things made of wood, especially wood from Earth, so the guitar was just the right bait.  

“Now I had also sent a message to a guy who graduated from my school the same year I started.  We were never friends, but the school ties are pretty strong – and he’s someone not many people know I know.  He also happens to be a captain.  So I thought he’d make an ideal dealer.  I wasn’t looking for him to deal a crooked game – though I knew from experience that he could if he wanted to.  I just wanted that edge, you know?” Although Lin didn’t know exactly how the game Sergei and his friends played worked, she knew it involved two or more players and a supposedly impartial dealer who also served as referee.  Having the dealer even slightly on your side could be a big advantage.  So she nodded.

Sergei went on.  “He said he’d be glad to do it.  It was pretty easy to set up. He just made sure he happened to be on the right chat channel to catch the discussion about the game, and he said he’d be the dealer if we needed one.  Since Marinov had no idea that I knew him, and since he’s got rank on us both, he said OK.

“I didn’t get off sentry duty until four in the morning, so that’s when we’d arranged to play.  All the guys were there, and Volshnikov had his guitar, and Captain Suskin had the cards.  I won’t bore you with all the details, but I will say that Suskin still knows how to throw a hand.  He’s very subtle; Marinov wouldn’t dare accuse him of cheating.  But it was a complete slaughter.  Marinov never had a chance.  I’ll give him credit, though – he’s not a bad player, and he’s got some guts.  He offered to go double or nothing on a second game.  I didn’t want to push it, though.  Let him walk away thinking I’m just a little bit chicken.  That’s OK.  But he sent the order to have you taken off work detail for another week from right in the officers’ rec room, and I’ve got a copy on disk with his code signature.  So, you don’t have to worry,” he finished triumphantly.

“My hero,” she said.  “Sergei Sikorski, protector of the innocent and card shark extraordinaire.” More seriously, she added, “Thanks.  Really.  I can’t tell you how grateful I am.  I owe you and Volshnikov and his buddies my life.”

“Yeah.  Keep that in mind the next time you pick up a wicked looking piece of metal.  Before you skewer me while I sleep some night, remember – you owe me one.”  His eyes sparkled, and she knew he was making what seemed to him a ridiculous joke.  

She wondered how he’d look if he knew that she’d fought an internal battle on that very subject – and the old reciprocity code lost out to revenge.  At least in theory.  It might be a very different thing to actually hold a knife to Sergei’s throat while he slept, trusting as a baby.  The problem with thoughts like that, thoughts that started out positive, was that they always led back to the crux of the matter: How many trusting babies had this man murdered?  And how many men and women who begged him to spare their lives, or at least their children’s lives?  Part of her saw him as hero, part as naïve boy – part as monster.  

“Lin?” Sergei asked, concerned with her sudden withdrawal.  “Are you OK?  You were kind of zoning.  Did something hurt you just then?  Should I have the tech increase the painkillers for a while?”

“No,” she said, but in a much more subdued voice.  “I think it’s just the painkillers anyway, making me fade in and out of reality.  It’s hard to concentrate.”  In fact, if she was still getting any painkillers, she couldn’t tell it.  Every movement, even breathing, was agony today.  And her head was clear.

“Yeah, it’s OK.  I won’t stay and bother you for long.  You need to rest.  But I wanted you to know that everything’s going to be OK.”   His voice was proud, but tender, too.  He had saved the day; he kissed her gently on the forehead and said good-bye.

Lin lay awake for a long time.  She wished that the world wasn’t suddenly crowded with people like Sergei or Volshnikov who had done both terrible, despicable things and brave and noble things.  She wished her papa was here to help her know what was the right thing to do.  She wished that she was still an innocent child, untroubled by demons and the burning desire to kill and maim.  No, she thought to herself, nothing is ever going to be OK again. Her knight had come, but instead of being the pure white of her dreams, he – like everything else – was all shades of gray.  

A month later, when she was healed and back to her regular life, Sergei asked her to move to the military base with him.  He couldn’t marry her, he said with some embarrassment, but he could get them a house in the new town and she’d never have to worry about anything again.  Since the whipping, he had warned off all her other Russian lovers; he was intensely protective of her.  He had a chance to take a promotion and move to the base that was being built; he wanted her to come with him.

“Does this mean you’ve decided to stay in and not go back home?” Lin asked.

He avoided her eyes.  “I’ve postponed the decision, anyway.  But if I had to be totally honest, I’d have to say I will go back someday.  There’s nothing like working the land.  And my parents want to see the next Sergei before they die.”

“What about you?”

He was quiet for a long time.  When he spoke, his voice was very soft, and tinged with sorrow.  “Yeah.  I guess I do, too.  It’s the life I was meant to live, you know?”

It was just the wrong thing to say to her.  The life she was meant to live had gone up in flames, most likely due in some small part to his efforts.  Though the offer of security and an escape from the work camp was the best thing she’d heard in months, Sergei’s careless words suddenly ignited the rage that was always smoldering just below the surface.  What did it matter if she was a slave here or in the town?  And what did it matter if Sergei thought he loved her?  He knew he would leave her someday, that she was just a convenient place-holder until he took his rightful place in life.  She suddenly wanted to hurt him, to show him just how little she thought of his apparent generosity.  “So what about me?”  she said in a soft, cold voice.  “You set me up in some house, and tell me not to worry – then in a year or two, or even five, you get the urge to go home and make babies with a ‘nice’ girl.  A real human being, not a slave like me.  What do I do then, Sergei?  Do I find another man to take me in?  Do I go out on the street?  Do I get thrown back in here to rot?  You’ll take care of me, but it doesn’t sound like you’ve thought much beyond sweeping me off my feet and making yourself look like a hero.  I don’t need a Russian hero.”

Sergei stared at her for a long moment.  “Do you have any better offers?” he demanded.  He had thought she’d be thrilled with his offer – and with the very fact that he’d made it an offer, not a command.  After all, he was making a sacrifice for her.  In order to take her with him to the base, he would have to pay the work camp for her; it wasn’t a huge amount, since she was a common laborer, but he wasn’t rich.  He’d already talked to one of his sisters about borrowing the cash.  It had never occurred to him that Lin might refuse.  Her tone and her words stung, and he was suddenly more angry with her than he had ever been. When she didn’t answer him, he said with controlled fury, “I believe I asked you a question.  I am waiting for an answer.”

The change in his mood was so swift it caught Lin by surprise.  She’d wanted to hurt him, sure. But he was supposed to see how she felt, to comfort her.  She was the one who was mad; she hadn’t expected him to get angry, too. And he’d never – even at the very beginning – made an issue the power he held over her.  Confused, she answered him, “No, sir.  I have no other offers at all, sir.  You’ve made sure of that, sir.”  Her tone was easily as venomous as his.  She wouldn’t back down now.  She didn’t know why she felt like crying; he’d finally resolved the issue of what he was, and he was just the monster after all.  She turned and started to walk away, trying to provoke him now.   

“Stop,” he said in that same cold voice.  If she’d only seemed shocked or surprised or hurt by his anger, he thought.  But no, it’s like this is what she’s thought of me all the time.  The thought was a knife through his heart; he’d never suspected she loved him less than he loved her.  To him there was no contradiction between his love for her and the fact that she was a slave; that it had obviously occurred to her, and affected her feelings for him, had never crossed his mind before. 

“And if I don’t, sir?  If I just keep walking, will you shoot me in the back?”  She didn’t even look back.  Let him shoot.  Just now, there didn’t seem to be anything left to lose.

Sergei didn’t shoot.  He did catch up to her, though, and then continued to walk silently beside her until they reached the gate.  He didn’t say a word to her until they reached the barracks door.  She was determined not to speak without being asked a question, since that was how he wanted it.  Finally, as he unlocked the door, he said, “I won’t be coming to see you for a while.  I’ll tell the guys.  I’m sure they’ll be happy to come back.”  His voice was strained, and she could see by the moonlight that he was struggling to control himself.

Later, she’d tell herself she just saw an opportunity to keep a useful ally.  What really happened, though, was that her heart melted as she watched him try to keep from breaking down as he left her.  She wanted him as much as he wanted her; neither of them could understand how things had gone so terribly wrong in an instant.  Neither one understood why the other would be so deliberately hurtful and hateful.  But Lin couldn’t let him go, not when she finally saw that he still wanted her.  She put her arms around his neck and said, “I don’t want them.  I want you.  I’m so sorry I hurt you, Sergei.  Please don’t go.”  She pressed her head against his shoulder and clung to him.

Like her, what he’d really wanted was to know she did care about him.  He shoved the key card into his pocket and wrapped his arms around her.  “I’m sorry, too.  I got mad and I crossed the line.  I’d never hurt you.  I – love you.”

The words brought back Kyle’s declaration of love with amazing, aching clarity – and that whole terrible night.  She was glad her face was pressed against him so tightly, because she didn’t want to have to explain the tears that came to her eyes. She felt like she’d been turned inside out by the night’s unexpected twists and turns.  All her different images of Sergei had flashed past so fast that she couldn’t focus on any of them.  Although it would have been easy to say, “I love you, too,” she just couldn’t bring herself to do it.  If Sergei noticed, he didn’t show it, even as they found an out-of-the-way place and made love passionately until dawn.

Sergei did come to see her less in the next few weeks, and Lin began to wonder if he held it against her that she hadn’t said she loved him.  He never spoke of love or of her living with him again, either.  With the rainy fall season starting, there weren’t that many opportunities for them to be alone together – but she couldn’t help feeling that he could have arranged for more if he’d wanted to.  She was moody and short-tempered with the other troublemakers, even with Patrick.  Her reactions to Sergei had surprised her, and, in retrospect, they angered her.  She hadn’t counted on liking him, let alone falling for him. And she had fallen for him, so hard that she had almost thrown everything away just because her feelings were hurt.  She had to do better. He was The Enemy, and she was just using him; that was how it was supposed to go.  

She had plenty of time to brood.  The rainy season effectively put an end to the prisoners’ field work.  For a while, the Russians didn’t seem to know what to do with them, so they languished in their barracks for the first time since the Takeover.  Although it gave them all a much-needed rest, it also gave them far more time to think than they had ever had.  It wasn’t just Lin who was irritable; everyone seemed constantly on the verge of getting into a fight.  Patrick, who had given up thoughts of suicide for most of the summer, now seemed preoccupied with the subject.

By the time they received their new assignments, the troublemakers were losing the cohesiveness they had achieved over the summer – losing it, ironically, because they had been forced to spend so much time in together with nothing much to do but remember the horrors of the Takeover and get on each others’ nerves.  Lin hadn’t tried very hard to maintain their unity, either: she was too wrapped up in her own thoughts to plot and scheme.  With adequate food and no threat of being worked to exhaustion, survival no longer required everyone’s attention and cooperation.  It took Patrick’s growing despondency and continued ill-health to shake Lin back into action.

All of the troublemaker boys had been assigned to jobs at the railway transfer station.  While not complete, the station was functional enough to require manual laborers, and the camp had them in quantity.  Mostly, the boys’ work entailed carrying heavy bags and boxes and barrels; some of the more mechanically apt, like Oliver, were trained to use the loading equipment.  Each morning, the workers from the camp assigned to the station were loaded into trucks and taken to the station; before returning to the camp, they were searched, presumably for contraband.  All the troublemaker boys but Patrick enjoyed the work; it wasn’t as hot or as hard as the farm labor, and there was a sense of camaraderie with the other prisoners, and even with the Euro tech staff and supervisors.  Unfortunately, Patrick, whose health had improved marvelously during the short break, began to go downhill rapidly as soon as he went back to work.

One night, he confessed his fears to Lin.  “I can’t keep up with any of the others.  Even the guys from here yell at me and tell me I have to pull my weight.  But I can’t.  Then I see the trains going past, and I think how easy it would be to get in front of one of them.  It wouldn’t hurt for long, it couldn’t.  Even if it didn’t kill me, they’d shoot me for sure.  I can’t keep on like this.  My chest hurts, my legs are like jelly, I just want to lay down and die.”  His cough was so bad now that you could hear the rattle in his chest.

“You’re not going to lay down and die, damn it!” she responded fiercely.  “We’re going to get the bastards, remember?”

“Oh, yeah, right.  I couldn’t even shoot straight any more.  And what are you going to do?  They’ve got you washing dishes at the Officers’ Quarters – how are you going to kill the bastards now?  With a scrub brush?” 

“I would’ve thought you at least would see that there’s more than one way to accomplish things.  Oliver, I would expect to just see the obvious.  But you – well, I thought you’d see the possibilities.”  She looked hurt, and waited for Patrick to take the bait.

“So?  You’ve got something in mind?  What is it?  And what does it have to do with me?”  Patrick sounded skeptical, but at least he was interested.

“In the kitchen where I work, there’s all kinds of stuff.  Cleaning supplies, detergents – poison of the most deadly kind, and all of it just sitting there out in the open.  I don’t have the plan yet, but if I had someone to help me think,” she smiled at Patrick, “and someone who knew what exactly was going on at the station, maybe I’d be able to put it together.”

“I still don’t see where I come in,” Patrick said, shaking his head.  “No one tells me anything but ‘Hurry up!’  I’m not exactly an insider.”

“Not yet,” she acknowledged.  “But the very fact that they all think you’re a weakling is a good thing.  No one suspects you of having a subversive bone in your body.  That’s how I was able to pull it off.”

“Pull what off?”  Patrick was a little angry about the “weakling” comment, even if – or perhaps because – it was accurate. His voice was testy.

“I talked Sergei into getting you a job in the station office.  He has a friend that’s in charge there.  Turns out there are a few other people from the camp working there already, doing data entry and stuff.  Generally, a troublemaker wouldn’t even be considered.  Not that they let you have access to classified stuff or anything, but it’s supposed to be pretty informal – run by a bunch of Euros – and I wouldn’t be surprised if someone like you, with all you know about systems, couldn’t sneak around their Net a little, maybe see some things you shouldn’t….” Lin’s smiled triumphantly.  Honestly, she had no idea whether Patrick would be able to do anything useful for her in the office, but the job would keep him inside, and it might make him feel needed again.  Getting Sergei to agree hadn’t been easy, but then Patrick was about as threatening as soggy toast, and Sergei still felt guilty for bullying her.  

Patrick looked hesitant.  “If the guys think I’ve got an easy job….”

“That’s the beauty part, Patrick!” she laughed.  “They’ll think you’ve got the most dangerous job of all of us.  And you will have,” she said, turning serious.  “The kind of poking around I’m talking about, it’s probably considered spying or something.  I’d hate to see what they’d do to you if they caught you with anything.  So the guys won’t think you’re getting off easy.  You’ll have to help me, too.  I told you I don’t have a plan yet, just some ideas.  Once you get comfortable there, you can see what’s going on, and you can help me think about what we can do with what we’ve got.  Deal?”

Patrick hardly had to think a moment.  “Deal,” he said, giving her a long kiss.  For the first time in a month, he felt the beginnings of desire.  He had forgotten how amazing she was.  She always knew just what to do. 

Before Lin had any chance to explore the possibilities she had mentioned to Patrick, Sergei presented her with a different, totally unexpected, opportunity. 

“It’s a party for the work camp officers to get acquainted with the base officers,” he was saying.  Since it was raining, as always, they were tucked into one of the many sheds around the compound.  It afforded both privacy and shelter, though it smelled faintly of rotting vegetables.

“A party?  But why would you want me to come?”

Sergei looked embarrassed.  “Well, actually, there’s a whole series of events that are being planned.  The rain means none of us have much work to do, so there’s plenty of time to socialize.  Anyway, some of the events are strictly for the officers, and some, uh, well, they’re for Russians only, you know.  But this particular party is sort of like a dance, and we’re supposed to – we’re encouraged to – bring girls with us. The base officers have some American girlfriends, too, and, um, I guess they want to get together with us and our girls so we’ll all be comfortable.”

Lin managed not to comment on the obvious, that it sounded like a chance for both sets of officers to show off their women like the pretty possessions that they were.  The idea of a party was intriguing, and Sergei was clearly uncomfortable enough about the subject.  If she wanted to know more, she’d have to keep from throwing it in his face that she understood she was going to be put on display like his bike or some other cool plaything.  Instead, she asked, “What would I wear?  Would it be like a formal dance, with long gowns and all that?”

Relieved, Sergei laughed.  “Yes, long gowns and jewelry and high-heeled shoes, the whole bit.  There are a lot of stores by the base now.  I can get whatever you need.  And the girl Yannov is bringing knows how to do hair, so we thought you could all get ready together, at our quarters – you’ll be able to shower and then kind of help each other do all that girl stuff.”

“You mean like nails and makeup and everything?”  Lin sounded excited, though the thought of preening with a bunch of silly girls did not do much for her.  She regarded the regular-camp girls as weak and prone to hysterics.  She didn’t get the feeling they liked her much, either.

“Yeah,” he smiled.  “Just let me know what you need.  I know you’ll need a dress and shoes and some jewelry.  Probably perfume, and nail polish, and makeup.  And what else?  What do you like to do with your hair?  Do you need things for it?”

Sergei’s benevolence was infuriating.  As if getting all these things for a one-time event made up for the months of brutal deprivation.  Or for the lifetime of deprivation almost all of them faced ahead.  Still, she smiled back.  “How do you like my hair?  I could put it up,” she demonstrated with her hands, sweeping it off her neck, “or I could just fluff it up a little and leave it down.”  By now her hair, which had bleached almost platinum in streaks, was down to the middle of her back.  Even ragged and dirty, it was one of her best features, and she knew it.

Sergei studied her.  “Up, I think.  You would really look sophisticated.  You know,” he added almost as if the thought had just struck him, “the General in charge of Security at the base is going to be there.  You could make an impression on him, looking like that.  He’s the one that offered me a job; I wouldn’t mind catching his eye a bit.”

“A general?” Lin asked.  The thought of meeting a general was a little frightening, but the mention of Security was even more so.  Romanov was in Security, she had heard.

“Well, there’s a lot of generals around right now,” Sergei explained.  “This one, Ivan Kolkholov, he was a colonel until a few months ago.  When they decided to put him in charge out here, they made him a general.  I hear he’s a good man; that’s why I  looked into working for him.”  Even the oblique mention of their previous conversation seemed to make Sergei uncomfortable, though he kept dancing around it.  Finally, he said, “Lin, I’ll be starting at the base in about a month.  I want you to come with me when I go.”

“Let’s see how this party goes,” she countered, unwilling to make him angry again.  "“Maybe you’ll find out I’m not the right kind of girl for this crowd.”

“You’re the right kind of girl,” he said definitively.  “Everyone else will be jealous of me.”  He kissed her tenderly, and she responded with enough passion to end their discussion, at least for the night.
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The day of the party was clear and cold, with an icy wind from the west that warned of winter’s close proximity.  Lin was allowed to stay in the barracks instead of reporting for work in the morning.  In the time since Sergei had first mentioned it to her, her feelings about the party had swung from girlish excitement to bitter resentment.  However, she had quickly recognized the rare opportunity the event offered: she would be able to meet the men who ran the world outside the work camp.  With luck, she might find a way to use one or more of them to her advantage someday.  She had no concrete plans, but it certainly didn’t hurt to know important people; that was a lesson from her cockroach days.

About noon, Sergei came for her. He brought her a heavy coat, which he said she could keep, and he hurried her across the compound to the Officers’ Quarters.  Inside the common room, she found several of the young lieutenants and captains with an assortment of pretty girls from the camp.  The men were passing around a flask; with the roaring fire and flushed faces and laughter, the room looked like a party already.  Lin said so, and quickly settled herself on Sergei’s lap, her arms around his neck, laughing and joking with the men.  She noticed that none of the other girls seemed to be having much fun, and, after a few pulls on the flask, she finally asked the one closest to her what was wrong. Sergei was too involved in a loud conversation with another officer to pay attention to what she was saying.

The other girl, a tall, slender brunette, was hugging herself as if she was still cold.  She was apparently with Sergei’s friend, the captain who’d dealt the crooked card game, but her body language showed she wished he’d take his hand off her waist.  She looked at Lin with large dark eyes that conveyed the kind of disdain Lin had grown up with seeing from the Settlers.  The girl’s look said clearly, You are not one of us.  You are beneath our contempt.  But she said nothing.

Lin looked around more carefully at the other girls.  Some of them looked scared, some looked drunk, and some, like the brunette, looked like they’d like to skin her alive.  Lin was puzzled: even if you hated these guys – and she could hardly imagine anyone hated them more fiercely than she did – you had to admit that the liquor was good, the fire was warm, and the mood was festive.  Why blame her for enjoying it?  It wasn’t every day they got treated this well.  If this was how things were going to be when the girls were alone together, then she would have to be on the lookout for knives in the back – metaphorically speaking, of course.  For the moment, screw them, she decided.  She grabbed for the flask again, and joined in the general rowdiness of the men.

Later, after the girls had showered, they got to see the clothes their men had selected for them.  The officers had decided among themselves that the clothes would be a surprise, so none of the girls knew what they would be wearing.  When Lin saw the dress Sergei had picked out, she didn’t have to feign delight; it was a pale pink gown with a low neck and high back (which was thoughtful, since her back still had scars from the beating over the file), a fitted bodice, and a slender but graceful skirt that came to the ankles.  The sleeves were sheer gauzy material, fitted at the top but belled at the wrist.  It was a sophisticated dress, one that enhanced her curves, but wasn’t at all obvious or sleazy.  When she put it on, even with her hair wet she could see in the mirror and in Sergei’s eyes that she was transformed, that the scruffy troublemaker girl had turned into a graceful woman. Sergei had outdone himself, and she threw herself on him in a tight embrace.  “Thank you!  I love it!  How did you get the right size?  How did you…?”

“Shh,” he smiled, peeling her off.  “I’m glad you like it.  I know you, don’t forget.  I knew what would suit you.  Now go on.  Finish getting dressed.  We don’t want to be late!” He sent her off to join the other girls.

Of the dozen of them, she had by far the most beautiful dress.  She could see by some of their stares that they weren’t all thrilled about that.  The willowy brunette, who was called Tani, seemed to think it was safe to speak her mind now that the men were busy in their own rooms, getting dressed themselves.  “You think you’re something,” she spat.  “I bet what I’ve heard is true, and you’re not even a Settler.  You must’ve been a whore even before they took over.”  

Lin walked over to the large mirror on the far wall of the room before she replied.  She calmly started to put on makeup from the bag Sergei had given her.  Again she thanked his conservative instincts; the shades were all subtle and neutral, as with the dress, nothing garish.  “Who cares what I was,” she shrugged.  “Right now, I’m a lieutenant’s whore.  What are you complaining about?  You’ve got a captain.”

“They say you really like to screw,” Tani continued, ignoring what Lin said.  “They say you don’t even fake it, that you’re like some kind of bitch in heat.  It’s disgusting.”  Several of the others nodded in agreement.

“Why not?  Does it stop them from doing it if you don’t like it?”  Lin continued to work on her makeup, concentrating on her face, not on the girls. She answered herself.  “If it did, maybe some of you wouldn’t be here.  So I guess it doesn’t.  Look, Sergei’s a good guy.  He don’t hit me or hurt me when we do it.  He gives me stuff.  I don’t know about the guys you’re with, but Sergei’s a whole lot better than some of the bottom feeders that used to screw me back when I first got here.” In the mirror, she saw some of the girls nod slightly, although Tani remained unmoved.

“Yeah, most of these guys are all right.  And we do what we have to do.  But….”

Lin turned to face the taller girl.  “But what?  We’re slaves.  All of us do the same thing to get by.  All of us.  I don’t want to fight with you.  I don’t know any of you, and I’ve got to wear this band everywhere I go, so everybody knows who I am.”  She held up her right arm, displaying the fine green band.  “You all saw me get whipped in front of the whole camp, too.  I don’t see why you care what I do.  I’m nothing and nobody.  I’m not even really pretty like you, Tani, or you Karin.  Or any of the rest of you.  I’m more like a novelty, a freak.”  Tears came to her green eyes on cue, but she was careful not to let them fall to spoil the makeup.

All the girls looked taken aback by her quiet speech, even Tani.  Finally, a thin dark girl, whose name Lin didn’t know, broke the silence.  “You’re not a freak.  You’re as pretty as anyone here.  Isn’t she, Tani?”  When Tani didn’t answer, several others nodded, and the dark girl persisted.  “Tani?  She’s right, you know, about you being lucky you’ve got a captain.  Maybe you wouldn’t look so beautiful if he didn’t make sure you got your hair cut all the time, or if he didn’t give you stuff like real shampoo and nail clippers and all that.  You could at least be a little bit nice to her – she’s had a rough time, and I don’t see why you have it in for her.”

Tani, having been acknowledged as the center of things as she had wanted, was somewhat placated.  She consented to say haughtily to Lin, “You look all right, I guess.  And I guess if I had to live in that chicken coop, I’d be happy to get out even with a bunch of drunk Russians.”  Then she turned to her own makeup.

Lin was pleased with how things had gone.  Although Tani and her three or four best friends still wouldn’t deign to talk to her, the other girls crowded around now, admiring the dress and the matching pale silk shoes, and the tiny pearl necklace and earrings.  She in turn complimented their dresses, even the really awful ones that were too tight or too short or too bright to do anything but scream “whore!”  Lin had never been as good at manipulating women as she was men, and her success with most of the girls was a major victory.  In part, she had tried it just for the practice; but mainly, she had wanted them to like her because it was always better to be surrounded by friends than enemies.  She didn’t know what the evening might hold, and she wanted every advantage she could get going into it.  The men already liked her; now most of the girls did, too – and even Tani wasn’t out to get her anymore.

The dark girl went by the name Kara, and it turned out she was the one who knew how to style hair.  She had been allowed a pair of scissors for the evening, and she trimmed several girls’ hair, including Lin’s.  She had taken a liking to Lin, and she did an especially nice job of sweeping it up, leaving silky blond tendrils framing her delicate face.  Lin herself helped a few girls with their makeup, trying to keep them from ending up looking like they’d been caught in a paint explosion.  And everyone helped everyone else with the nail polish, using colors ranging from fiery red to plum to pale pink – whatever the man wanted, no matter how well or badly it went with the outfit.  All in all, Lin thought, it was kind of fun having people to do “girl stuff” with; it was something she’d never had, so she’d never missed it, but really, it wasn’t bad.

When they were ready, the girls were all a far cry from what they had been that morning.  Even Tani, who had looked good to start with, now looked like a v-star, with her dark hair piled elegantly on her head and her low-cut emerald gown highlighting her long, lean body.  Lin was easily the most refined-looking, which amused her greatly – she, the cockroach among these Settler pigs, was the one who looked like she belonged on a Settler’s arm.  She smiled up at Sergei when he came to collect her; they would be driving alone in his latest racing car.  He looked her over appreciatively and said, “I told you – everyone else is going to be jealous of me.  Now let’s go!”

When they arrived, there was a short receiving line, in which the major officers of the base were gathered to greet their guests.  The girls tagged along with their men through the line, but no one spoke to them, and no introductions were made to them.  The last man in line was the general, Kolkholov.  Since no one was paying any attention to her, Lin watched him as she and Sergei moved through the line.  Kolkholov was younger than she would have guessed, no more than 50 years old.  He was tall and slender, not broad like most of the Russian men she knew.  His hair was sandy rather than dark, with silver concentrated at the temples, and his eyes were pale blue.  His face looked stern, but not unkind, with laugh lines around the mouth and eyes.  His bearing was very upright and military, but he joked easily with the young men he met, casually looking over the women as well.  When Sergei’s turn came, Kolkholov took his hand heartily, and said, “Good to see you again, Sergei Sergeich.  We will have to talk later about you joining my staff.”  Then his keen gaze flicked over Lin, and he smiled more broadly.  “Your companion is lovely.  I hope you’ll permit me to dance with her this evening.”

Sergei flushed happily.  “Of course, General.  Allow me to introduce Lin Miller.”  

The general nodded to her, in a way that seemed more mocking than polite.  But he said nothing about the breach in decorum Sergei had committed by introducing her.  Lin wondered fleetingly whether one curtsied or knelt or what to a general; in the end, she just returned his nod, trying for the same nuance he had given it.  Then they were through the line.

The first part of the party was excruciatingly dull.  The officers on both sides tried to make small talk while getting increasingly drunk and ogling each other’s women.  There was some dancing, but mainly people congregated in small groups, with the men talking and the women trying their best to look alluring.  Sergei was a moderately attentive partner, dancing with her and getting her drinks; he was thrilled that the general had noticed her, and chattered about how well she’d fit in here.  But slowly his attention was drawn to a loud knot of men arguing about racing machines – bikes and cars – and finally he abandoned her entirely.  She didn’t really mind; the people at the party were fascinating to watch.  After a few minutes, Sergei came to tell her he was going out to look at the local men’s machines – and, no doubt, she thought, to show off his own.  She smiled and let him kiss her cheek.

When he was gone, she started to drift toward the refreshment table.  She was thirsty, and besides, it afforded the best view in the room.  Lost in watching and thinking, she was startled when a male voice just behind her shoulder said, “Would you care for something to drink?”

Lin started to decline politely, but then she realized whose voice it was and whirled around, eyes wide.  “General!  Oh, thank you, sir. May I get you something, too, sir?”

He laughed, a low, pleasant sound.  “No, I’ll get it.  The gentleman always serves the lady, not vice versa.  Besides, I offered.”

Before she could protest, he walked the few feet toward the refreshment table.  All night, after the receiving line, she had watched him circulate among the crowd, talking courteously with officers both from the base and the camp.  She’d also seen him speak to a few women, including the striking Tani; all of them, Tani included, seemed as frightened as she suddenly felt.  What did you say to a general?  How did you make him happy?  As he returned, he made a slight bow as he handed over her drink; suddenly she remembered his mocking nod, and she decided she would just play along with him.  As always, her strange ability to flow with the moment served her well.

“Thank you, kind sir,” she said gravely, accepting the drink with a dead-on imitation of the v-romance heroines she’d loved as a girl.

Kolkholov looked amused, and offered his glass to hers in a toast.  “To us,” he said, smiling.

“I should warn you, sir, that if you’re under the impression that I’m a lady, you are mistaken,” Lin responded with an answering smile.

“And as the cliché goes, I’m no gentleman.  Now that we’ve got that out of the way, would you care to dance?”

“Yes, very much,” she replied, and they set down their drinks.  He gathered her into his arms and swept her onto the dance floor.  The music was slow, and he gracefully pulled her to him; her head came to the middle of his chest.

“What was your name again?” he asked from above her.  

She liked the way his chest vibrated against her as he spoke, but the question made her instantly wary.  She forced herself to relax again, and purred, “What name do you like?”  Americans were not officially permitted names; while Sergei had brazenly introduced her, she couldn’t do the same without risking punishment.

Kolkholov laughed, which resonated deeply in his chest.  “I rather like Anya.  Still, I think I recall that Sergei Sergeich called you Lin.  Is that correct?”

Surprised, she snuggled a little closer and said yes.

He was an excellent dancer, and a clever conversationalist.  By the time the dance was over, she knew she wanted to keep her arms around him all night.  He seemed to share that opinion, for when they went to reclaim their drinks, he made no move to leave her.  “What has happened to Sergei Sergeich?  Certainly he wouldn’t leave you here alone?”

“To be snatched up a wolf like you?” she asked lightly, and he rewarded her with a smile.  “No.  He went to look at some cars and bikes.  He’ll be back soon.”

“Too bad,” the general said, looking into her eyes.  

“Are you here alone?”  Lin, emboldened by his manner, risked a question.

“Yes.”  He continued to hold her eyes with his.  “Do you know, none of the other girls I spoke to could manage to choke out a coherent answer to my questions, let alone dare to ask me one.  Don’t look alarmed.  I won’t hurt you.  I like you.  I like the way you dance.  I like the way you look.  You don’t look like a five-dollar whore.  Where did you learn all that?”

“Something my dad always taught me – you’ve got to look like you’re worth the money if you expect to get it.”  Perhaps because his question caught her off guard, Lin simply told the truth.

Instead of laughing, the general looked at her speculatively then nodded.  “Yes.  You play like you expect to get what you want – top dollar.  The other girls don’t know what they want.”  As quickly as his serious mood came, it lifted.  “Since your escort has not yet reappeared, would you dance with me again?  You’re the most interesting thing I’ve encountered so far at this party, and I don’t want some other wolf to catch you!”

They danced several more numbers, and he continued to alternate among serious and mocking and seductive.  He complimented her on her Russian, made her laugh at his observations about various people watching them, and then suddenly caught her by the right wrist. “You’re the troublemaker girl that everyone talks about,” he said quite abruptly.

Startled, she stopped dancing.  “Yes.  Well, I don’t know if everyone talks about me…”

“I have to say that didn’t notice the band until now, and I didn’t connect the name.  Most of the reports I read identify prisoners by number.”  His expression was puzzled, and his eyes seemed to bore into her.  “You’re not what I had pictured.  I’ve read about your capture, and about your conduct – or perhaps I should say ‘misconduct’ – at the camp.  I’ve even thought I should meet you.  Well.  This is a very interesting evening.”

Lin tried to follow what he’d said and what he’d meant, but she couldn’t quite grasp it.  “You’ve read about me?” she finally asked lamely.

“Yes.  Romanov was really quite intrigued with you, which caught my attention.”  At the mention of Romanov’s name, she turned pale.  “I see you remember him, as well.  In any event, I flagged your number in the deluge of reports from the camp.  If there were six of me, I couldn’t read them all.  But I’ve read all that pertain to you.”  

“All?”

“All the important ones.  And having met you, I would have to disagree with the Camp Director’s assessment of you as harmless.”

“You would?”  Lin was still struggling to keep up with sudden turn the conversation had taken.  She felt like a fool parroting him, but she was stunned.  He, a general, had taken the time to read about her?  He wanted to meet her?  She felt sick; maybe her darkest thoughts weren’t as secret as she hoped.

“As intriguing and pleasant as I find your company, my dear, I wouldn’t turn my back on you in a dark room,” he said, pulling the conversation back toward their teasing banter as he pulled her back into the dance.  “Fortunately, I don’t think I’ll have that chance.”

After a few minutes, his casual charm made her forget the strange interlude.  The general took her along with him as he went back to circulating among the guests.  Lin noticed that several of Sergei’s friends were watching with clear disapproval.  But she didn’t care.  The general was charming and fun; he made it plain that he wanted her by his side, and she wasn’t going to leave him to sit in a corner to make Sergei’s friends happy.  However, when Sergei returned, she expected that the general would send her back to him.  Instead, his flirtation became more pronounced, his touch more possessive.  She felt torn, seeing the Sergei’s puzzlement turn to hurt and anger.  Then she just let herself be swept along in the general’s wake, basking in the unfamiliar sensation of power, knowing that one of the most powerful men in the entire area was by her side.

When Sergei finally confronted them, he had to struggle to be polite to the general. “General, may I have a word with you, please?” 

Lin could see he’d had too much to drink, and she wanted to stop him before he said or did anything he’d regret.  She pulled away from Kolkholov, who had been walking with his arm linked through hers, and threw herself in front of Sergei.  “Sergei, please, I can explain!”

Sergei looked like he wanted to knock her out of the way, but he hesitated.  Always too soft-hearted, she thought, looking at his tormented eyes.  He said unsteadily, “Leave it alone, Lin.  It’s him I want to talk to right now.”

“What did you want to discuss, Sergei Sergeich?” the general asked coolly, surveying the situation without any trace of emotion.

“You’ve been acting like this girl is with you, sir.  She came with me.  And I intend that she will leave with me.”

“I’ve merely been enjoying her company.  Clearly she intends to leave with you as well.  You see whose side she ran to.  Besides, although your girl is quite amusing, she’s not worth two officers fighting, is she?”  Kolkholov’s tone left no room for doubt; although he phrased it as a question, his final comment was an admonition.

Lin felt cold.  The general had calmly dismissed her as nothing at all, as “amusing” but completely valueless.  She had actually liked him for the last few hours, had actually been swept away by the warm feelings of the evening; that he could so easily dismiss her shocked her.  She stared at him, and he returned her stare unflinchingly, but without either the humor or attraction his eyes – she was sure! – had held before.  Reluctantly, she turned back to Sergei, who snapped, in response to the general’s question, “No.  Of course not.”  Grabbing her arm tightly, he said to Kolkholov, “We’ll be going then, sir.  Thank you for inviting me.  It has been an enlightening evening.  And, sir – please accept my regret that I must decline your offer of place on your staff.”  Sergei’s manners were impeccable, but the ice in his tone was unmistakable. Kolkholov nodded unconcernedly, said, “Send a message to my aide,” and turned back to the dwindling crowd.

In Sergei’s car, he turned on her angrily, “What the hell were you doing?  I asked you to get him to notice you, not to seduce him!”

Lin stared out the window into the black and frigid night.  She felt as empty inside as the night was outside.  This was the end of the fight they’d had when he’d asked her to move in with him.  He didn’t see it, because he had never understood why she’d been angry that night.  Now she wasn’t angry, just cold and remote. She sighed.  “What else was I going to do?  He wanted me.  You weren’t there.  By the time you came back, he didn’t want to let go of me.  He’s a general.  You’re a lieutenant.  He ranks you.  Just like you rank all the enlisted men you scared away who used to screw me back at the camp.  What do you want from me?”

“I thought I wanted you.  I thought you really cared about me.”  Sergei’s voice was tight.

“I’m a slave, Sergei.  You want me to love you?  Maybe I do.  But it doesn’t mean anything.  I’ll always be looking for the best offer.  I’ll always go with the man who has the most power.  And why shouldn’t I?  You said yourself, you can’t marry me.  You can’t take me home to be the next Mrs. Sikorski.  When the time comes for that, you’re going to leave me.  Yeah, I know – sadly, regretfully, but still you’ll leave.  You want me to give my heart and soul to you, knowing that.  You don’t even see how twisted that is, how much it says about how you really think about me.  Well, I won’t do it.  I won’t let you make my heart just another thing you can own for as long as it suits you.  You can go straight to hell.”  Her voice stayed flat as she spoke, and Sergei looked at her as if he’d never seen her before.

“You haven’t got a heart to give, even if you wanted to,” he said just as quietly.  His anger was gone, replaced by a sad longing for the illusions he’d almost wished into reality.  “You let me see what I wanted to see; you gave me something to cling to when I was lonely.  But you just saw security.  You never saw me.” He shook his head.  “I guess I don’t belong here.  I keep thinking things are like they are at home, and I keep getting burned.  You’re as cold as the night, and about as compassionate.”

It was the first poetic thing Sergei had ever said, as far as Lin knew.  Her heart ached; she did have one, and while what she’d said to Sergei was true, he was wrong about her.  She was cold now, but she had loved him.  For it to hurt this much, there must have been something there.   If she just wanted security, if it was all an act – then she’d damn well be acting now, kissing up to him, telling him the lies he wanted to hear.  Anything to get out of the workcamp.  But she couldn’t do it.  Instead, she retreated into herself, into the darkness at the core of her being.  Damn Sergei, then.  He’d betrayed her, just like her mother.  He’d hurt her, just like the other Russian bastards.  He was as bad as any of them.  He deserved to die, slowly and horribly.  She stared out the window the rest of the way to the camp, lost in bloody fantasies and safe from the pain she might have felt.  

When they arrived back at the Officers’ Quarters, she walked like a zombie to his room and stripped herself of the fancy clothes and jewelry without a word or visible emotion.  Sergei watched in silence.  When she was naked before him, she said coldly, “So.  Do you want me tonight?  Can I buy a night in your clean, warm bed with my body?  Or should I put my rags back on so you can take me back and lock me in with my cold, filthy straw mattress?”  Her eyes on his were strange, frightening; he shuddered.  

“Get dressed.  Don’t forget the coat.  It’s yours; I told you that earlier.”

“You’re too generous,” she said as she dressed, just as mechanically as she’d stripped.  “Really, Sergei.  You know how to spoil a girl.  A coat.  When it’s going to be five fucking degrees and we have no heat.  Your kindness is just unbelievable.”

“Stop it,” he said hollowly.  

“Yes, sir,” she replied.  But she was dressed and ready to go, so he just ignored her and opened the door, motioning her to go out first.  

Neither one of them said another word until he unlocked the door to her barracks.  Then she put her arms around his neck and kissed him with a passion that he couldn’t imagine was simulated.  So her words, when they broke for air, startled him: “I hope your life is a living hell, Sergei.  I hope you always have to wonder whether the woman you finally deem worthy of your name really cares about you, or whether she’s faking the most intimate of pleasures.  I hope you never again trust yourself to know if someone’s passion for you is real.  Good-bye, Sergei.”  And she slipped inside, leaving him shivering outside, though not from the cold.  He knew he could drag her out and make her pay for her words, but it would be pointless: her final words would echo in his mind, no matter how much he might be able to hurt her.  He stared at the closed door for fully a minute, then turned and trudged back into the darkness.

Ivan Kolkholov considered it a stroke of good fortune to have met the troublemaker girl.  It was a disappointment to lose Sikorski over her, but there were plenty of other promising young lieutenants out there.  He counted the loss as a minor price for the information he’d gained.  As the head of the Security Division at what was shaping up to be a major base, he had almost unlimited power; certainly he could just have sent for the girl, but she would have been frightened and defensive.  At the party, after she got over the fact that he was a general, she had been neither.  In fact, he had truly enjoyed her company.  Unlike most people he met of any nationality, she had returned his rather offbeat humor in kind.  She was unsophisticated, sure – but she had read him right and played the evening as well as many a trained agent.

Like many top Russian officers, Kolkholov had studied and spent extensive time in the United States on Earth.  Moreover, on Ceti, he had been a military observer at Eden for a few years and part of the ambassadorial detachment to the World Council, which had been based in Central.  He was no stranger Americans, and he had no particular sense of his own people’s natural superiority.  He was one of the many officers who had worked actively to derail the Plan long before the Takeover was consummated.  He made no secret of any of these things; they had not hurt his career simply because his behavior as an officer was exemplary, and he was very good at his chosen field, which was espionage – and lately, counterespionage.  

Kolkholov himself was not a spy, though he had been one.  However, he knew how to assemble and place a network of people to achieve his goals. He could be ruthless if he had to be; he was not at all afraid of shedding blood to attain an objective, whether it was the blood of his operatives or of those working against him.  Not that he ever let his people get hurt if there was any way to avoid it.  The loyalty of his staff to him was legendary.  He had a reputation within Security as someone who could get the job done, no matter what the job.  Thus his assignment to this base, which had not yet been formally named, but was tentatively referred to as Chornoi Criski (Black Cross), for the railroad line intersection it guarded.  He was to make sure that the rail and air hubs operated smoothly, that the developing Resistance movement and the various uncoordinated acts of sabotage did not affect the orderly movement of goods across Central.  He was not in charge of the base, which had other missions as well; he was a minor and newly created general with a very specific assignment.

The fact that Kolkholov didn’t automatically dismiss the Americans as scum or vermin incapable of rational action actually worked in his favor.  Unlike the Director of the work camp, for instance, Kolkholov was sure that at least some of the camp prisoners were capable of resistance; as long as they kept it within the camp, it was none of his business.  However, with prisoners being used as slave labor in the transportation complex – and eventually, he was sure, throughout the town – they were his concern.  The troublemakers in particular interested him.  From a purely operational perspective, he didn’t understand their existence.  If they were really considered potentially dangerous, they should have been killed; if they were not, why give them special treatment?  Even negative attention conveyed a certain kind of status, and from what he’d heard, the girl in particular was something of a celebrity.

Perhaps Mikhail Romanov’s upcoming visit would be a good thing, Kolkholov thought.  Romanov was a depraved brute, but he had amazing instincts about what made people tick.  Romanov was already making a name for himself as an expert interrogator, even though there probably weren’t more than a handful of Americans worth interrogating in the entire Region.  Scores of unfortunate individuals who tried to resist openly had been captured and tortured as suspected spies or Resistance operatives.  Romanov enjoyed the work, but more than that, he was almost preternaturally effective.  Kolkholov, who didn’t enjoy that part of his job at all, was also good at it; he knew that Romanov’s success was as much attributable to his grasp of psychology as it was to his inhuman creativity in inflicting pain.  Romanov had brought in the troublemaker girl, and though his log notes were sketchy, they indicated that he had seen something unusual in her.  Kolkholov had many more important things to discuss with him, but if there was time, perhaps he’d bring up the girl.  

Lin was sullen and withdrawn the next several days.  As time passed, her feelings for Sergei solidified into black hatred.  She hoped that he would go back home to find a fire or storm had destroyed his whole family and their farm.  If not that, maybe he would get run over by a tractor or crushed slowly to death in a rock slide.  She was so consumed with her thoughts that she almost forgot about what she’d told Patrick weeks ago, about coming up with a plan to use her access to poisonous cleaning chemicals in conjunction with the boys’ work at the rail complex.  A strange combination of circumstances at the Officers’ Club reminded her and gave her a chance to test her belief that the cleaning supplies were poisonous.

One night, as she was sweltering over the steaming dishwashing machine, rinsing plates and glasses before loading them, one of the waitresses dashed in, left her tray on the table, and bolted outside.  Lin heard her throwing up outside the door; she had no idea why, but she looked with interest at the abandoned tray.  It contained a bottle of vodka and four glasses.  The cook, who was Russian, also heard the waitress retching outside, and he went to see what was wrong with her.  That left Lin alone in the kitchen – with a bottle of vodka obviously intended for the officers.  Quickly, listening to be sure that the cook and the waitress were staying put, she poured a cupful of a clear liquid used to scrub the floors into the vodka bottle.  She shook it, then poured out enough of the contents so that the level matched the previous level.  She always wore gloves to do the dishes, so she knew there would be no incriminating fingerprints.  She sniffed the bottle; the slight alcohol smell of the vodka was all that was evident.  

When the waitress came in, followed by the cook, she looked terrible.  “What’s the matter?” asked Lin, from her station by the sink.

“They had me doing shots,” she said in a slurry voice.  “Guess I did too many.”

“Oh.  Too bad,” Lin said without much compassion.  Generally the waitresses, who were just prisoners like her, acted like she was some kind of lower being because she was a troublemaker and because she had to wash dishes instead of waiting on the officers and entertaining them.  Of course it was all Sergei’s fault that she had to wash dishes, Lin thought, feeling a twinge of anger that the waitress got to have fun and drink with the guys – served her right she got sick.  Sergei hadn’t wanted her to go around topless in front of his friends and sit on their laps and dance for them and… She realized she had broken a glass.  The drunk waitress and the cook were both looking at her. “Damn,” she swore in Russian.  The cook called her a clumsy cunt and told her to clean it up, but he didn’t hit her.  The waitress laughed shrilly and picked up her tray, heading back out into the club.

Less than five minutes later, the sound of shouts and chairs being pushed back abruptly and many feet running announced that the vodka bottle had served its purpose.  The cook ran out of the kitchen to see what was going on, and Lin just kept on washing dishes.  When the cook and a group of officers rushed in, she looked up, surprised.  The men were all wild-eyed, staring around the kitchen as if they expected to find it full of saboteurs.  Lin let her own eyes get wide in fear as they came toward her.  She cringed against the steel sink.  “Did you see anyone in here a few minutes ago?” one asked.  

“Just the cook, sir – and Mira came through on her way to puke,” Lin said in a frightened whisper.  The men had their laser pistols drawn, and she didn’t intend to become a target.

“No one else?  Did anyone come in from over there?” he indicated a door that led to a galley-style pantry that also opened into a hallway in the Officers’ Quarters.  The others were already searching the pantry, looking under things in the kitchen, even poking into the walk-in refrigeration unit.

“I don’t think so, sir,” she said, “but I’ve been washing the dishes.  I didn’t go out to see Mira puke.  I guess somebody could’ve come in that way without me seeing them.”  It was true, and she gave thanks for the pantry; it deflected suspicion from her very neatly. She hadn’t thought of that, and she’d had expected that they would figure out she had poisoned the vodka.  It hit her like a club: she’d been willing (maybe hoping?) to get herself killed.  Stupid, she thought, keeping her face a blank of confused fear.  Seeing the chaos one small act of sabotage had caused, a larger plan was starting to take shape.  No reason to settle for poisoning a few officers when there was so much more that could be done.

The cook confirmed that it was possible she wouldn’t have seen or heard anyone sneaking into the kitchen; he said she was either deaf or prone to daydreaming, and he often had to yell even when he was standing right next to her to get her attention.  That seemed to close the investigation as it concerned her, and the officers continued their search, ignoring her.  One spoke into a radio, telling others to secure the area.  

When they had moved out of the kitchen, Lin waited for a minute or so, then very timidly asked the cook, “What’s going on, sir?”  

Lex, the cook, didn’t seem to mind that she’d asked him a question.  He wasn’t an officer or even a soldier; he was one of the Russian dregs of society that had been swept up in the tide of the Takeover.  He wasn’t very smart, but he could cook.  And every Russian preferred the thought of another Russian handling his food rather than an American – fears of poisoning were much more common than the reality.  Lex was pleased to have a pretty girl call him “sir,” and he was even more pleased to know what was happening, for a change.  “That stupid girl Mira did a shot with that bottle of vodka she took in, and she fell down, out cold.  Nobody thought anything about it, after the way she was sick before.  So the guys each poured a shot of their own, and when they drank ‘em, they started choking and saying it burned and rolling on the floor and shit.  That’s what we heard.”  He paused, his little eyes in his piggy face glittering.  Lin didn’t want to push, so she waited until he continued.  “Anyway, one of the captains or something must’ve figured out what happened, and he grabs the bottle, sniffs, and takes a tiny sip.  Spit it out on the floor.  ‘Poison!’ he says, and then we all run back in here.”  Lex glared at her.  “You didn’t have nothing to do with it, did you, girl?”

Lin’s eyes were still wide and terrified.  She shook her head vigorously, as if too frightened even to speak.

Lex laughed roughly.  “Nah, wouldn’t make sense.  I saw you get whipped that time you had that – what was it? – piece a metal or something.  Don’t think after that you’d have any guts to try something this stupid.  Too bad you ain’t a little more observant.  Maybe you’d get a medal or something if you saw who did it and helped catch ‘em.”  He laughed again.  “You better not be lyin’ about not seein’ anybody.  They’ll want to talk to you more about it later, and if you’re lyin’, it’ll be bad for you, especially since you got that green band.  Now get back to those dishes!”

Since no one was in the mood for more food or drink, she soon had the dishes done.  No one was available to take her back to her barracks, so she sat on a pail of detergent and thought.  Lex, who was taking advantage of the break from his cooking duties and the excitement among the officers to mingle with them in the club, occasionally poked his head in to tell her to do some work, but she ignored him.  

From Patrick, Lin had learned that goods flowed through the rail complex from all over Central.  Some of them were just being shuttled around internally, but some were being sent to the airport to be flown to South.  Much of the goods were agricultural products of various kinds.  The kind that interested her right now was anything involving liquid, especially small containers of it that might be carried by laborers like her troublemaker boys.  For her scheme to work, the containers had to be small; she would only be able to steal small amounts of poison, and the boys would only be able to carry small amounts with them to work.  Fortunately no one searched them on the way in.  The small amounts of poison would only be able to contaminate small batches of stuff – but what stuff?  It also had to be something that wasn’t too tightly sealed, something that could quickly and easily be tampered with.

Also, she would have to have Patrick make sure that the stuff, whatever it was, was shipped to very different places.  And she would have to be careful not to do too much all at once.  Ideally, the outbreaks of poisoning would be so far apart in space and time that no one would connect them, let along connect them with the transportation complex or the slave laborers.  

As she thought, Lin gradually hit on the idea of poisoning juice.  Patrick had mentioned that a juice processing plant just south of where they were had been shipping a lot of stuff lately – tomato juice, made with the fruits of their labor this summer, orange juice from some orchards even further south, grape juice from the west.  Patrick had noticed the juice shipments because they were some of the few processed goods being transported; the Russians apparently viewed Central as being useful for agricultural production, not for processing or refining its raw output.  The juice plant was an exception, and, if she understood what the Settler boys told her about growing seasons, it would probably be in operation all year round, making use of fruits with different seasons.  Even in the winter, stored fruit could be made into juice – and if the Russians had invested in a plant and recruited slaves to run it, they wouldn’t want it to stand idle.  Lin wasn’t sure how the juice was packed, but she thought Patrick mentioned something about primitive canning methods.  Maybe it would fit her needs.

Finally, Lex came back in the kitchen, looking both grim and self-important. “The girl Mira died at the infirmary.  Two of the three men who drank the stuff have burns down their throats and in their stomachs, but they’ll make it.  The other one is probably gonna die, too, they say.  Sounds like whatever was in their musta been really strong in his glass.  Poor bastard – burned a hole right through his stomach and into his gut.  Whoever did this is really gonna pay, let me tell you.”

Lin was shocked – and exhilarated.  For all her dreams and fantasies about killing people, she hadn’t actually done it since she’d been captured, months ago.  Death by acid burning through your gut was not even a thought she’d had, though it appealed to her, and she knew it would turn up in future fantasies.  She wondered if Mira ought to count in her tally of revenge killings.  She ventured another question to Lex.  “Please, sir.  Do you know who the men were?”

“Why do you care?”  He looked suspicious.

“I know some of them, sir.”  She blushed and looked at the floor.

Lex snorted.  “Ya screwed some of ‘em, ya mean.  OK.  The two in the hospital are Yannov and Kiernov.  The one that they say is gonna die is Yuri Valentin.”

Lin covered her face, conflicting feelings suddenly boiling within her.  Yuri Valentin wasn’t even really an officer – he was the sergeant who had been among her lovers before Sergei had scared them all off.  He was a kind man, an older man who said little but treated her with a surprising amount of kindness and compassion.  And Dmitri Yannov, though not one of her lovers, was a good friend of Sergei’s and had even donated his racing bike to help save her life.  

“Knew ‘em, eh?”  Lex said quietly.  “They was a good buncha guys.  I hope they catch the bastard who did it and fry his ass.”

Lin nodded, too overwhelmed to say anything.  She stared at the floor and tried to bully herself into feeling happy again about the success of her little experiment.  Two dead, two injured, all with no fingers pointing at her.  And the three afflicted Russians were all suffering, just as she’d always hoped to make them suffer.  That she knew them shouldn’t make any difference.  They would all betray her just like Sergei if she let them get too close.  They were all murdering, raping bastards who deserved what they got and more.  Even the nicest of them had committed atrocities during the Takeover – or even here in the camp – that more than outweighed whatever kindness they’d shown her.  Still, she couldn’t regain the rush of victory.  It was probably just as well; when they questioned her, as they inevitably would, she wouldn’t be even a little tempted to gloat.

Mikhail Romanov always enjoyed visiting Ivan Kolkholov.  Unlike the many officers who had very recently come to admire Romanov and his unique skills, Ivan was an old acquaintance.  Perhaps even a friend.  Vanya was older by several years, but he, too, was fascinated by psychology, especially the psychology of torture – or so it seemed to Romanov.   Even before the Takeover, way before Vanya became a general, they had been able to talk about things that most people found repulsive.  The key difference between them, Romanov thought as he approached Vanya’s new office in the spectacular new base, was that Vanya was a decent man at heart – he was absolutely unsentimental, and he didn’t flinch from doing what needed to be done, but he never let himself take any pleasure from the work itself.  To Vanya, the end was what justified the means; to Romanov, the end was something determined by others, for which he had very little use.  He reveled in the means of getting there – the more brutal and degrading for the victim, the better for him.  Still, he and Vanya had always been able to talk, and Vanya wasn’t some clinging moron who only wanted to know him because he was suddenly famous.  Of all the stops he was scheduled to make on his way across Central, this one was the one he looked forward to.

At Vanya’s office, an aide received him courteously and offered him a comfortable chair.  Even this, the outer part of the office, was magnificent.  Old Vanya had certainly done well for himself with this promotion.  Romanov sat down where he could watch both doors – to the corridor from which he’d come and to the inner office.  One of the many prices of fame – the need to watch your back no matter where you were.  

“Mikhail!”  Ivan Kolkholov’s tall slender form filled the inner office door suddenly.  “Come in.  There are some people I’d like you to meet.”  Romanov let himself be ushered into a small warren of conference rooms and offices – the general’s inner sanctum, he supposed.  As the made their way inward, Vanya introduced him to various members of his staff, to whom Romanov paid little attention.  Anyone whom Vanya really wanted him to notice would be at the meeting.

The group assembled in the small and opulent conference room near the end of the inner hall was small, as he’d expected.  Vanya wasn’t the type to try to impress him with a huge “core” staff, as some of the other Heads of Security insisted on doing.  This group of four officers was impressive enough; most of them he knew at least by reputation.  Vanya made the necessary introductions, and they settled down to talk about security at the base.  Romanov was something of a security consultant, as well as a freelance interrogator, and the Commanding General, Vladimir Andropov, had asked him to make the rounds of Central to see who was doing what, and why, and how it was working.  He knew he wouldn’t find anything amiss here, under Vanya; Vanya could have taught him or anyone else tricks of the trade.  So he mainly listened and nodded, and thought about his main reasons for coming.

First of course was the chance to spend some time with Vanya.  Vanya never made him feel like a freak or a monster – or a celebrity, for that matter.  And that would be a welcome change; he looked forward to a few days of peace before continuing his journey.  Second was the chance to see how his little American long-term experiment in trauma survival was doing.  It had been almost a year now since he’d captured the slight blond girl and decided in a fit of caprice to let her live.  He hadn’t had time to come back and play since then; he rarely thought about her, but when he did, he got a very pleasant feeling in his groin.  He’d had lots of girls since then, but none who had that indescribable combination of fear and ferocity.  He thought, as the meeting droned on, of her bright green eyes just before he left her; far from being broken and defeated, she had looked like she wanted to go another round with him – and like she intended to win.  He hoped she hadn’t been too much trouble for the camp people; he hoped even more that she was still alive.  He knew that if she was, she was going to be just as much fun this time around.

When he and Vanya finally had a chance to talk privately, much later in the evening, Romanov asked about the girl.  “You may remember I mentioned a girl I brought into the prison camp near here.  I believe she is the only troublemaker girl at any of the camps.  Have you heard anything about her?”

Kolkholov knew by the strange brightness in Romanov’s eyes that this wasn’t idle curiosity, and he cursed his bad luck.  While he had hoped to ask Romanov a few things about the girl, he really hadn’t counted on Romanov’s continued interest in her.  “Yes.  She’s had a few minor run-ins with the camp.  Got a pretty bad beating a while back for finding a metal file in a field and concealing it.  Fortunately for her, she had some friends at the camp who helped her out.”

“So she’s still alive?”  Romanov leaned forward eagerly.

“Yes.  And until recently she had a young lieutenant for a protector.  He brought her to one of the functions at the base.  I enjoyed her company for most of the evening.  She’s an interesting creature.”  Kolkholov’s blue eyes met Romanov’s surprised gray ones.  “I’m not sure I’d want her for a full-time mistress, but I’ve been curious about your initial report and observations about her for some time. I’m glad we have a chance to talk.”

“She is under your protection, then?”  Romanov was disappointed; he sank back into his chair.  This was an unexpected development.  Vanya was one of the few men he knew who had never tried to take advantage of his position in any way with regard to women.  But conditions had changed rapidly, and Vanya had always been good at adapting.  Certainly, he wouldn’t be able to have his fun with the girl if Vanya fancied her….

“No, not yet.”  Vanya smiled, and even Romanov, who considered him almost a friend, didn’t notice that the smile didn’t quite match the expression behind his eyes.  “I’m not trying to deny you your fun, Mikhail.  In fact, I’m interested to know what you saw in her, why you kept her alive.  Why she’s the only girl troublemaker.”  Then he added, as if just thinking of it.  “Still, I guess I’d rather you didn’t do anything too permanent with her.  You know.  Just in case I am interested.”

“Oh.  Sure.”  Romanov relaxed, and a chilling smile crossed his face.  “I’ll give you my word, Vanya.  I won’t do anything a few weeks in the hospital can’t fix.”  Kolkholov nodded, the deal made.  “OK, so what did I see in her?  Hmmm.  I’ve been thinking about that all afternoon.  No offense to your people who ran the meeting.  But she haunts me.  Hard to pin down just why.  She fought back – but lots of them do.  I’m sure you find that in your interrogations, too.”  Another nod.  “It was more that she didn’t just fight because she was desperate and scared and hurt.  She was all that, but there was more.  Like she hated me before I even touched her.  Like she wanted to slice me open and eat my heart raw.  Like she’d be damn good at the work herself, if she was on our side, you know?”  Romanov paused, trying to put the elusive something that had been giving him a minor hard-on all afternoon into words.  “When we were done with her, I thought she’d just be gone, just zombied out like most of the other girls I had during the recruiting.  But she wasn’t.  She listened to me, and I swear that if she could have managed it, even then she would have killed us all and not quickly, either.  It goes beyond just wishing, too.  I get the feeling she would do it, if she ever got the chance.  Good thing they got that file away from her before she got a chance to use it!  She could’ve put holes in half the camp before they stopped her.”

“Yes.  When I met her, I had the same impression.  We were at a social function, but there was something about her that just wasn’t as soft and innocent as she would’ve liked me to believe.  Something, if you don’t mind me saying so, that reminds me of you.”  Being with Romanov, Kolkholov realized that was exactly what he had been trying to put his finger on about the girl.  There was a ruthlessness in her that went beyond sanity; he had felt, being with her, just as he did now with Romanov.  That just beneath the surface there were things you didn’t want to talk about in the light of day, that you definitely did not want to get on the wrong side of that inner monster.  

Romanov laughed.  “I think that’s it.  And that’s why I want to visit her again.  I want to break her.  I want to take that hardness inside her and shatter it into a million pieces.  I want her to know that I’m her master.  It’s a challenge.  This girl will fight me, and when I win, it will be that much sweeter.”  His eyes glittered.

“Well, you can message the Camp Director from here and ask that she not be sent on work detail tomorrow.  But remember, you gave me your word – nothing that can’t be fixed.  Don’t forget!”  Kolkholov managed to keep his tone light, and the conversation shifted to other things.  He hoped that his sense of the girl was accurate, and that – as the cliché went – whatever didn’t kill her would simply make her stronger.  She was in for a terrible day with Romanov, but after that – he would just have to see how things went.  She was just what he’d been looking for in many ways, and if she survived Romanov a second time with her strange sense of ruthlessness intact, he’d have uses for her.  

All in all, Lin thought with satisfaction as she lay on her bunk sketching, things were turning out very well.  She’d gotten through the interrogation over the poisonings without much trouble.  No one really suspected her, and they’d gone on chasing the shadows of the person they were sure must’ve sneaked in through the pantry door.  Over the next few weeks, she’d come up with a way to steal and transport the poison from the kitchen to the boys, and then with the boys to the rail complex.  Fortunately, one of the female guards they had sometimes in the evening was fairly sympathetic to the needs to a young woman, and she’d let Lin borrow a needle and thread to patch some of her clothes.  Of course the guard was very careful to make sure that she got the needle back, especially given Lin’s reputation – but by then Lin had managed to sew several rough pouches out of the rubberized shell of a raincoat Sergei had given her.  They weren’t perfect, but they could be worn inconspicuously under clothes, and they could hold liquid; she’d tested one just a few days ago, bringing some poison home with her. It was hidden between her straw mattress and the frame of the bed. She wasn’t going to use it all at once, but when she was done, Boris’s dog Volk was going to be dead.  Patrick had also proved adept at negotiating the nets, as she knew he would be.  He could easily find shipments that met their needs, so that when they were ready, the plan could be put in place.  Even better, he’d found, on his own, that he could write and let loose troublesome little programs that disrupted shipping all over Central.  As she had guessed, the supervision was light at best, and Patrick had a virtual free hand.

And now, for some reason, she had been relieved of work duty for the day.  She had thought at first that Sergei might have wanted to see her one last time.  She’d heard, from the occasional man who now came to see her at night, that he was going back home, and she wondered if he wanted to say good-bye on better terms than they had parted.  But when no one came, she had gotten more and more restless – first pacing the narrow confines of the coop, then staring out into the winter grayness, and finally sketching with the pencil and paper her new Russian friend Merek had given her.  She had always loved to draw, though she had done it before the Takeover with an electronic pen and her computer screen.  It was a lot easier to erase and to clean up the image that way, but there was a certain satisfaction to seeing a picture come to life with the primitive paper-and-pencil arrangement. Only, poor Merek wasn’t all that bright: the pencil was at least as good a weapon as the file she’d paid so dearly for having that day in the field.  She loved the smooth sharpness of it as much as she loved the sketching it made possible.

Merek loved her drawings, which were never of things around the camp.  He hated it as much as she did, especially now that winter had settled in.  Lin knew she was extremely fortunate to have Russian friends who made sure she had enough to eat – which meant that the boys weren’t starving, either – and some warm clothes to keep the chill at bay.  Even with the lighter work schedule, deaths in the camp were at an all-time high, mainly from inadequate nutrition or exposure, or a combination of the two.  So her imagination didn’t find much in the grim surroundings to serve as a model; instead, she drew fanciful images of horses and unicorns and pegasi.  For the latter two, she had no name, and no intellectual frame of reference – her education, such as it had been before the Takeover, had not dealt with the ancient myths of Earth.  The figures she drew just looked right somehow.

Today, she was drawing a winged unicorn.  Its delicate legs stretched out as if galloping over the clouds, but the powerful wings were clearly the driving force.  It was a graceful, beautiful figure, but its horn was rendered as sharply and menacingly as a sword.  Maybe that’s what I like about these things, she mused as she corrected the angle of the upper wing.  They’re so small and pretty that everybody thinks the horn is just for show.  But I bet they’d do a great job goring anybody who tried to mess with them.  She smiled to herself as the picture seemed to come alive, the flying unicorn suddenly confronting a human figure – a male human figure in the black uniform of the Russian Interplanetary Army.  The Russian would want the flying horse-thing, of course.  They wanted everything, thought everything worth having belonged to them….  He’d think he could just reach out and grab it by its long, silky, white mane.  But no!  The horse-thing would fly up, and that horn would slice into the man before he even knew what was happening.  He’d go for his gun, of course, but the horse-thing would be above him and around him, its wings beating him, its hoofs pounding him, its horn slicing him!  He’d be so surprised that he wouldn’t even know at first what was happening.  He’d be dying in a puddle of his own blood before –

The sound of the door being unlocked brought her out of her fantasy.  

“Prisoner!  Come to attention!”  It wasn’t one of the usual guards who called for her.  Feeling apprehensive, she put the tablet under her bed, but slid the pencil up the sleeve of her ragged sweater.  She quickly walked toward the door and stood at attention, waiting.

The soldier who had called had the red lightning bolt at his collar that showed he was part of the Security Division.  For a second, she wondered if the general from the base had decided to take an interest in her.  Then a vision out of her nightmares and fantasies of revenge walked through the door with a blast of frigid air.  The air was nothing to the chill Lin felt, though.  Mikhail Romanov.  Here.  Her eyes were wide in surprise and pure terror as he closed the door and casually brushed a few flecks of snow from his long black greatcoat.

He grinned at her.  “Zdrastvoy, Lena.  You’re still a little undersized, but otherwise you look well.”  He made a motion with his head to the other man, then went on.  “Hasn’t anyone here taught you manners?  When an officer enters the room, you kneel before him, until he tells you to rise.”  It was a custom she’d heard about, but it was little used in the informality of the camp.  As he spoke, the other man made a grab for her, probably, she supposed, to make her comply with Romanov’s command.  

Lin twisted away, quicker than either Russian expected.  Damned if she would kneel willingly to that monster!  She was confused and frightened, but it didn’t seem to her that Romanov was going to let her live a second time.  If all her hopes and dreams of revenge were going to end here, she was at least going to put up a fight.  Before they could catch her, she flung herself at Romanov.  That was the last thing he expected, and his momentary confusion gave her a chance to get the pencil into her fist and drive it toward his face.  It didn’t gouge his eye as she had hoped, but it did tear into his cheek.  With a small sound – more surprise than pain – he caught her arm in an iron grip.  By then, the other man had her other arm and quickly wrapped his forearm around her neck in a choke-hold.  They had her, and she knew it, but she kept kicking and squirming until the pressure on her neck robbed her of her strength.  Romanov slowly forced her arm with the pencil down, then just as slowly began to twist her wrist; the other man held her immobilized but, on a signal from Romanov, he’d eased off the strangle-hold enough so that she didn’t black out.  Romanov’s face was bleeding, and she tried to take some satisfaction from that as he forced her to drop the pencil, then continued to twist her wrist slowly, tearing the bone and muscle.  His jaw was clenched and the cords in his neck stood out, she noticed as that strange detachment settled over her again even as she started to scream.

Finally, after was seemed like days to her, he stopped twisting and let go.  Her wrist hung at an odd angle, and the arm from the shoulder down felt like it was on fire.  The other man quickly released the choke-hold and grabbed her arm so he could twist both arms behind her, making her a better target for Romanov.  The sudden fresh pain as he wrenched the injured arm made her sick; she managed to turn her head and lean over enough so that most of her vomit landed on the floor, not on her body.

Romanov was grinning again.  He was wiping his bloody cheek with a white handkerchief, and his smile looked a little lopsided, but that just made it more terrifying.  When he spoke again, it was in his perfect English.  “Already you make the trip worthwhile, Lena,” he said in a low voice that was almost a purr.  “You see, I had worried that you would be different.  Perhaps more civilized.  Perhaps someone else had already had the pleasure of breaking you.  But I see that I am fortunate.  You’re still as wild as you were when we first met.  I wonder if you are as smart.  Do you remember how I feel about repeating myself?”

Their eyes met, and each saw in the other the image they had nurtured for so long – Lin saw the monster than made her guts turn to ice, and Romanov saw the killer lurking in hers just behind the fear. She wanted desperately to get away, to hide – or at least to give in.  But she fully believed that he was there to kill her, and that thought made her determined to fight as long as she could.  “How do you feel about having a hole in your cheek?” she flung back.

He appeared to ignore her.  Carefully, he shrugged off the greatcoat and hung it on the nearest bunk.  Then he turned to face her again.  She saw that at his belt he had a number of items, some strange, some familiar.  Slowly, deliberately, he considered his collection of tools before selecting his smooth, dark brown baton.   “Do you remember this, Lena?” he asked softly, running his fingers along its length.  

“Do you always live in the past like this?  Or was I really that good that you think about me all the t-“

The baton smashed into the outside of her right kneecap, and her ragged attempt to taunt him ended in a scream of pain and fear.  The thug behind her held her up; otherwise, she would have fallen just as he wanted her, on her knees before him.  Still, she tried to fight the rising panic, tried to stop the screams she heard echoing in the narrow space.  He faced her, still holding the baton like a club.  Then he swung again, and he left kneecap exploded in pain.  He nodded to his man, who this time released her.  She fell forward, sobbing, and when her injured knees hit the hard floor, she screamed again and tried to hold herself propped on her one good arm.  A shiny black boot kicked it out from under her, and she fell on her belly, face down. 

“Not so smart, it appears,” Romanov’s voice came from above.  “Given a chance to kneel, you refuse.  And so, within minutes, you instead find yourself on your belly before me.  Do you think it a good trade?”  His booted toe nudged her ribs, and she knew she couldn’t resist again, not yet.

“No, sir,” she whispered hoarsely, choking back the shuddering sobs with an effort.

“Good girl.  Now, Zlakov, carry her over to the bed.  Tie her spread-eagle for now, and leave us.”  The guard’s massive arms lifted her easily as a kitten, and she waited for her chance.  Sure enough, he made the mistake of thinking her helpless; if she were just a little stronger – and a little more knowledgeable of physiology – her bite might have ripped open his jugular as she had hoped.  Instead, she merely bit a donut-sized chunk out of his neck, and he flung her away from him.  Her back hit one of the bunk frames, and she slid to the floor, unable to support her weight. In an instant, he was above her, his laser pistol aimed squarely at her forehead.  From what seemed like a long way away, Romanov laughed again.  “I told you to watch her, Zlakov.  No, don’t be stupid.  Put the gun away.  Use your hands.  It’s much more satisfying, anyway.  Go on.  First get her tied up, as I told you.  Then go ahead, break something.  Do it slowly.  Make her suffer.  Then get over to the infirmary; that’s a nasty bite.”

Before picking her up again, Zlakov kicked her several times, then made sure he had her arms pinned to keep her in line.  When he put her down on a bed and she could breathe again, she taunted him, asking whether he could talk or whether he was a dumb gorilla.  For her efforts, she got a couple of beefy backhands, but he still didn’t speak. He just tied her down as Romanov had indicated, then stood and looked down at her.  Blood dripped from his neck; he had made no effort to suppress it.  Suddenly, he grinned, having made a decision.  He leaned his ponderous weight onto her right forearm, just above where Romanov had twisted the wrist to the breaking point.  Slowly, Zlakov bore down on her outstretched arm, and she could feel the bones grind against each other and start to give.  She screamed again and again; she begged, but he just kept pressing down, that grin fixed on his face.  They both felt the bone snap.  He stood up abruptly and watched her for just a moment before turning to go.  She fell back against the thin straw mattress, her face gray and stained with tears.  She was whimpering like a hurt animal; even to herself, the sounds didn’t seem human.  And Romanov hadn’t even really gotten started.  The only thing that made her feel even a little better was the knowledge that she would surely lose consciousness soon.  He couldn’t hurt her then, anyway.  

Romanov spoke briefly with Zlakov, then stood by the bed behind Lin, out of her range of vision.  He was naked; he hated to be seen in public with a dirty or stained uniform, and with what he had in mind for this afternoon, he planned to generate plenty of blood and gore.  He wondered briefly if Vanya would blame him if he didn’t adhere strictly to his promise.  After all, she had attacked him and his assistant, which by any standards merited the death penalty for an American.  Still Vanya was the closet thing he had to a friend, and he had given his word.  There was plenty he could do and stay within the limits they had set.  Quietly, he went to his greatcoat and took a syringe and several small vials from an inside pocket.  Then he came to sit on the bed next to the girl, who was now limp, perhaps on the verge of shock.

He showed her the syringe and the vials, which were filled with an amber liquid.  “Do you know what this is?”

She shook her head, and he casually hit her across the face.  “Unlike my poor associate Zlakov, you are able to speak.  Do not fail to answer me again.”

“No, sir,” Lin said weakly, still whimpering.  Blackness was closing in.  It was cold and it made her dizzy, but still she welcomed it.

“It is called Dexedrine.  We use it in interrogations.”  He smiled at her sudden attempt to lift her head to see better.  He had her attention.  “It is extremely useful.  The main effect is that it prevents the subject from losing consciousness.  Temporarily, of course.  The length of the effect varies depending on the condition of the subject and the type of torture being applied.  It can be given in repeated doses, but an overdose can be fatal – a slow and painful thing, usually.  A secondary effect, also useful to our purposes, is that the pain response is generally heightened.  Most subjects feel an intense burning at the injection site, followed by increased sensitivity to pain in their extremities in particular.  We sometimes also use it to revive a subject from unconsciousness, if time is critical to the investigation.”  His steely eyes pinned hers.  “So you see, Lena, there is no escape for you today.  You put up a good fight, but now you are mine, for as long as I want you.  You’ll pay for the things you’ve done.  But more important, you’ll learn to call me master before this day is done.”  He held her left arm tightly just above the bend of the elbow until a vein swelled in the crease.  Still watching her face, he injected the first vial.

Lin thrashed against the ropes as the drug entered her blood.  As he promised, it burned like fire.  The worst part was that the blackness, which had been so ready to swallow her, drew back, leaving her alone, exposed, and completely helpless before the monster.  How could she fight him now?  Already she was bruised and broken; already she only wanted to curl up and die.  She closed her eyes and the image of the unicorn filled her head.  Even if someone broke its magnificent wings, it would still fight.  It would never give up.  The image of the beautiful creature, hurt and broken, made her angry; it helped her focus her energy to fight Romanov.  She managed to stop her useless and painful thrashing.

“Good,” he said, stroking her face gently.  “You gain control of yourself again.  We can go on.  Open your eyes.  I want to watch them.  You will not turn inward, Lena.  You will stay here, with me.”  When she opened her eyes, he was again shocked at the naked hatred he saw in them.  Somehow she’d found the strength to keep fighting him.  Excellent.. “You hate me.  You may say it.  You may even use my name, if you wish.”

“Yes, you sick bastard.  I hate you.  I don’t know how I’ll do it, but one day you’ll be the one tied up and helpless, and I’ll be the one…”

Another casual slap.  “That’s enough.  It’s tedious to hear you go on.  Do you know what I’m going to do first?”

“No.” She hesitated a fraction of a second and he raised one dark eyebrow.  “Sir.”

He went to his clothes and returned with a long, sharp knife.  Lin stared, fascinated and horrified.  Very carefully, starting at her neck, he sliced through her clothes.  The razor-sharp blade didn’t even nick her skin.  When her body was completely exposed, he set the knife on the bed next to her face.  “We’ll come back to that later.  Now, I have a different toy I want to show you.” He again went to his clothes, and returned this time with a tall, narrow metal cylinder, topped with what looked like a metal straw.  “This is a portable flame-thrower.  It can reach temperatures of up to 600 degrees.  The nozzle allows precision control: I could incinerate your finger, or I could just singe your entire torso from neck to crotch.”

“No,” Lin said faintly, suddenly too overcome by fear to keep focused on the hate.  Fire terrified her.  It always had, since she was old enough to remember. The fiery end of Vegas and the burnings of Settler homesteads hadn’t helped.  Her body shook so violently the bunk rocked.

“Let me show you,” Romanov said, straddling her hips.  His penis was only half erect, but as he turned up the flame, it too swelled.  The flame was bluish white.  Lin watched it, hypnotized, as he held it above her face.  Then he slowly moved it to her right breast, which he held tightly cupped.  “Right now, the flame is about 350 degrees.  It won’t turn flesh to a cinder, though it will burn badly.”  Lin tried vainly to buck him off.  Slowly, very slowly, he pressed the flame to her nipple.  Her screams echoed and her body writhed under him.  “Wouldn’t want to be asymmetrical, would we?” he murmured, stroking her left nipple gently.  She struggled and begged, but he relentlessly repeated the burning process.  While she was still in agony from that, he flicked the little device randomly over her chest, neck, and arms, inflicting a dozen or more small, painful burns.  Then he set it down and held her face in his hands.  “Stop struggling.  Be quiet.”  When she managed to comply, he went on, “Are you ready to give in?  Are you ready to call me master, and to do whatever you’re told?”

For an answer, Lin spat at his hands.  

The burns were worse after that, and he needed to use another vial of Dexedrine.  Then he started with the knife.  In keeping with his promise to Vanya, the wounds were shallow.  But they were extensive and calculated to maximize the girl’s fright.  Once, he thrust the knife between her legs.  It wasn’t really thick enough to cut her badly, but she didn’t know that.  Still she fought him, biting at him and cursing him between screams and sobs.  He was amazed by her determination, and he was just as determined to break her. By the time he finally raped her, she was bleeding and only half-conscious despite the drugs.  His thrusts against her already torn flesh were beyond her tolerance; when he pulled out and tried to force her to swallow him, her mind was in revolt.  She bit down hard, but he was half expecting it, and she found the knife in her mouth instead.  After that, everything was a jumble of pain and choking and bruising blows; fighting was no longer an option.  By the time he came – across her bloody stomach – she was whimpering like an animal again, and more than ready to say whatever he wanted her to say.

Spitting blood, Lin repeated the hated words Romanov had told her to speak.  “You are my master.  When I see you again, I will kneel before you and call you master.”  Her voice was barely audible.

Romanov smiled.  He lay next to her on the narrow bunk, propped on one elbow.  He was smeared with her blood, but it didn’t matter.  He was exhilarated; he’d won.  It had really come down to the wire, but in the end, he’d beaten her before she’d been able to retreat into unconsciousness or death.   She lay like a dead thing now, limp against the ropes, bloody, burned, eyes closed.  The only sign of life was that damned incessant whimpering.  “Shut up,” he said languidly, and his smile widened as she instantly fell silent.  “Good girl.  Now, I have one last present for you.”  First he injected the last of the Dexedrine into her arm.  Then he went to his clothes again and then came back.  Her eyes flew open when she heard the flame-thrower light.  He was heating what looked like a small disk on a long metal stem.  “That’s right.  Keep watching.  I want you to see this.”  When the disk was glowing reddish white, he grasped her right forearm just behind the tattoo.  The pain was unspeakable, but she couldn’t manage more than a hoarse moan.  He thrust the hot disk against her skin just under the tattoo, holding the arm tightly to keep her from moving while her flesh sizzled and smoked.  “It’s a brand.  When the scar forms, it will say ‘MR’ – in Cyrillic letters, of course.  My initials.  Whenever anyone looks at your tattoo, they’ll see that.  Whenever you look at your arm, or touch it, you’ll know it’s there and you’ll know whose you are.  If I ever see you again and you’ve had it removed, you’ll regret it.”  He released her arm and put down the iron.

Lin was too sick and too hurt to do anything but lie there as Romanov went to the small bathroom and washed off the blood and gore.  When he came out, he dressed carefully, then gathered his gadgets.  She still expected death; his words about the future had seemed just like another way to torture her.  As he stood over her fully dressed, she expected him to draw his pistol and burn a hole in her gut, so she would slowly bleed to death.  Instead, he just watched her.  After a minute, he said, “I suppose it’s only fair to give credit where it’s due.  You owe your life to Vanya Kolkholov, who made me promise I wouldn’t do you any permanent harm today.  Personally, I think it was a mistake to let you live in the first place, and I think it’s a bigger mistake to let you live today. Once the drugs wear off and the pain subsides, you’ll be plotting ways to skin me alive again.  And anyone else in a black uniform.  Just remember where you ended up today, Lena.  Keep this in mind: it may have seemed like forever today, but it was less than four hours.  I’ve kept people alive for weeks, begging me just for a single minute’s rest from the pain.  You remember, when you look at that brand, that I already own you. And I’ll be seeing you again, I promise.  Good-bye, Lena.  Sweet dreams.”

She heard him put on the coat and push open the heavy door.  He left her tied and lying in her own blood and urine and vomit.  If he was telling the truth, and it had only been four hours, the boys wouldn’t be back for another three or four hours.  She stared at the upper bunk and wondered how long it would be before the Dexedrine wore off.  Her mind drifted, but always it came back to the unicorn.  It would never give up.  Even if someone cut off its horn and broke its delicate little legs and tore off its massive wings, it would never give up.  It would just wait, and rest, and get better – and in time a new horn would grow, and its legs would heal, and it would fly again.   And it would hunt down the bastard that did it that way, and swoop down on him and take him by surprise and make him pay.  Finally, the blackness the Dexedrine had been keeping at bay closed in, swallowing everything – the pain, the misery, even the unicorn with blood dripping from its shining horn.

Part IV
The best lack all conviction, while the worst

Are full of passionate intensity.

1

Lin woke up in a dim white room.  Everything hurt, though from the fuzziness in her head, she supposed she must be drugged.  She looked around with a numb sort of curiosity; this was definitely not the infirmary at the camp.  The room was clean and full of equipment whose function she could not even guess at.  The bed beneath her felt soft, too, and the place smelled pleasant and clean, not like stale urine and sweat.  And she was by herself.  True, the room was small, but there was no place at the camp where a prisoner could be alone.  If only the fog in her mind would lift a little, maybe she could figure it out.  But it didn’t, and so she just stared around listlessly.

She didn’t have to wait long.  The door slid open soundlessly – another indication that she wasn’t at the camp – and a small, dark woman in a white coat came in.  “I’m Dr. Barylnikova,” she said in a voice that seemed too big and confident to match her tiny stature.  She reminded Lin of a bird, with her quick, precise style of moving.  Lin tried to say something, but she found her mouth was a painful, swollen mass – no good at all for talking.  The doctor sat on the edge of her bed and put a slender hand on her shoulder.  “Don’t worry.  You’ve got some stitches in your mouth, but there’s no serious damage.  You’ll be talking again as soon as the swelling goes down.  Let me try to answer some of the questions I’m sure you have.”  She was cheerful and brisk, and she didn’t seem to mind that she was talking to an American.  “First of all, you’re at the base hospital, courtesy of General Kolkholov.  You’ve been unconscious for a little over a day.  Mainly, we’ve kept you sedated so that you can rest.  I won’t bother you for long, then you can sleep again.  You’re probably also concerned about the extent of your injuries.  There’s good news and bad news there – the good news is, you’ll recover completely.  You’re young and strong, and in a few months, you’ll never even know there was anything wrong; except for that little souvenir Romanov left you on your arm, you shouldn’t even have any scars.  If you do, we can fix them.  The bad news is, you’re in for a rough time for a little while yet.  We can keep you sedated for a time, but eventually you’ll have to get up and start moving around.  It won’t be easy at first.  Let me give you the short list of your injuries; we can talk more about this when you’re a little stronger.  Your right arm is the main problem.  It’s broken in three places, all below the elbow.  There’s quite a lot of tearing in the soft tissue as well.”  Lin noticed for the first time that the arm was wrapped in a sleek fiberglass cast.  “Your knees are badly bruised, but only the left one is seriously damaged; there was a small chip in the kneecap that we had to repair.  You’ve got a few bruised ribs, but none are broken.  All of the cuts and burns you sustained were superficial; you have plenty of stitches, but in time everything will be back to normal.  Yes, even there,” she said with a smile, following Lin’s gaze down past her belly.  “As I said, we can talk more about everything when you’re feeling better.”

Lin wished she could ask a few questions.  Suddenly she had a thought.  She got the doctor’s attention and held her left hand out, wiggling her fingers to mime typing.  Surely in a room like this, there would be a computer. 

“Yes, of course!” the doctor said, reaching for a keyboard on an arm that swung over the bed.  “The monitor is up there,” she said pointing.  She powered the unit up.

Typing was more difficult than Lin had expected.  First, it was hard to see the keyboard; lifting her head was a challenge.  Then there were the characters.  Somehow she hadn’t counted on them being Cyrillic.  She had no idea how to spell in Russian, and the keyboard layout was completely foreign.  As if all that wasn’t enough, she had always been mainly right handed, and her left hand didn’t obey her thoughts very well, even when she finally puzzled out how to say what she wanted to say.  Finally she picked out, “Thanks, doctor.  Please, what is female for ‘sir’?”  The doctor didn’t seem like the type to insist on formality, but it was best to be prepared.

Barylnikova’s forehead wrinkled for just a moment, but she quickly realized that the girl was illiterate in Russian.  The phonetic transcriptions weren’t bad, really, once you understood that’s what they were.  The question was also strange, but then, Barylnikova was new here.  She supplied the word, but added, “If you’re looking for a title, ‘doctor’ is fine.  And if you’re afraid of being punished for addressing someone improperly, don’t be.  Here, you’re simply a patient.  If anyone treats you badly, they’ll have to answer to me.”  Lin’s frankly skeptical look made her laugh.  “One thing I neglected to tell you – I’m the Director of the Hospital.  I haven’t had much time to see patients since I’ve been here, but I’m glad the general suggested I see you personally.  Administration is fine, but I’ve missed the contact with the front lines.”

The woman’s commanding presence and confident tone made sense now to Lin.  But the news that the doctor was in charge of the hospital was vaguely disturbing.  Even if she maintained that proper respect was unnecessary, she must be Someone Important.  And Someone Important always meant you had to watch your step.  “Rank?” she typed hesitantly.

“Mine?”  Lin nodded. “I’m a civilian.  I’ll try to explain that later.  You must be exhausted.”  The doctor looked ready to go.

“Wait!” Lin typed quickly.

“All right.  One more question.  Then sleep.”

“Why general’s guest?”  That was what puzzled Lin most; Romanov, too, had mentioned the general’s intervention on her behalf.  She had enjoyed dancing and joking with him, but she hadn’t gotten the sense he was a great humanitarian.  What did he want with her?

Barylnikova looked ever so slightly flustered.  “I thought, ah, assumed, that you and he were … lovers.”  It had seemed strange, and out of character for Vanya, but she hadn’t asked any questions.  The thought of a man in his fifties with a mere girl still seemed quite shocking to her, especially given the huge difference in status between them – but again, she was new here.  Now, the girl seemed as confused as she felt.

“No.  Met at party.  Once.  With someone else.  Didn’t fuck. Sorry.  Don’t know polite word.”  Lin’s hand ached and she knew she couldn’t continue this bizarre style of conversation.  Besides, it was making embarrassingly clear how poor her knowledge of Russian was.

“Oh.”  The strangeness of this place, and of the Americans’ role in it, seemed to crystallize with the girl’s strange communication style.  Barylnikova tried to shake off the sense of weirdness and respond, but for a moment no words would come.  Finally she said, “I don’t know what the general’s reasons are, then.  Perhaps he will explain.  Perhaps not.  Now, you need to rest.”  As she put away the keyboard and prepared to go, she supplied the polite phrase Lin was lacking, adding from the doorway, “I’m a doctor, so I don’t particularly mind the term you used.  You’ll want to be careful about your language around most Russian women, though, especially when there are men around, too.  Some people might react badly.”

Marina Barylnikova went to her office, brushing off several requests for her attention along the way.  She felt drained after seeing the girl, and she wanted to be alone for a few minutes.  Then she intended to call Vanya.  When her door finally closed behind her, locking out the rest of the hospital, Barylnikova sighed and sank into her black leather chair.  It was true that she missed seeing patients and missed the adrenaline rush of the quick response unit.  But she would rather have been locked in a closet for a week than take a case like this one.  Like most women of her age and social standing, she hadn’t been in Central during or immediately after the Takeover.  It was easy to shut your eyes to the mechanics of the process when you weren’t there – and even now, the base functioned pretty much independently of the American prisoners and their squalid work camp.  As the daughter of one of the most important men on Ceti II, the Commanding General and former ambassador Alexandr Barylnikov, she had never been exposed even to the poverty or injustice in her own Region until as a grown woman and a doctor she had sought it out.  She’d spent most of her career among the elite like herself, but she’d always felt compelled to volunteer when charities solicited doctors to help the less fortunate.  The part of her that both pitied and despised the poor had been similarly ambivalent about the abstract concept of the Takeover.  But the part of her that felt compassion for every living creature – the part that had led her to be a doctor in the first place – couldn’t help but be appalled when she confronted the brutal reality of the Takeover in the person of one small American woman-child.

Vanya was an old friend of the family, or else he never would have had the audacity to suggest that she see the girl personally.  As a civilian, she was outside the military hierarchy; that’s how the medical establishment wanted things.  She didn’t have to take orders from Vanya or anyone else; as the Head of the Hospital, she was at least his equal, if not the equal of the Base Commander.  She was sure the Base Commander would never even consider making such a request.  But Vanya had.  Vanya who knew about her inner conflicts and doubts.  Vanya who didn’t seem to share them, but nonetheless knew how to exploit them.  And what was his game, if he wasn’t screwing the girl?  As far as she knew, Vanya had no soft spot for the weak and helpless, and he and Romanov seemed to get along splendidly while the younger man visited the base.  

But, for whatever reasons, Vanya had asked her to take care of the girl.  She arrived at the hospital in a creaky old transport from the work camp, unconscious, naked, and covered in crusted blood and filth.  The orderlies who had to bathe her had obviously been disgusted by the task, with good reason.  By the time Barylnikova examined her, she was clean, but the things that had been done to her were appalling.  Barylnikova had struggled to maintain an objective calm as she probed and repaired the damage, but the thought that any man would do such things to a bound and helpless child made her want to vomit.  That she had been bound was obvious – the ropes had left ugly burns on her wrists and ankles.  That she was helpless – well, despite Vanya’s cautions about the girl, she could see that her scant hundred pounds was no match for two fully grown, armed men.  And yes, she had seen the wound in Romanov’s cheek, and the one in Zlakov’s neck.  And she understood, at least intellectually, that the penalty for harming an officer was usually death, so the girl had in fact gotten off easy.  But anyone who saw the deliberate marks on the girl’s body, who saw how systematically she had been abused – apparently just for “fun” – would have to admit that the minor injuries she’d managed to inflict in self-defense were well justified.  Or at least they would have to in a sane world.

If tending the girl’s wounds stirred Barylnikova’s inner turmoil, speaking with her was an even more confusing experience.  Far from seeming overly traumatized by what had happened to her, the girl seemed perfectly normal.  She was wary, of course, but she was also bright and curious and willing to interact.  Especially given the heavy load of painkillers she was still under, her level of awareness was remarkable.  She had figured out, on the fly, how to communicate, and she had done so without the slightest sign of fear.  If someone had raped and tortured her – Marina Barylnikova – and she’d awakened alone in a strange place, she would probably have been reduced to a quivering mound of jelly or turned zombie.  The girl’s apparent normalcy was in itself a glaring reminder of how terribly abnormal things were here in Central.  Add to that the girl’s strangely limited vocabulary, and you had a dismal picture of what it must be like to be American and female under the Russian regime.  

Almost angrily, she punched Vanya’s access code.  She would much rather talk to her husband, but he was still back at home with their girls, and he wouldn’t have any more chance of understanding the situation than she would have a few months ago.  So Vanya, who had thrown her into this mess, was going to have to do.

He answered at once, recognizing her signal.  “Hello, Marina.  How are you?”

“I’ve just come from seeing the American.  She was awake.”  She watched his image closely for any clue to his feelings.  As usual, there were none.  He was pleasant and polite, and he appeared mildly interested in her news, but that was all.

“And how is she?”

“Fine.  Damn it, she’s just absolutely, perfectly fine!  She can’t talk, of course, but she was typing to me on the computer – just as if she’d maybe fallen off a ladder or been in a car crash or something perfectly ordinary.  You’d never guess she’d been brutalized and left tied up in her own blood.  I am having a hard time with this, Vanya.  I don’t understand how that monster Romanov could do those things to her just for fun – and I don’t understand how she could wake up and have a perfectly rational conversation….”

Kolkholov was delighted: Marina’s reactions were just what he’d hoped, and apparently Lin Miller had come through the ordeal all right.  But he kept his pleasure to himself.  He wanted to pursue Marina’s discomfort, to press this opening for his own ends.  “You’re on the right track with Romanov, anyway.  He is a monster.  Unfortunately, he’s a monster with a talent that is very much in demand, and is going to be even more in demand.”

“But you had him as a guest in your home, Vanya!  Even after what he did…”  There.  One of the things she had wanted to say was finally out in the open.

“I’ve known him since he was a child.  He looks up to me.  And, as I was saying, he has his uses.  Leave aside for the moment the fact that he enjoys what he does.  He’s got the most amazing instinct for what terrifies people, and the ability to deliver it in such a way that no one can resist him for long.  He’s the most sought after interrogator on the planet.  Again, leaving aside his twisted sense of fun, there’s a lot that all of us can learn from his methods and his way of working with prisoners.”

“If you use the methods of a monster, don’t you become a monster yourself?”

“It depends on your perspective,” he said patiently.  “I think he’s a monster because he hurts and breaks people to gain pleasure.  And because he gets a sexual thrill out of it.  But I don’t think it’s monstrous to torture someone who has just bombed a building full of little kids, so I can find out whether he knows if any more so-called ‘liberation activities’ are being planned.  I don’t think it’s horrible to try to save the lives of our people, even if it does involve hurting a few prisoners in the process.  But that’s where perspective comes in.  Maybe the guerrilla bomber thinks that killing a bunch of Russian kids is worth it – maybe as a form of revenge for the millions we killed or maybe as a tool to destabilize our society, who knows?  And so, from his comrades’ perspective, I’m a monster, no better than Romanov.”

“Yes, yes, and so on and so on.  I grew up having these kinds of arguments with my father.  There’s always a reason, always a motive behind what people do.  In a way, each action is really a reaction.  But ultimately, isn’t there some absolute good and evil?  Isn’t there some point at which the chain of causality breaks?  And besides, I’m not debating philosophy and abstractions here, Vanya.  I’m saying that what Romanov did to that one particular girl was evil. And that you, standing by and saying Romanov is a friend and he has his uses, are just as responsible.  And maybe I am, too, for simply going along with all this brutality in the name of national pride and destiny…”

“Yeah, that’s not abstract at all,” he said with a wry smile. One of the things he liked about Marina was that she thought about things way outside the box.  Then his smile vanished, and he said, “Personally, yes, I think what Romanov did to the girl was evil.  I think my role in the situation is not something that I want to discuss, even with you.  You don’t know enough to judge, one way or another.  I could tell you that I not only stood by – I knew Romanov was going to hurt her, and I could have stopped him, but I didn’t.  That would tip the scale toward evil on my part.  But then I could tell you why I didn’t, and what I hope to gain – and maybe that would tip the scales the other way.  Maybe someday you and I will have this talk again, and I’ll be able to give you the whole picture.  However, I think that you have no personal responsibility for what you didn’t know was happening.  Now that you know, I’d say you’re responsible for whether you stand by or take action.  There are hundreds of thousands of people like that girl – who goes by the name Lin Miller, by the way –  people who have become so numbed by the atrocities done to them that they don’t even bother to react any more.  As a doctor and as a human being, can you live with yourself knowing that the peace and prosperity you enjoy is built on those people’s suffering?”  

Marina was shocked.  Vanya was posing exactly the question that troubled her.  But he seemed to go beyond just articulating her dilemma; his blue eyes were searingly intense, and the passion in his voice suggested that he, too, felt the conflict.  Before she could respond, though, he suddenly backed off, changing his tone and his attitude in an instant.

“But, Marina, all of that is terribly abstract, and really none of my business.  You know me – I go with what life hands me.  Just now, it’s handed me a really spectacular command, and a beautiful home, and some of the best food on the planet.  Speaking of which, join me for dinner?  Or do you want to brood alone again?”  

“You are one of the most maddening people I know!  You steer the conversation around in circles, and just when it gets interesting, you start talking about food.  I’ll pass on dinner, thank you very much – but I would be very interested in hearing how you feel about eating the food grown by slave labor, given what you were just saying.”

“Just now, the smells from the kitchen are overwhelming my moral judgment.  I suppose that at heart, I’m really a hedonistic opportunist, Marina.  Perhaps a character defect, perhaps an asset – it all goes back to perspective.”  He smiled, and she could almost accept him as the somewhat intellectual rogue he always seemed to be.  Almost.

“All right.  I give up.  I’ll just stay at home and wrestle my demons while you enjoy your feast with a clear conscience.”  She matched his smile with her own well-practiced one.  “But tell me one thing.  If you and the American girl aren’t lovers, what motive besides altruism could you possibly have for intervening on her behalf?  Why not just let her die at the work camp?”

“She told you we weren’t…?  Interesting.”  Vanya looked distant for a moment.  Then he turned on the charm again.  “That’s the reason – she interests me.  We met at a party, and she matched me bad joke for bad joke.  She didn’t shake in her shoes when she met me.  She’s a good dancer, too.  She raised some questions in my mind.  I didn’t want her to die before I had a chance to get them answered.  So you see, it really all comes down to selfishness in the end.”  

“Talk about a power imbalance – to you, it’s a simple matter to get her brought here, so you can satisfy your curiosity.  To her, it’s a matter of life and death.  If she hadn’t made a good impression at a party, she’d be dead by now, shot by the camp guards as unfit to work.”  Marina shook her head, again sucked into the philosophical void.

“I’ll leave you to your musings, Marina.  Keep me updated.  Dinner calls.  Good-bye.”

Marina stared at the dark screen, more confused than ever.

Ivan Kolkholov stared at his screen, too.  The rogue’s smile was gone, replaced by an introspective look few of his friends would have recognized.  He’d skirted the edge with Marina, maybe more than he should have.  She was, after all, Barylnikov’s daughter, for all her humanist leanings.  This game he was involved in was getting more complex all the time; he felt like a spider that was slowly entrapping itself in the intricate web it wove.  Or maybe a crazed juggler was a better metaphor.  First he’d had one ball in the air – the American girl, and her potential.  Then Romanov had careened in, like a loose cannon as always, and suddenly he was juggling the two of them.  Then, maybe out of sheer perverseness – though he liked to think of it as expediency – he’d pulled in Marina.  Who knew where that would lead; it wasn’t really his department.  And all of this was in addition to the full set of dangers he was already juggling as Head of Security, not to mention his other, less public, affiliations. Fortunately, Romanov had gone away, and – having planted the seed – he intended to leave Marina to her own devices.  That left the girl.

Lin had few visitors for the first week or so.  The birdlike woman doctor came and went, rarely pausing to chat more than a few minutes.  And the nurses and other doctors who occasionally checked on her were invariably pleasant but impersonal.  The general didn’t come, though, and none of her Russian friends from the camp did, either.  But Lin didn’t care.  On the third day, the doctor pronounced her fit enough to sit up.  She showed Lin how to log onto the computer networks, and gave her a password that granted her access to most of the entertainment, educational, and news sites.  After so long without any access to the nets, it felt like the world was suddenly open before her.  Her left-handed typing improved dramatically with practice, and the highly visual nature of most of the interfaces meant that her lack of experience with written Russian was only a minor handicap.  In fact, she found plenty of programs in the educational section that helped her develop her Russian literacy with remarkable speed.  By the end of the week, she could read and write well enough to find everything she wanted on-line. Most of the news made little sense to her at first, but that was where she focused her attention; she soon learned enough new vocabulary to follow the narration, and she was quickly able to pick out threads of events to follow.  

It was like she’d been starved for information, and she didn’t even know it.  The world of the prison camp was very narrowly focused on survival.  It was easy to forget that there was still a whole world outside, a world that was frenetically being rebuilt.  She’d once said to Patrick that the world had ended – and maybe it had for her and the other prisoners, but now she spent hours immersed in the proof that it was still out there, still vibrantly alive and compelling.

At night, when the time the doctor had appointed for sleep arrived, she’d reluctantly turn off the computer.  That was when she had time to think about what it all meant, and to dwell on the bitter unfairness of the situation.  At night, she’d try to get comfortable, and be reminded by what seemed like a hundred points of agony in her body that she was only a slave, only a thing to be used however the Russians saw fit.  All of the fascinating things happening in the world were for them – she had no place in the new order of things, except as a possession.  After a while, even the room irked her.  It was a very pleasant room, clean and full of amazing gadgets that monitored her and kept track of her medication and helped the medical personnel do the mysterious things they did.  It even had a window, which could be changed via a touchpad by her bed from a solid white state that matched the wall to complete transparency, with degrees of opacity in between.  She had played with it for an hour when a nurse first showed it to her; now it just seemed like one more thing that might as well be magic as far as she was concerned.  Like the door to her room that slid open silently on some hidden track, or the medical devices that the technicians used to speed the healing of her bones – all of it was so far removed from the reality she’d been consigned to by the Russians.  Oh, she was cheerful enough for the doctors and nurses, but with each day, her anger increased as much as her strength.  

Of course, Lin could see that there were ways she could stay in this world.  Apparently the general had some kind of interest in her, and if she could attach herself to him, she would have a life of luxury far beyond anything she had ever imagined as a child.  Even one of the young male doctors might serve as the key to staying here, safe and warm and comfortable.  There were a lot of possibilities, and she wasn’t going to close any of them off.  As she had told Sergei, she needed to be ready to jump at the best offer; no one else was going to look after her.  However, just what the best offer might be, she couldn’t tell.  For everything you got, you paid a price.  The price to a life here might well be the chance to act on her need for revenge.  She thought she might end up insane if she had to live her life as the grateful (albeit pampered) pet of the very people who had enslaved her.  At least in the work camp she could keep alive the belief that she might someday get the chance to slash and burn and slowly kill; here the desire might even slowly drain away, and that would be the true horror – to come to accept what had been done to her.  Still, she was ambivalent.  Having the desire for revenge was fine, but it wouldn’t do her any good if she were dead – and there were a lot of ways to die in the work camp.  Without Kolkholov’s intervention, it was likely she’d be dead now.  The value of friends in high places was not something to be overlooked.  Anyway, she thought blackly during the worst times, all of this thinking about what she wanted was just fantasizing; she had no more control over what happened to her than the window did. 

Also during those bad times, images of that afternoon with Romanov would suddenly and vividly overcome her resolve not to think about why she was in this hospital.  Sometimes, even when the drugs were still heavy, she’d wake up screaming, her heart pounding, drenched in sweat and thrashing against the bed.  More than once, she’d torn out the IV.  Each time, the nurses would come running, and all of them would offer to sit with her.  But she didn’t want their company or their sympathy; she wanted to exorcise the demons with blood.  She hated being so weak.  She hated being afraid.  She hated the fact that on the two occasions Dr. Barylnikova had mentioned Romanov’s name, her stomach had lurched and she’d felt like puking.  But most of all, she hated the knowledge that even though he was long gone, he still had so much control over her.

It was after one of these bad nights that the general finally came to see her.  Two weeks had passed, and she could talk (slowly and thickly) and walk (with support from a nurse or a walker); Dr. Barylnikova insisted she practice both.  When she arrived back from her after-breakfast walk, Ivan Kolkholov was sitting by her bed in the chair the doctor usually occupied.  

“Zdrastvoytye, Lin,” he said, standing up to help her maneuver into the room.  There was nothing sinister about him.  He looked much as he had at the party: the dark uniform with the red Security emblem, the graying hair, the upright military posture, and the piercing blue eyes.  His movement wasn’t threatening, either – he clearly wanted to help her and nothing more.

Lin took all this in in a split second, but her body seemed determined to react on its own.  Her sudden terror – just like the way she felt when Romanov’s name was mentioned – made her weak and she almost fell.  Kolkholov caught her, and looked down at her stricken face with concern.  “Are you all right?” he asked as he helped her toward the bed.  “Shall I call someone?”  

Her body was shaking, and she fought for control.  “I’m all right, thank you, sir.  Just let me sit down.”  She couldn’t look at him.

Kolkholov was confused.  Marina had been sending him regular reports, and though the girl still had needed more time to recover fully, it had been his understanding that she was doing well.  She certainly didn’t look well. Her skin was pale and clammy, and she hadn’t seemed able to support her own weight, even with the walker; when his arm had brushed her chest, he’d felt her heart pounding.  He looked at her closely.  “Are you sure you’re all right?”  

Aside from when Romanov toyed with her, Lin had never been so humiliated.  Her body had betrayed her.  Maybe it was the Security emblem on Kolkholov’s uniform; maybe it was the fact that he was the first military man she’d seen since coming to the hospital.  Whatever it was, she could not quite get it under control.  Her body wanted to run or hide or do anything to get away.  When she realized he’d asked another question, the panic sensation doubled.  She had no idea what he’d said, so she couldn’t answer him.  And Romanov’s voice, telling her that she must always answer an officer – fully and properly – was echoing in her mind.  Without realizing she did it, she put her hands over her ears.  Then Kolkholov was beside her on the bed, his warm hands over hers, which had somehow gotten ice cold.  No matter how embarrassed she was, this primal, unthinking fear was stronger.   Nothing mattered suddenly but getting away from him, and she yanked back from him and almost leaped over the bed.

Kolkholov had slowly realized what the problem was, and he made no move to stop her.  Instead, he stayed where he was on the bed, hitting the button to close the door.  When it slid shut, he said quietly, “Lin, I’m sorry I startled you.  I won’t hurt you.” If Marina could see Lin now, with her wild eyes and heaving chest, he thought, she’d maybe reconsider her worries about the girl’s uncanny calm in the wake of trauma.  He continued in the same low voice, “It’s all right.  Come.  Sit.  You have some questions for me, I’m told.  I’d like to answer them.”  

Slowly, with him staying still, Lin felt her heart’s hammering subside just a little.  She found she could think more clearly again, too.  She was still ice cold and shaking, but her control over herself was returning.  Shame washed over her, and apparently Kolkholov saw that, too.

“You don’t have any reason to be ashamed, Lin.”  She turned away.  “Your body is still recovering from a major trauma. I shouldn’t have surprised you.  I’ve seen people do crazier things with less provocation.”

“You have?”  Lin said hesitantly, turning back toward him.  Then she laughed weakly.  “There I go again.  Just like our conversation at the party.  I sound like a parrot.”  Remembering that night – the pleasant part anyway – gave her the courage to sit down on the bed again, although not near him.  Then she heard the echo of Romanov again, and lost what little color had returned to her face.  “I mean, I sound like a parrot, sir.  I’m sorry…”

“Marina Barlynikova would have my hide if I even thought of making an issue of form of address while you’re here,” he said easily.  “Don’t worry about it.  In fact, if it will make you more comfortable, just pretend I’m one of the civilians.  Here.  I’ll even take this off.”  He unbuttoned his black jacket and gracefully shrugged it off.  He let it drop into the chair by the bed. Then he unbuttoned the top two buttons of his white dress shirt and rolled up the sleeves, all the while studiously ignoring her and giving her time to regain her composure.

Strangely, seeing him in a plain white shirt made Lin feel much better.  The last of the shakes subsided, and she laughed again, trying to force herself into the proper spirit.  “You still don’t look like a civilian.  I bet even in your shorts you look like a general.”

The joke was strained, but he laughed, too.  “No one’s ever commented on it,” he answered.  “You’ll have to let me know, perhaps – if the opportunity arises.”  Abruptly, hardly breaking the flow of his speech, he switched to English.  “Now, Marina tells me that you’ve been curious about my interest in you.”

“Well, yeah.  Sure.”  She finally managed to look at him as she spoke, though she didn’t quite dare to speak English herself.  “Thank you for saving my life – that’s what I should have said first –.”

“You can honestly thank me?  After – what you went through?”  He checked himself just before saying Romanov’s name.  He didn’t need her bouncing off the ceiling again.  He’d planned what he needed to say carefully, and her fit of terror wasn’t going to deter him – but he wasn’t going to provoke another one just now if he could help it.

“Sure.  Better alive than dead.”  Her green eyes looked confused.  Maybe she didn’t see what he was getting at.

“I want to be straight with you from the beginning, Lin.  I don’t want to have some illusion between us that I’m a great guy, that I made a great humanitarian gesture.  I think maybe what you’ve really wondered is why, if I was going to intervene, I didn’t do it a little sooner.”

Lin stared, startled by his candor.  Of course it had crossed her mind innumerable times that if he was such a great guy, he wouldn’t have let Romanov mess with her at all.  He was a general, he could obviously do what he wanted.  Why come in to pick up the pieces, when he could have called off Romanov instead?  Her heart started pounding a little faster.  Kolkholov was the Head of Security; he was a general.  What the hell was his game?  And what the hell should she say?  She decided to be honest, to a point.  “OK.  Yeah.  I’ve wondered that.  First all I wondered was why you cared about me at all.  We only met briefly, and you dropped me pretty fast when Sergei got mad.”

“I think it was you who dropped me,” he interrupted.  “But go on.”

“Then I started thinking about it.  I’ve had a lot of time to think.  Sure, I would have rather you didn’t let – him – come near me.  It seemed like if you were going to go to all the trouble of bringing me here and having Marina watch me special, you could have just stopped it from happening.  So I wondered if you thought I was stupid or something, that I’d just be grateful for you saving me.  But that didn’t make sense.  Why would you care if I was grateful?  So then I thought maybe it was like you told Sergei – I’m not worth two officers fighting over.”

“Is that what you finally decided was the reason?”

She looked uncomfortable.  “I guess.”

“And how did that make you feel toward me?”

His blue eyes were disconcertingly bright.  He had the most irritating knack of getting right to the center of things.  Not where she wanted to be.  “I told you.  I’m grateful to you for saving my life.  If he hadn’t left me to die, the guards at the camp would have shot me anyway.  There’s no way I could’ve done anything useful these last few weeks.  So that’s two times I owe you my life.”

“Right.  But if I were you, and if I had to thank the one who could’ve arranged kept me safe but didn’t, I’d be angry and resentful – not grateful.  I told you before that I wouldn’t turn my back on you in a dark room.  Now I wonder – if I set my pistol on the bed right now and turned the other way, how many seconds would it be before I had a hole through the back of my head?”  Kolkholov knew he was right by the way she went pale again and edged away from him on the bed.  “Don’t worry.  I don’t intend to get careless around you.  But if we’re going to understand each other, we’ve both got to acknowledge some uncomfortable truths.  I could’ve kept you entirely unharmed, and I didn’t.  You’d much rather slit my throat with a dull, rusty knife than say thank you.  By the way, you managed it with pretty good grace.  I’m impressed.”

“I hate you.”  She said it quietly, without thinking.  She was so surprised by his casual assessment of her darkest, most secret feelings that her thought slipped out before she could censor herself.

He laughed.  “That’s the idea.  No secrets.  Although that’s another one I already guessed.  Don’t look so surprised.  And don’t cringe like that.  I told you I won’t hurt you, and I keep my word.  Now that we’ve both got some of our cards on the table, let me lay out my full hand for you.  In a sense, your assessment of why I didn’t protect you better is correct – but only in a very limited sense.  I’ve been interested in you since I first heard about your presence at the camp.  I think I told you that before.”  Lin nodded.  “I’ve followed the reports about you closely.  I can tell you things you think no one knows.  For instance, you sleep with all the troublemaker boys.”  Kolkholov’s eyes glittered with amusement at her shock.  “My network of informants at the camp isn’t perfect, yet.  But I know more about what goes on there than the Director does.”

“But how?  What are you?”  Lin was fighting panic again.  She’d thought her initial reaction to him was just a flashback to Romanov, but maybe her instincts had been on target.  He was a lot more dangerous than he seemed, maybe just as bad as Romanov.  He certainly had a way of keeping her off balance.  

“Maybe I should explain what my position here entails,” he began with a strange, tight smile.  “Someday maybe I’ll tell you the history of the Security division, but not today.  I’ll just give you a quick sense of what I do, and why I make it my business to know things no one else does.  First, you probably have heard that my role here isn’t to run the base.  I’m not the commanding general.  In fact, I’m barely a general at all – I was a colonel until about four months ago.  What I am in charge of is threefold.  There are the routine police matters – things like thievery and petty crime.  That’s really the bulk of it at this point.  But the second aspect is the reason the base is here, and as time goes on, it will grow more important.  My people are the first line of defense against political crimes – sabotage in particular, but also things like bombings, assassinations, and so on.  We need to know the human and geographic landscape intimately.  We need to know what it means if someone new enters the picture, or if someone already there starts acting strangely.  If everyone in the camp stayed within it, it wouldn’t be any of my business.  But with work details at the transportation complex, and some even at the base doing menial labor, I need to understand what goes on there, what motivates the people – Americans and Russians.  So that’s how I know.  It’s my job.”

“What about the third part?”

“It’s the flip side of the second, and so far it’s minuscule.  Even when things are operating at capacity, it will still be the smallest part of the job.  If somehow our proactive efforts to defend against political crimes fail, then we have to catch the offenders.  And we have to find out why they did it.  Were they acting alone?  Were they acting on behalf of some local group?  Were they connected with a larger pattern of organized resistance?  And of course the answers to those questions determine where we go next.”

“You’re talking about torture, aren’t you?”  She was frightened, appalled – and completely fascinated.

“Interrogation.  Some people call it ‘the work’ – as in, ‘I think you would have a real talent for the work.’ Which, by the way, I do think.  Sometimes it involves torture.  Sometimes threats.  Sometimes just asking the right questions.  It all depends on the individual.”  His tone was matter of fact, as if he were telling her the colors of the walls in his office.

“You … interrogate … people.  Did you do that before the Takeover?”

“Yes.  In fact, I did it rather more often.  There aren’t many people yet who’ve had the presence of mind to resist in any significant way here in Central.”

“And I thought Romanov was a monster!”  Again, it was out before she thought about it, and she really wished she could take it back.  Since she couldn’t, she decided to plunge ahead.  Mentioning Romanov’s name set her on edge, and she wanted to attack, to finally take the offensive in this strange conversation.  “At least you know when you meet him what he’s about.  At least he doesn’t act like it’s just a job, like building a house or running a restaurant or something.  You’re talking about tearing people apart – mentally or physically or maybe both – and you don’t even care!”

“I care.  It’s what makes me good at the work.”  Kolkholov was neither angered nor surprised by her outburst.  He smiled slightly as she took in what he’d just said.  Then he went on, to drive the point home.  “I can empathize with someone, and see just where he’s coming from.  And then I can break every bone in his body, if that’s what it takes.  I don’t operate from sentiment, Lin.  People all have motives.  People who do really heroic things all have motives they think are really spectacular.  I can see through their eyes and not let it influence me.”

“So that’s how you knew what I was thinking?  You’ve had plenty of practice empathizing with people who hate you?”  Lin repeated the unfamiliar word in English as if it were an obscenity.

“To put it very bluntly, yes.  As I started this whole discussion by explaining, I’ve been interested in you for some time, and I think I have a fair grasp on what drives you.  You, on the other hand, have no idea what motivates me.  I’d bet you’ve never bothered to think about any Russian as much more than a target for your hate and anger.”

“That’s not true!  Sergei…”

“Sergei is a very nice young man.  He was obviously in love with you.  And yet you drove a knife through his heart – with words, because you couldn’t get a real metal one.  Did you know he’s asked for a discharge, that he plans to go home to his farm?  He could have been a great officer.  Great and compassionate.  You know he could never really manage to view the Americans as animals.  He was just the kind of man you should have wanted to succeed.  Now he’ll hole up on that family farm and – if anyone asks him about Americans – he’ll say they’re a bunch of heartless, soulless manipulators who deserve whatever they get.  Yes, I’d say you handled Sergei just right.”  Kolkholov’s sudden sarcasm, combined with his strange analysis of the situation, again caught her off guard.  But he wasn’t done.  “You want to destroy, and you don’t care what you destroy.  Me, you, the whole world – it’s all the same to you.”  His voice softened.  “I would do the same thing, if I were you.  You must be what, all of seventeen or eighteen Earthyears old?  You’ve seen everything you loved, everything you took for granted, be blasted out of existence.  One way to survive something like that is to turn zombie.  Or to just stop caring about everything but your immediate needs – food, shelter, that kind of thing.  Or to turn against yourself and destroy yourself because it’s all you have any measure of control over.  That’s what most of the people at the camp have done, one of those things.  But you … you imagine the streets flowing with the blood of the people who hurt you.  You look for soft spots you can exploit.”

“You’re wrong!”  Lin stood up abruptly and almost fell.  She steadied herself on the edge of the bed, and glared down at him.

“Oh?  How many people have you killed?  Counting the two you poisoned at the Officers’ Club?”  This was his trump card; he wasn’t 100% sure about it, but if he was right, he would have her.

She looked like someone had sucked all the air out of the room.  He couldn’t know that!  If he did, she ought to be dead, not having a heart-to-heart with the man whose business it was to know everything.  Slowly, she sat back down on the bed.

“That particular crime doesn’t matter to me in my official capacity,” he said calmly, reading her mind again.  “It involved work camp personnel on work camp property.  If I wanted to be magnanimous, I could tip off the Director about what I know – but if I don’t, no one will hold it against me.  Now, if you were to start poisoning people outside the camp, then I’d have to take an interest.”

Finally, reluctantly, she realized he was right in his assertion that he knew what motivated her, and that he knew more about what she did than she had thought possible.  Although he still scared her, in a way it was a relief to know that someone, anyone, understood her.  None of the boys really did, and certainly none of her Russian lovers had.  Quietly, she said, “All together, my count is at ten.  I was also in the process of poisoning a dog.  Would that count, do you suppose?”

“Depends on the dog,” he answered lightly, thrilled by her admission.  “Some dogs are worth more than most people.”

“This one kills people.  I guess I’d count it.  What are you going to do now?  Since you said you wouldn’t hurt me, and you keep your word.  Or was that just part of the ‘whatever it takes’?”

Kolkholov’s smile was chilling.  “I’m not interrogating you.  You’d know if I were.  No, I don’t make promises lightly.  Remember, I’ve known – or guessed – all of this about you from before the start of this conversation.  I’m pleased with how things have gone.  You catch on very quickly.  I switched to English so I could be sure you understood me.  By the way, I don’t care what language you use; as long as you’re with me, you can stop worrying about being punished for these minor violations of form.  Now, I think you understand why I am interested in you.  You’re very unusual, and that’s an understatement.  Let me explain the other part – why I didn’t keep Romanov away from you.”

“It makes sense now.  You knew I killed those people.  You wanted just let him do your dirty work…”

“Right clue, wrong conclusion.  Try to think like me, not like you.  I told you – I don’t care about you poisoning those two.  However, there are plenty of people who would care if they knew.  Let’s say I stopped Romanov from having his fun with you – something he’s looked forward to for weeks, if not months.  He’s not just good at torture; he’s excellent at all phases of Security work.  He was here to review and consult, and he’d have access to the same data I had from the camp.  He was onto you from the first time he met you; he thinks you’re some kind of minor demon just waiting for the right moment to strike.  He could just as easily put the pieces together as I did.  If he were angry at me, and he saw a chance to get you, too, don’t you think he just might be tempted to pass along his suspicions to the Camp Director?  I can’t guarantee it would have happened, but I can guarantee that – if it had – you would have died a very messy, very public death.  So I just let him know I might be interested in you, and I didn’t want you badly damaged, just in case.  It didn’t seriously hamper his fun, and it kept him from reviewing some boring reports about the camp.”

“But what if he – or somebody else – puts the pieces together now?”  Lin’s head spun from too much information, too many new perspectives.

“It won’t matter now.  Romanov will figure it out, if anyone ever tells him two people were poisoned at the camp and you were anywhere in the picture.  But we’ll just laugh and he’ll tell me I’m getting sentimental in my old age.”

“But what’s different about now?”

“Now, you’re my problem.  You’re here at the base.  No one is going to extradite you to the work camp.  You see, I didn’t anticipate Romanov’s continuing interest in you, so when he told me he planned to visit you, there was no way that I could get you here fast enough.”

“You mean, when I get out of the hospital, I’m going to stay here?”  After all that had been said, she realized – too late – that was the only possibility.

“Of course.  Do you think I’d let you go?”  His tone was only half teasing.

“Am I going to be your mistress?”  Lin felt numb.  He was right that she’d never tried to understand any of the Russian men, beyond the limited bit that served her needs.  But even if she tried to understand Kolkholov, she was afraid she would never grasp the complexities of his strange nature.  She was certainly baffled now – and repulsed, and fascinated, and more than half in awe of him.  She didn’t know if she wanted him to say yes or no.

“We’ll call it that, anyway.  Can you think of any other explanation for a man my age and rank consorting with a girl like you?”  

“What does that mean?  Don’t you like me?”  Oddly, she felt offended and a little hurt that he hadn’t gathered her into his arms and simply answered “yes”.

He laughed.  “Do you like me?  You don’t have to answer that yet – and neither do I.  You interest me, as I keep saying.  To be frank, I’ve never been especially attracted to very young women.  And something about the difference in power between us makes my skin crawl.  Not to mention my very real fear that if I went to sleep next to you, I might not wake up in the morning.   That doesn’t mean I won’t enjoy your company.  I’m a busy man, but I have some time for recreation – and you’re going to be my favorite hobby, I can see that already.”

“Your hobby?” she echoed.  “I don’t want to be a hobby.”

“You’ll get used to it.”  He stood up and stretched.  “I’ve got to go.  Probably Marina is standing outside the door seething at how long I’ve kept you.”  He had switched effortlessly back to Russian.

“Why didn’t she just come in, then?”  Lin didn’t want him to go, despite herself.  Her question was mainly a delaying tactic, and he knew it.

“Security secret,” he said, putting on his jacket. “The door is locked.  Only I can open it.  Here’s another puzzle for you: all the monitoring equipment in here was out, too.  I don’t like people listening in on my private conversations.  Now, behave yourself, listen to Marina, and keep playing with the computer.”  He grinned at her expression.  “You think I’d know what you did three miles away at the work camp, but not at my own base?  Here’s an idea for you.  Start studying Ceti history.  You might learn something interesting.  Here, I’ll give you a few names to look up.”  He took a scrap of paper and a silver pen from his inside jacket pocket.  In flowing Cyrillic script he wrote: Boris Shevoroshkin, Vladimir Andropov, Alexandr Barylnikov.  “Can you read that?”

Lin nodded, but looked at the paper oddly.  “Who are they?  Is my doctor related to one of these men?”

“You’ll see if you look them up.  I’ve really got to go.”  He extended his hand toward her.  “Partners?”

She looked at the hand for a moment, as if it were some strange and foreign creature.  “You mean I have a choice?”

“There are always choices, Lin.  Some are just better than others.  I don’t think you’ll regret this one.”

Slowly, she reached for his hand.  As the shook, she marveled at how large his hand was compared with hers.  What would it be like to feel his hand stroking her face, her body?  She drew in a sharp breath and chased those thoughts away.  She looked into his eyes and smiled when she said, “OK, then.  Partners.”

2

Life with Kolkholov – Vanya, as she was supposed to call him – was exciting and just as luxurious as she’d imagined.  He had a suite of rooms at the main administration building near his office, and that was at least five times larger and several orders of magnitude nicer than anywhere she and her papa had ever lived.  The bathroom was a marvel to her, with a huge marble tub as well as a free-standing shower and the other usual fixtures.  However, after showing her the rooms and laughing at her awed reaction, he dropped a bombshell: the suite was just for times when work demanded his attention round the clock.  He had a house at the base where he actually spent most of his free time.  Instead of walking, he called for a car and driver, and she was silent with astonishment at the size and amenities of the car.  As they drove past the functional buildings of the base, the interior of the car was far more fascinating than the view outside; the plasbrick buildings were all new, and some were quite huge, but they weren’t very interesting.  However, as they entered the residential part of the compound, her eyes were drawn to the vast lawns and beautiful houses like none she’d ever seen.  Everything was new, and the style of architecture was far more grand than anything the Settlers had used – and the Settlers’ houses were the only large, single-family homes she’d ever seen before.  It was spring again, and the lawns were lush with greenery and beautiful, unfamiliar plants.  When they turned into one of the drives with a tall gate and natural stone fence, she was on the edge of her seat.  

“You live here?” she practically squealed.  She tried to see past the gate to the house, but it was no use; she had to wait until the driver went through an automated security check and the gate swung silently inward to see the inside of the grounds.  

Just as the house, a massive white stone building, came into view, Vanya answered her.  “Maybe I’m just trying to impress you,” he said dryly.  

“You’re succeeding.  I’ve never seen anything like this place.”

“It’s made from natural stone, brought from near Novmoskva – what used to be Eden.  It’s the only place on the planet that has white stone, instead of the usual black lava rock.  The framing for the walls and the interior are plascrete, of course.  Otherwise, it could never have been built so quickly.  The shell of the house was already under construction before I arrived here, but the exterior finish and the interior furnishings are all what I requested.  I tend toward simplicity over that baroque style you’ve seen in the neighborhood.”  It was true, she supposed.  The house was all clean lines and elegant spareness – but it was so big, and the white stone gleamed in the morning sun in a way that plain plascrete never did.  The roof was strange, too – tiles of a warm earthen red, rather than the usual smooth black material.

“How many rooms are there?”  she said, staring.

“I’ve never counted,” he said.  “Come on.  We can go inside, and you can count if you want to.”  He spoke briefly with the driver as Lin looked around, taking in the exquisite grounds.  When he finished, they turned toward the door.  It was massive, and made of wood – a true rarity on Ceti – stained a rich mahogany color.  Vanya opened the door for her with his usual half-mocking courtesy.

“What, no voice print or retinal scan to ID us before we go in?” she asked.  Vanya seemed to have a fondness for gadgets and access to an infinite variety of them. But the door wasn’t even locked.

“Actually, the doorknob reacts to my handprint,” he answered, and she couldn’t tell if he was joking or not as he led the way into a vaulted and tiled foyer.

“Does everyone at the base live like this?”

“No.  Being one of two generals in the sector has its benefits.  However, you saw the other houses we drove past.  Those were mainly colonels, with a few civilians like Marina mixed in.  Most of the younger officers live more simply, and closer to the central part of the base.”

“Marina lives near here?”  In the last few weeks in the hospital, Lin had become comfortable calling the doctor by her first name.  They’d even had lunch together.  Marina seemed embarrassed that her old friend Vanya intended to keep Lin for his mistress, but she also seemed determined to act as a mentor despite – or maybe because of – her feelings.  It would be fun to have her for a neighbor, though she worked all the time and probably spent little time at home.

“Yes.  And there are some other people you’ll have to meet.  We’ll have a party.  Everyone loves my parties.”  Again, she couldn’t quite read his tone.

She fished for clarification.  “Will having me for a mistress hurt your career?”

He considered her for a moment.  “Depends.  If you start poisoning my dinner guests, probably.  Otherwise, probably not.  You’re pretty.  You can be charming.  You’re moderately civilized, and we can work on that.  Everyone will think I’m being self-indulgent, but that’s all right.  They’ve thought that since I got here.  You can’t have a house like this, and gourmet feasts like mine, and other expensive hobbies, and not generate talk.”

“What hobbies do you have?  Besides me, I mean?”  Vanya’s mood was light and expansive today; she was learning to shrug off barbed remarks like his one about poisoning people and respond instead with teasing of her own.

“Horses, dogs, cars – would you believe I even have a private plane?”  

“Are you serious?”  Her green eyes searched his face.  On Ceti, the treacherous air currents made flying a very difficult thing.  Everyone traveled by train, except the very rich, who could afford top pilots, and the military.

“I’ll take you to see it some time.  Maybe even take you flying.  I don’t suppose you’ve ever done that?”

“No.  Are you saying that you fly the plane?  You’re a pilot, too?”

“I learned to fly on Earth.  Conditions are a little different here, but I still manage.  I haven’t had much time since I got here, but perhaps I’ll make time to show you.  Anyway.  Here we are.  Aren’t you going to count the rooms?”

Lin spent the rest of the day exploring the house and grounds.  As usual, she saw little of Vanya, who holed up in his study and told her to leave him alone.  Their relationship remained strange.  Part of the time, Vanya was coolly amused by her, watching her respond to new situations with his mildly twisted humor.  Most of the time, he left her alone, which – after the complete lack of privacy at the camp – was fine with her.  Very infrequently, after their wrenching initial conversation, he asked her difficult questions or made her look at herself in new ways – some of which were very uncomfortable.  She still had no idea what he wanted from her – or even who he really was behind the sardonic wit and calculated ruthlessness.  She had a sense that she was seeing only what he wanted her to see, and it grated on her, much as she was enjoying herself.

For she was enjoying herself.  Between them, Marina and Vanya had more friends – and people who aspired to be friends – than she could keep track of.  While some of them must have disapproved of her sudden presence in their circle, everyone she was introduced to was gracious and kind.  Several nurses from the hospital – young women not much older than her – took her shopping once she was able to move around easily, and she’d found that Vanya truly did not care how much of his money she spent.  He generally approved of her taste in clothes, though he did make clear that he expected her to look and act in a manner consistent with his status.  He also had no qualms about giving her orders about how he expected her to wear her hair, her makeup, and her jewelry.  She was exactly the sort of pampered pet she had always dreaded becoming – but it wasn’t so bad.  At least not yet.  Today was the day she’d actually begin living with Vanya.  Despite her access to his bank account and the occasional time they’d spent together over the last few weeks, she’d stayed a patient at the hospital until Marina pronounced her fit to leave this morning – with strict orders to get plenty of rest, continue the physical therapy, and eat heartily.  The latter had not been a problem since her mouth healed; the food was delicious and after months of near-starvation, she didn’t need to be told to eat.  

In addition to the material circumstances of her new life, Lin loved the access to information.  She’d studied history, as Vanya had suggested, and it had been a shock to discover that Marina was indeed Someone Important – not just a doctor and head of the hospital, but also the daughter of one of the most powerful men in recent Russian history.  Reading about the factors and attitudes leading up to the Takeover was fascinating; she could sometimes let herself get caught up in the words and images and habits of thought to the extent that she felt like a Russian.  The experience was probably good for her, she thought.  Vanya was always urging her to think like the other guy, which was still not easy for her.  Still, it was a strange sort of rush to understand, finally, why her whole world had had to end – and to be able to see it both as a terrible tragedy and a glorious triumph.  

Of course, the feeling of oneness with the Russian cause was fleeting and left a bitter anger behind.  She still daydreamed of bloody revenge and more than once she’d thought about interesting things to do to Vanya, should she ever turn the tables and have him as her prisoner.  That he could casually see right into the depths of her mind and regard her very personal rage as something commonplace – as the subject of jokes! – still enraged her.  True, it was also the one thing that made life as his pet bearable.  He never asked for her love or her loyalty; he made very clear that he expected and accepted her hatred, and as long as she acted the part he had created for her, he didn’t care whether she wanted to murder him.  

Now that her right arm was healed, she had also started sketching strange creatures again.  After spending hours basking in the beauty of Vanya’s house, she needed a break from the rather overwhelming reality of his lifestyle. She decided to find a warm, sunlit spot in one of the many bedrooms and draw one of the winged horse-things.  As she drew, she could lose herself in the world of the creatures, letting them work out the things she struggled with.  Finding paper and a pencil wasn’t difficult: one of the small army of servants was more than happy to supply it, and to suggest a suitable place to work.

“I didn’t know you were an artist.”  Vanya’s voice startled her.  She’d been so lost in the work and her thoughts that she hadn’t heard him come in behind her.  She was in a comfortable chair, her bare feet tucked under her.  She’d pulled a small side table close to her so she could work in a patch of brilliant late-afternoon sun.  As he came closer, she shielded the drawing with her arm, reluctant to have him see it.

“I’m not.  I just like to draw.”  She faced him, positioning her body between him and the paper.

“If you don’t want me to look at your drawing, I won’t.  I came to tell you that dinner is in half an hour.  You might want to change – we’re having some guests.  I took the liberty of having a few of your things sent over.”  Sometimes she looked so young and vulnerable he wanted to gather her in his arms and make her feel safe; seeing her curled up in the chair, her long hair in a loose braid over one shoulder, so intent on her work – well, it was hard to keep his distance.

“Look if you want to,” Lin said, irritated that he hadn’t mentioned dinner before, or let her pick her own clothes.  She had also been musing, as she drew, about how many lives had been sacrificed so Vanya and his colleagues could live this incredible lifestyle.  So his longing look and polite tone were entirely lost on her.  “It’s your pencil, and your paper, and I’m your slave girl – so what does it matter what I want?”  

As usual, Vanya acted completely unaffected by her outburst.  Only his eyes changed subtly, and she wasn’t in the mood to notice the way something in them closed abruptly.  He replied as if what she’d said was the most logical turn in the conversation, his voice calm and level.  “What you want is not my main concern just now, I’ll admit. I’d like to finish getting ready for dinner myself.  If you want to talk later about the nature and extent of one person’s ‘ownership’ of another, I suppose we could do that.  There are perhaps some interesting philosophical issues about ownership, art, and imagination.  However, I already saw what you were drawing, before you noticed me behind you.  It wasn’t that I felt I had a proprietary interest in the picture, I just didn’t know it was private.  As I said, I won’t look anymore if it makes you uncomfortable.  Let me show you where your clothes are.  I didn’t know if you’d chosen a room, so I just had Niki put your things in the room next to mine.”

Lin’s eyes flashed.  He was always so reasonable.  He made her feel like a fool.  “What if I don’t want to change for dinner?”  She was wearing ivory leggings and a pale pink tunic.  Hardly formal attire.  Her hair was also carelessly braided, and she couldn’t recall immediately where in the vast house she’d left her shoes.  She looked at him defiantly.

Kolkholov wanted to tell her how like a child’s her behavior was – but then, she was a child, and if he gave her something to react against, he knew she would.  Better to refuse to be baited.  “Come as you are, then.  I’m going to change.  I’ll see you at seven.”  As he walked out, he felt a pang of regret for the loss of that moment when he’d wanted to hold her.

At dinner, he wasn’t terribly surprised to see her in the outfit he’d had brought for her, her lovely blond hair swept up in a sophisticated knot and acting as though nothing had happened.  He held her chair for her with slightly more flourish than was necessary, and said in an undertone, “Bare feet would’ve been a nice touch, really.  For a slave girl, I mean.”  The look she gave him was pure poison, but she smiled prettily for the guests.  Their guests were an elderly couple, both of whom were academics.  They treated Lin with icy courtesy, but it was plain that they were there to see Vanya, and she was merely an annoying inconvenience.

The main topic of conversation was of great interest to her, so despite the aggressive coolness of the professors, she asked questions and participated avidly.  According to their friends who were still actively involved in teaching, a new university was going to be created in Central, designed specifically to train promising Americans and Euros how to manage the more mundane activities of the two conquered Regions.  Of course, the professors agreed, how effective such a “training school” – they scoffed at the “university” designation – might be would depend heavily on finding enough educable people.  Clearly they thought this unlikely.  

Lin’s curiosity about the university allowed her to overlook most of the old couple’s rudeness and disparaging remarks about American intelligence.  Vanya was impressed with her restraint, especially given her mood before dinner.  However, after the eighth or ninth reference to how difficult it would be to find enough suitable candidates, Lin had had enough.  She looked across the table at Vanya; as he raised his wine glass to his lips, she thought she caught a slight smile.  He arched one eyebrow questioningly, as if asking her what she intended to do.  It wasn’t quite permission, but she decided to take it that way.

With a sweet smile and wide, innocent eyes, Lin looked at the elderly couple and said, “Isn’t it a shame that your army didn’t have sense enough to be selective?  I mean, in the middle of massacring a few million people, someone might have had the foresight to keep the three or four thousand smart ones around.  Really, it’s too bad for all of you that those of us who somehow escaped being slaughtered happen to be so damn stupid.”

For a long moment there was silence.   Then the man pushed back his chair and stood up abruptly.  “Ivan Leontovich, I will not share a table with one like this,” he proclaimed, his old voice shrill and querulous.  “You will tell your … creature … to apologize and leave us, or Marta and I will be going.”

“Vladimir Illich, please, sit.  Our families have been friends for generations.  Please accept my sincerest apologies.  Lin, tell Vlad and Marta you’re sorry.  Then you can wait for me in the study.”  Vanya’s blue eyes sought hers; she knew the look of suppressed amusement very well, so she decided to accept the command gracefully and be glad of the excuse to leave the bigoted old boors.  

“Please excuse me if I’ve spoken inappropriately,” she said demurely, rising as Vlad sat back down, puffed up with ruffled pride.  Then she added silkily as she slipped away, “As you have so keenly observed, my people are not nearly intelligent enough to fully appreciate the conventions of your society.  Good evening.”

“I thought old Vlad was going to turn purple for a minute.  I wondered if he’d choked on his dessert, or if your little speech had sent him into cardiac arrest.”  Vanya sprawled in the couch in his study, his tie hanging loosely and the top of his shirt undone.  His dress uniform jacket had been tossed across a chair by the door.  She’d waited for him in the study as he’d asked, using the opportunity to read through some of the documents he’d left open on his computer.  Unfortunately, he’d only stayed downstairs another half hour before ushering his old friends out.

Lin was wearing only her slip.  She loved beautiful clothes, but she found them confining, especially after the work camp, where clothes were usually too large, when she was lucky enough to have them at all.  Also, modesty was not something cockroach culture had valued highly, and after a year of being touched and looked at whenever the guards pleased, she really didn’t think much about covering up.  So she’d taken off everything but the silk slip, which revealed more than it covered.

Kolkholov wondered when he entered the room if she was trying to seduce him.  He soon realized that she was not; she laughed and joked with him as casually as if she were fully dressed.  Strangely, that made her all the more enticing.  She was a healthy young animal, as lacking in modesty as a cat; he wondered idly if she was as unselfconscious when she made love.  “Come and sit with me,” he said softly, moving one long leg so there was room.

“So you’re really not angry that I was rude to your friends?” she asked, settling herself carefully so that their bodies didn’t touch.

“First, they’re not my friends.  As I said, our families have known each other forever, and if you want to get anywhere in Russian society, you don’t dishonor that kind of history.  But I’ve never been close to them.  I invited them tonight because I thought you might be interested in hearing about the university.  I didn’t anticipate that they would be rude enough to harp on their opinions with you present.  So, second, I’d have to say that they started it.  At least you knew – and cared – what kind of impact your words would have.  They were simply intolerable.”  He let his arm brush her shoulders.  The wine had left him pleasantly mellow.  “And finally, I’m sorry for inflicting them on you, and for brushing you aside when Vlad made his demands.”

She moved away from his touch.  “Yeah.  I guess it’s just another case of what’s more important.”  An old windbag, or the feelings of a slave, she thought bitterly.

“One of these days, you’re going to interpret something I do correctly, and I’m going to be the one who’s so shocked I drop dead of heart failure,” he said, sounding more amused than offended.  “If I let Vlad and Marta run off thinking I’d take your side over theirs, then the whole network of old families would be lined up against us within a week.  It doesn’t matter that most of them think Vlad and Marta are pompous old goats; no one would ever speak to you in public again.  Believe it or not, some of the old families are decent people.  You may actually like some of them, in spite of yourself.  It isn’t worth throwing out the chance to have them get to know you, just to make a point that neither Vlad nor Marta would see anyway.”

“You always think two or three steps ahead of me,” she said, shaking her head.  “I don’t think I’d be very good at what you do, if you have to think so much.  I’d rather just act.”

“Yes, good thing the steak knives were already cleared.  I can just see you waving one at Vlad and saying, ‘Either you admit I’m smarter than you, or I’ll slit your throat and let you bleed to death like the pig you are.’ Of course, you’d slit his throat no matter what he said, if you got half a chance.”  He laughed.  “I think half the people who know him would thank you if you did.”

Vanya moved closer to her, putting his arms around her from the back, so that her back nestled against his chest.  “You fascinate me, you know.”  This time, she didn’t move away.  She put her head against his shoulder.  He felt solid and warm, just as he had when they danced at the party.  “I liked your sketch this afternoon quite a lot, and I’m sorry I made you angry.  I wasn’t thinking of you as a possession.  I generally don’t, you know.”

Lin nodded.  She loved the way his words resonated in his chest.  She wasn’t really sure she understood what he wanted from her – hadn’t he said he wasn’t attracted to young women? – but it didn’t matter.  She was safe and warm, and he felt so good against her.

“If we go to sleep like this, will you promise not to go for the steak knives?” he asked quietly.  Another nod.  “Good.”  He kissed the top of her head. “Welcome home, Lin.”

He was pretty sure she fell asleep shortly afterward, but he stayed awake.  The task he’d set for himself in was not an easy one.  He’d trained dozens of promising young officers, but this was very different – and infinitely harder.  He had to get her to see beyond her own pain and suffering and needs and desires, and to do it in such a way that she thought it was her own idea.  How did you lead someone so that they not only ended up where you wanted them, but also arrived convinced that they had picked the destination?  

When Lin woke up in the light of the nearer moon several hours later, Vanya was gone.  She was alone on the couch, but he’d covered her with a light blanket.  She could see that the computer was off, too, putting his files safely beyond reach.  Probably he’d locked the door to his bedroom, she thought with a smile; probably he’d gone to sleep dreaming of steak knives.  It made her laugh to think of him being afraid of her, especially of her armed with such a puny weapon.  Of course he wasn’t really afraid, but it was fun to imagine.  She pulled the blanket more tightly around herself and drifted back toward sleep.  For a first day, it really hadn’t been bad. 

Breakfast the next morning was exotic fruit and a variety of fresh breads.  Vanya woke her just after dawn; he said he wanted to eat with her then take her to meet his personal trainer.  He worked out every morning, and he seemed to think it would be something they could do together.

“Then I’ll take you to see my horses.  They’re not as beautiful as your unicorn, but I’m fond of them.  You do ride, don’t you?”

“What’s a unicorn?” Lin asked between bites.

“The thing you were drawing yesterday.”  He looked a little puzzled.  “It’s not quite a unicorn, I guess.  They aren’t usually shown with wings.  But, surely, you saw them in a v-fantasy or something?  Or a history of mythology?”

“What’s mythology?”  Lin wasn’t following what he said very closely; the things she drew came out of her head, not off a v-show.  Besides, the food was so good.  It was hard to deal with new words when she wanted to revel in the experience of eating so many good things.

Vanya switched to English.  “You know – unicorns, mythology?”

She looked at him blankly and shook her head as she selected yet another piece of fruit.

“The thing you drew is similar to a mythical, um, legendary, creature called a unicorn.  Mythology is the study of myths, which are … stories about times in the distant past that try to explain the world without reference to science.”  It was a lame explanation, but then it was six in the morning – and he had no idea where the boundaries of her knowledge might lay, so choosing his words was difficult.

“Oh.  That sounds interesting.  I suppose you’ll want me to study mythology, too?”  She was thoroughly engrossed in experiencing the fruit – its scent, its texture, its sweet-sour taste, its juice that kept wanting to overflow her mouth and run down her chin.  Whatever Vanya was talking about, she’d go along with.

He laughed.  “Sometimes you are exasperating.  You look like you’re making love to that orange.”

“Mmm.  Jealous?”  Her green eyes sparkled.  

“Extremely.  Although voyeurism is fun, too.”  This was easily the most enjoyable breakfast he could remember.  Maybe having a beautiful young savage around the house wasn’t all bad.  “Listen, you don’t have to eat everything in the house for breakfast.  We’ll have lunch and dinner, too – if there’s anything left. We should get moving. We’ve got a busy day ahead.”

“Speaking of lunch – and dinner – do you have any ice cream?”  She continued to savor the orange, and made no move to finish quickly.  

“You unrepentant glutton,” he said, smiling.  “Yes, I’ll speak to the cook.  What flavor do you prefer?”

“What’s an unrepentant glutton?” she asked, licking her fingers and trying to think about conceal her delight at finding out that there was more than one flavor of ice cream.  “Oh, never mind.  I don’t want to think that hard.  What’s your favorite kind of ice cream?”

“I’ve never thought about it.  Don’t lick your fingers – I’m starting to wonder if you aren’t part cat.”  He paused, making an exaggerated show of trying to think about ice cream flavors.   “I suppose I like butter pecan best.”

“Let’s have that, then,” Lin said.  She couldn’t imagine it – butter was something you put on bread, and she thought pecans were possibly a type of nut.  How they would taste in ice cream was beyond her.  Nonetheless, Vanya had excellent taste.  And she had to start somewhere – however many flavors there were, she intended to try them all.

“That’s uncommonly polite of you.”

“Thanks.  Now what did you mean about we have a busy day?  Don’t you have to work?”

“Not today.  There isn’t much that needs my attention right now.  Besides, I’m always obsessive about my new hobbies.”  

“Pig!”

“I’m not the one who just ate breakfast for ten.  Come on, get dressed and let’s go.”

Their days passed in a blur to Lin.  She had never had so much fun – and after months of having the best of everything, it was difficult even to work up the malevolence to picture horrible and graphic ends for her Russian friends.  Vanya took her everywhere with him – to the gym, to the firing range, to horse races and dog shows and fancy-dress balls.  He arranged for her to have a tutor, so that her studies would have some shape and direction.  He taught her to ride when he found she had never been close to a horse before, and he let her take her pick of his pure-bred horses to ride whenever she wanted, once he was confident she knew enough to ride alone.  He introduced her to the wizened old man who taught the young officers hand-to-hand combat, and he insisted she learn as much as the officers did.  He made sure his staff – both at home and at the office – treated her courteously.  He gave her things – a fluffy white kitten, an enormous mastiff puppy, a full set of paints and a supply of canvas – and continued to give her free access to his money to buy herself whatever else she wanted.  And she was never lonely.  Marina continued to make time for her, and many of Vanya’s other friends were also surprisingly easy to get along with.  

Vanya himself spent more time with her than she had imagined a general had to spare.  He was kind and patient, but he demanded exact obedience to the few rules he did set.  She was not even to flirt with other men; he was not going to be called a cuckold as well as an indulgent fool.  She was not to attempt to procure or conceal any weapons; he kept his secured or on his body at all times when he was with her.  She was not to seek out contact with other Americans, especially those at the work camp.  She was expected to learn the material her tutor assigned and to be able to discuss it coherently with Vanya whenever the mood struck him.  

For his part, Vanya enjoyed watching her reactions to new things and experiences.  He came to realize quickly that she was not a Settler, or even the bastard offspring of Settlers that she claimed to be.  Too much was new to her; too many things – like riding horses – that were second nature to Settlers were utterly foreign to her.  Her education had been pitifully limited, but she was a quick and curious student.  What she lacked in sophistication, she made up in raw joie de vivre.  Even his more cautious friends were mostly won over by her wide-eyed, high-spirited way of careening through life. He enjoyed sitting with her when they talked, his arm around her and her head against his chest; he loved to dance with her.  More and more often, he found that – especially in front of other people – he liked to keep a protective (or was it possessive?) arm around her waist or to hold her hand while they walked.  She would have been more than happy to share his bed, but he knew that would be a disaster for both of them; they had never even kissed.  She was jealous that he saw other women at times – but he there were times he needed an uncomplicated romp in bed, and that was one thing she could never offer.

Their conversations were often full of playful double entendre, but they could turn to painful or weighty subjects, too – sometimes without either of them really intending it.  No subject was off limits between them.  She had finally asked him how old he was (53 Earthyears), and whether he had ever been married (yes, briefly, when he was a young man on Earth), and how he knew English so well (he’d lived in both Seattle and London on Earth, and in the Central capital on Ceti).  

This last question had come up one late summer day as they rode together outside the base fence.  There was plenty of room inside the fence, which enclosed miles of land, but Lin loved to go outside, and he didn’t let her do it alone.  In just a few months, she’d become a superb rider, easily staying in the saddle even on a spirited horse like the one she’d picked today.  They rode side by side talking, then she’d urge her horse to a gallop, and he’d have to chase her across the plains.  It was a hazy, warm day, and so after an hour or so, Vanya suggested they head for the thicket they could see as a dark smudge far ahead; the only place even small, stunted trees grew on Ceti was near the irrigation canals.  There, they’d find water for the horses and shade for a brief rest.  Lin was exhilarated; they’d never ridden so far out before.  The base was hidden from view by the rolling hills, and she almost felt free.

When they reached the belt of greener grass and twisted trees, they watered the horses, making sure they didn’t drink too much, then tied them to some brush so they could graze.  Lin threw herself down in the springy, fragrant grass under a patch of bushes that offered decent shade.  Vanya joined her.

As she lay stretched out, looking at the sky through the prickly branches, Lin picked up the discussion again.  “So why did you live in all those places?  I thought there was supposed to be a lot of isolationism on Earth, even among the Big Three.  And I know there was on Ceti.”

“Listen to you.  Isolationism on Earth.  Big Three.  A few months ago you would have looked at me blankly if I used those terms.  Now you throw them around like a political analyst.”  He propped himself on his side so he could look at her.  She was lovely.  This was where she belonged; the wildness of the place suited her.  

“You’re trying to get out of answering my question, just like you did before.  Why bother making me learn stuff if you don’t want me to wonder about things?  Come on – why did you live all those places?”

“I was a spy.” As usual, she couldn’t tell if he was serious.  She rolled over so they were facing each other.  His blue eyes were amused, but that didn’t necessarily mean he was joking.

“Like in the v-thrillers?  Did you wear a black cloak and sneak around dark alleys?

“Not very often.  Most of the time I just talked to people.  Amazing what you learn that way.  Sometimes I hacked into computer systems or intercepted communications.”  

“You’re serious?”  Lin didn’t know what she thought he did before he became a general.  She still had very little idea what he was about or why he wanted her, so she supposed she shouldn’t be surprised by anything about his past.  But she was.

“Yes.  My family was rich.  I had the opportunity to study abroad.  I was very good with languages – and even better at adapting to different cultures.  Before long, the government contacted me.  Everyone in Russia was pretty much expected to serve in the military in some capacity, and it turned out that I had some valuable skills that exempted me from regular duty.”

“So what did you do?  Did you pretend to be American?”

He laughed.  “No.  My English is good, but not that good.”

“It sounds good to me.”

“I was younger then.  Didn’t have as much practice, maybe.  Besides, if you were a native speaker, you might notice some things, even now.”  He said it lightly, but it was one of the issues he’d wanted to get on the table. 

“What do you mean, if I were a native speaker?  Do you think maybe I’m really Russian and just faking this American thing?”  Lin was so used to her story about her roots by now that she was genuinely indignant.

“I’d guess you grew up speaking street Spanish.  Maybe that black creole, but I doubt it.  You’re too fair to be mulatto.”  His lazy smile was infuriating.  “I spent years in English-speaking countries on Earth, and long enough in Central here to know that when you speak English, you’re speaking a language you had to work to learn.  My accent would probably be less noticeable to most Americans than yours.  You’re lucky that you had to learn Russian in the work camp.  Your American boyfriends would have spotted you for a cockroach for sure if you’d had a chance to talk a lot in English.”

Lin went totally white.  “Is that why you switch so much between language?  So I would, too – and you could trap me?”

“Once again you miss the obvious.  Let’s review.  It doesn’t bother me that you dream about killing me in some slow and gruesome way – or that you’d try it if you got even a decent chance.  It doesn’t bother me that you’ve killed nine of my fellow Russians – plus an American and perhaps a dog.  So why exactly is it that realizing you’re one of the cockroaches is suddenly going to make me unhappy?  It doesn’t matter to me whether you grew up on the streets or in an ivory tower.  The Takeover kind of erased the distinction, didn’t it?”  His expression was, as usual, more amused than annoyed.

“But I thought – I thought that the Takeover, the Plan, all that stuff I read about, was about getting rid of the cockroaches.”

Vanya shrugged.  “I’m no ideologue.  There are some, I suppose, so it’s best that you stick to your story.  Not many people could tell, really, that you’re anything but what you claim to be by your English.  And for the most part, you’re not even supposed to speak English.  I was mainly curious to see if I was right.  Am I?”

“Yeah.  Gutter Spanish.”  Oddly, Lin felt embarrassed.  She’d never been embarrassed before about her origins.  It was almost like she’d absorbed the superior attitude everyone seemed to have toward people like her.  Or people like she used to be.  It was a little confusing, as if the sides were shifting subtly.

“So how did a blond, fair-skinned girl like you end up speaking gutter Spanish and having a name like ‘Lin’?  Or did you have a different name?”

“It’s my name.  It’s short for Angelina.  Angelina Mariela Gonzales.  Is that Spic enough for you?  And I just look like my mom.  She was Anglo.  Are you ordering me to tell you the whole story, or are you still just curious?”  Her eyes dared him to say it was an order.

“Just curious.  I told you, it doesn’t matter to me.  In fact, I’d rather you didn’t dredge up memories that make you any more hateful than you are.  Besides, I was telling you about my great and glorious career as a spy before we got sidetracked.  Don’t you want to hear about it?”

“Sure,” she replied, glad to pull back from thinking about her papa – and that wretched thing that was her so-called mama.  “Did you like it?”

“When I was young, it was great.  I got to travel, meet lots of people – and feel like I was superior to them.  I had a secret that no one knew, you know?  It was exhilarating, challenging, always something new.”  He looked distant.  “But being a spy isn’t really all that glamorous.  After a while, you find you like the people you’re there to screw over.  You start to feel like you’re as much a part of their culture as you are of yours.  It gets old.” 

Lin was clearly impatient to hear more about exciting adventures, not about his ambivalence.  “So why did you come to Ceti?”  

“The easy answer is that I was sent.  Of course, I could have refused.  You have no idea how wealthy my family was, Lin.  They could have bought and sold ten generals; if I’d wanted to stay on Earth, it would have been simple to arrange.  But I didn’t.  It’s not a place you’d choose to live if you didn’t have to.  And I didn’t have to.  I thought maybe Ceti would be different.”  He stared past her, focused on his memories.

“Was it?”

“At first.  Just the sheer difference in population was enough to make it seem strange and wonderful in the beginning.  The fact that there were wild places, open places – that in itself was a revelation.  I didn’t do much spying here, though.  I was on Barylnikov’s staff when he was ambassador to the World Council.  That’s how I know Marina; we go back decades.  But I started doing other things, too.  I learned to manage spies, to be an analyst.  I found I had a talent for administration.   Time passed.  That’s the abridged story of my life.  Any other questions?”  His tone was light, but Lin thought he looked a little weird, as if he’d gotten stuck halfway somewhere back in his past.  Maybe when you had fifty-some years to look back on, there was just too much to think about.  She didn’t mind the abridged version.  She just wished it hadn’t been the boring abridged version.

Still, this had been a pretty enlightening afternoon, and he had asked if she had any other questions.  She had a lot.  But the one that seemed to follow from what they’d been discussing was the one she was most interested in right now.  “Yeah.  What did you do during the Takeover?”

Kolkholov rolled onto his back and looked up at the sky.  “I killed people.  That’s what you do in a war.”  

“Who did you kill?  Where were you stationed?  What does a Security colonel with a background in spy stuff – who also happens to be an expert on American linguistics – do during a war?”

“Why do you want to know?  Starting to like me a little?  Need some fresh ammo to feed your inner beast so you can keep coming up new ways to eviscerate me?”  He kept looking up at the sky, not toward her.  “By the way, before you ask – eviscerate means to rip someone’s guts out.”

“Thanks.  I like that. But I want to know because, well, you know all about what makes me the way I am.  You can almost read my mind.  But I still don’t know anything about you.  Anything important, I mean.  I know you like French cooking, and you think I have table manners like a goat, and things like that.  But nothing deep.”  Much as it surprised her, she found as she said it that it was absolutely true.  After four months, all she knew about him was superficial stuff.  

“Like a goat?” he echoed.  “I like that, but I don’t think I ever said it.  Maybe you can read my mind, too.  Well, let me give you the capsule history of my involvement in the Takeover.  All those years since we pulled out of the World Council, I kept the lines of communication open with my friends in Central.  When Novmoskva was captured, I became the point man for our capture of Central’s government.  You know that the President and members of Congress were essentially taken hostage and made to surrender, don’t you?  I set it up.  I was involved in the actual military operation, too – not just the information gathering and planning.  It was pretty spectacular.  I’m a hero. I’ve got medals and letters of appreciation – and I got the new rank and the Head of Security job at this base, which brings us up to the present.”

Lin was silent.  His story was still all superficial, but what did she expect?  He had no reason to share the intimate details of his life with her.  She was just his pretty, precocious pet.  Finally she said, “Everything you say about yourself is like the summary of a story, not the story itself.  You’ve always got a cool spin on it, but you never say anything, really.  Do you mind if I ask one more question?”

“If you don’t like the answers, why bother?  But go ahead.  Suit yourself.”

“What exactly do you want from me?  You said, when I was in the hospital, that we’d be partners.  And you have  been good to me,” she added quickly, not wanting to seem ungrateful.  “But you don’t want to sleep with me.  You’d rather do it with some middle-aged Russian ladies who probably leave their clothes on and the lights off.  We have a lot of fun together, but it seems like I’m a lot of trouble for whatever little bit of satisfaction you get from me.”

“You are a lot of trouble,” he laughed.  “However, the satisfaction I get from you is far from small.  Has your tutor ever had you read ancient literature? That’s too bad.  There’s a story I think of sometimes.  In one ancient telling, it’s called Pygmalian.  The story is older than the written versions, though; it’s got to be pretty close to universal.  It turns up in one form or another in almost every culture, in almost every generation.  Look it up.  Maybe you’ll get a better understanding of what I get from our relationship.”  He rolled toward her until their bodies touched.  “By the way, some of my lady friends are quite adventurous. Sometimes they take off their clothes before they turn off the lights.”  His face was inches from hers; as always, she wished he would just quit the playing and take her.  It had been a long time now since she’d had sex, and he was a very attractive man.  “I doubt that any of them would consent to doing it outdoors, in the grass, under the open sky.”  His eyes were so maddeningly inviting.  Without thinking, she put her arm around his neck and pulled him toward her.  Their lips touched, and then he was kissing her as fiercely as she was kissing him.  When he finally pulled away, she was on fire with desire.

“I’d do it outdoors,” she whispered.  “Would you?”

To her disappointment, he answered that question by standing up and stretching, keeping his eyes averted from hers.  “We’d better get back if we don’t want to get wet.”  It was true; clouds were taking shape rapidly out of the haze.  Lin nodded and went to get the horses.  As they mounted and rode back, Vanya seemed back to his usual self.  He made some humorous observations that actually made her laugh; he taunted her into racing him the last mile to the fence.  It was as if their embrace had never happened, as far as he was concerned.  

Actually, his physical reactions to his young companion were a constant irritant to Kolkholov.  As he tossed and turned the evening after their ride, he wondered what it was that made him respond to Lin – of course she was pretty, and, with the help of his money and Marina’s influence, she was more and more like a woman and less like a child every day.  And she was fascinating, especially with how quickly she learned things, whether it was a take-down move or a history lesson or how to behave at a formal reception.  People had taken to calling her “the General’s shadow,” because he took her almost everywhere; even when he was at work, she usually stayed close by, in his apartment at the base.  So he supposed that all of those things conspired to make her attractive.  He hadn’t been lying, though, when he’d told her initially that he had never before found women much younger than himself attractive – there was such a gulf in knowledge and experience, usually.  Perhaps that was another aspect of why she was an exception; the year she’d spent in the work camp had given her more raw life experience than most people had who were decades older, and living on the streets before the Takeover must have been an experience, too.

Still, he prided himself on his self-control.  In most ways, his dealings with Lin were a model of restraint.  He never let himself become angry with her, even when her stubbornness or refusal to think anything but badly of him became annoying.  He had no trouble keeping parts of himself hidden from her, although – ironically – with the training he was giving her, she was becoming more and more aware that there were gaps in what he let her see.  All of that was fine – intellectually, and perhaps even emotionally, he could keep his distance.  But for as long as she’d lived with him, his body had ached to hold her, to explore her reactions to his touch.  He supposed that he was playing with fire, the way they often touched casually or sat together, but he enjoyed those things a great deal, and he didn’t want to stop.  No, and that was the problem.  He didn’t want to stop.  This afternoon, out in the grass, he’d wanted nothing more than to undress her and explore every inch of her.  Even now, the thought of her next to him, so warm and obviously willing, made him respond physically.

And why not have her?  He had never been a prude, wasn’t one now.  If this yearning in his groin didn’t subside, he’d probably go see one of the many women with whom he still maintained cordial relations.  Most of them were flattered that he still wanted them, when he had such a young and attractive companion – though they would never admit to feeling inferior to an American in any way.  Many of them still nursed hopes that he might one day tire of being a bachelor and make them Mrs. Wealthy General, he thought wryly.  No, it wasn’t sexual repression that kept him from acting on his urges with Lin.  Part of it was the difference in power and status between them; he’d seen enough of coercion to know that it came in many forms, some exceedingly subtle, and he didn’t like the thought of using his position to force himself on anyone. However, Lin was probably just as familiar with the various degrees of coercion, especially with regard to sex, and she still enjoyed it – according to his intelligence reports, her genuine pleasure in the act was legendary.  And despite her anger and occasional hatred of him, he knew she also found him attractive; she was a healthy young animal, and she wanted more from him than cuddling and hand-holding.  

The problem was more philosophical.  He was indeed playing the Pygmalian game: he was working hard both directly and indirectly to make Lin into something different, something he knew she had the potential to become but might never even think of on her own.  Although his molding was benefiting her in many ways, it was also spurring her in a direction that wasn’t entirely wholesome.  As long as he was in a very real sense shaping her – without her knowledge or consent – for a life full of perils, he couldn’t quite bring himself to think it right to be so intimate with her.  Though he couldn’t quite articulate it, even to himself, it seemed like a kind of treachery.  Of course, the whole thing was ridiculous, even at the philosophical level.  What it came down to was that he was using her, and he wanted to keep intimacy and manipulation separate – as if it made a difference.  Certainly, to her, intimacy was manipulation.  Moreover, if she knew what he was trying to prepare her for, she would be thrilled – and more than happy to have been manipulated to achieve that end.  Ultimately, whether they made love was irrelevant.

Kolkholov sighed.  His body wanted her, and his mind was indifferent, but something that a more religious man might call his soul was repulsed by the idea.  He suspected that his body was going to win.  It had been a very long time since his soul had won any arguments.

3

“Did you know that Marina’s husband is going to teach at the American university?” Lin bounded up to him, eyes shining.  “He’s coming here with their girls while the university is finished!”

“No, I hadn’t heard that yet.”  Kolkholov was at his desk in his study in the suite by his office.  Lin had been having lunch with Marina.  He was mildly annoyed that Marina would tell Lin something before telling him, but then, they’d become quite close.  He didn’t look up from his computer.  “What does he teach?  Mathematics, is it?”

“Yeah.  Marina says that a lot of professors won’t even consider a temporary appointment at the university – they’re all like those two horrible old people you know, they don’t think it should even be called a university.  But Marina says that Pavel isn’t like that.  Isn’t it exciting?”

“Isn’t what exciting?  That Pavel Yeltsin isn’t a bigot, or at least he isn’t an overt one when he talks to his wife, who just happens to have an American girl as a pet?”  Kolkholov was not really in the mood for chatter, especially since he had something unpleasant to talk to Lin about.  He was going to puncture her airy bubble of high spirits, and it irked him.

“No.  I just meant that it was exciting that he’s going to teach at the university, and that he and Marina’s girls are going to be here.  They’re twins, you know – fourteen years old – and…”

“I know.  Ariel and Anna.  I’ve known them since they were babies.  Yes, I suppose it will be nice to see Pavel and the girls.  And Marina must be pleased.  I know she’s missed them.”  Kolkholov paused, and before he could go into his dark news, Lin finally spilled the thing behind her extreme excitement; somehow he hadn’t thought she’d be so happy for someone else.

“Marina also said that, she thought that – well, she said that I ought to ask you to sponsor me to go to the university.”  Lin looked half hopeful, half defiant. 

Damn, damn, damn, Kolkholov thought.  He’d hoped Lin might show an interest in the university; he’d worked hard enough to channel her in that direction, and he’d dropped some hints to Marina, too.  But now was not the time for this conversation.  “We can discuss it later,” he said curtly.  Lin looked both disappointed and resentful, which was even less ideal than bouncy cheerfulness.  This was not shaping up to be a good day.  “Sit down.  I have something else to talk to you about right now.”  Lin sat, angry but concealing it well.  If she can do that in another ten minutes, I’ll be impressed, he thought.

“I have some news about one of the boys you knew at the work camp.”

“Which one?”  Lin leaned forward, immediately interested.  She hadn’t thought about the boys much, but the mention of them made her realize how much she missed them.

“The one called Patrick – the Asian one.”

“What about him?”  The look on Vanya’s face did not signal good news.  

“He was arrested yesterday for playing around with the computer net.”  Lin’s sudden tenseness was all he needed to see; the boy hadn’t been lying about her involvement.  “I see you know something about that.”

“No!”  Lin didn’t know what hit her harder – the knowledge that she had set Patrick on a collision course with this fate or the fear that he was going to suck her down with him.

“Don’t lie.  It makes this even more difficult.”  Vanya’s face was different than it usually was, and it slowly dawned on her that he had been different since she came in.  He knew.

“OK, so he maybe mentioned just before you and I got together than he had some ideas about how to mess around with the computers.  But that was a long time ago.  I didn’t even know he was still working at the rail office.”  Lin decided to try going with partial truth.

“Apparently he was assigned to field duty during the growing season, but the rail officer manager requested him back this fall.  He was a very effective clerk.  Unfortunately, he was also a fairly effective hacker as well.  Effective enough to get noticed, but not effective enough to cover his tracks fully. One of my units deals with computer fraud and sabotage.”  Vanya let her think about that for a moment before he went on.  “It’s a political crime, Lin.  And it occurred in my jurisdiction.  What do you suppose that means?”

Lin’s eyes were wide with sudden comprehension.  “Is that why you didn’t come in until almost dawn?  You were torturing my friend?  Why?”  Anger, sadness, outrage, fear – all crowded against her throat, making it hard to speak, or even breathe.

“The word is ‘interrogating.’  We’ve been over that.  However, in this case, your word is just as accurate.”  His face was hard, expressionless.  “Do you mean why did he have to be questioned?  Or do you mean why did I have to be involved personally with questioning him?”

“Both.”  She wanted to hit him, to claw his eyes out.  But she also wanted to come out of this alive.  So she sat, pale and tense, her arms tightly crossed as if to ward off a chill.  She thought of Patrick, who was always so frightened, so reluctant to even think about fighting back.  Of all of them, Patrick was the one who least deserved this.

“He had to be questioned because we weren’t sure if he was working alone, and because we needed to know whether we were aware of the full extent of his activities.  In addition, the camp director asked us to determine whether any of the other troublemakers were, to this boy’s knowledge, involved in this or other sabotage activities.  Of course, other issues surfaced as we worked through those first few.  And that’s why I was there.  From the time my people first began to suspect the boy, I watched the case carefully.  I put some of my most loyal men on it along with the regular investigators.  It doesn’t take a genius to guess that there might be some thread leading to you, and I wanted to know if there was before it became public knowledge.  When the boy was arrested, my hand-picked people were assigned to the interrogation.  Nothing that I don’t want released will ever be reported from that session.”

“So you sort of presided over the torture?  Did you stand back and watch, or did you get your hands dirty?”  Lin’s anger was winning over caution, but she lashed out with words, which Kolkholov thought was on the whole better than attacking him physically.

As always, his voice was level.  He didn’t respond to her tone, only to the content of what she said.  “I watched.  My people are quite able to handle a frightened boy without my interference.”

“What did they do to him?”  

“You really don’t want details.  Threats alone were very effective at getting him to talk.  He had a lot to say, most of it about how you’d convinced him it was better to do something than to roll over and die – and how he was having second thoughts about that advice.  He was emphatic in placing the blame for just about everything squarely on you.  Even assuming that part of his vehemence was due to his anger with your desertion of the camp in favor of my bed, he made a strong case for you as some blood-thirsty mastermind.  Knowing you, I tended to agree, but it didn’t quite explain how it was that he was still at it months later if he didn’t have a personal commitment – or some other source of inspiration.  We used physical torture to make sure there weren’t things he was conveniently forgetting to tell us, or using other things to cover up.  Turns out, as far as I can tell, that he was telling the truth from the start.  Even without you there, you were the driving force behind his actions.  What do you think of that?”

“What else did he say?” she asked, ignoring his question.  Were any of the other boys involved in anything?  What had happened to them since she’d been gone?  Why hadn’t she thought of them in so long?  Guilt jockeyed for position among her other roiling emotions.

“That’s not your concern,” he said calmly, but with a coldness she’d rarely heard from him.  

“Not my concern?” she repeated.  “OK, then.  What happened to Patrick after you got done with him this morning?”  After you came back to this apartment, and had breakfast with me like nothing out of the ordinary had happened, she thought bitterly.

“We turned him over to the work camp authorities.”

“No!”

“Would you rather have me say I shot him myself?  Would that make you feel better?”  His blue eyes were angry, she realized in spite of the knot of her own feelings clouding her perceptions.   His voice was still flat, but his eyes – she barely suppressed a shudder.  

“Is he – dead?” Her voice broke.

“Yes.  That’s why I waited to discuss this with you.  That’s a question you were sure to ask, and I wanted to have an answer.”

“How?”  Tears were burning her throat, and threatening to overflow her eyes.  Tears for Patrick, who had only wanted to kill himself, who had been terrified of her vision of revenge.  Maybe it was better this way, she thought suddenly, and it was enough to avert the tears for the moment.  Patrick had wanted to die, had longed for it.  Maybe in the end it was better to die a martyr to the cause of resistance than a suicide – she knew she’d prefer the former, and she could almost convince herself that Patrick must have, too.

“The Director of the Camp likes to make examples of people who don’t follow the rules, as you well know.  Suffice it to say that it was slow, and painful, and extremely grisly.  It’s my opinion that the Director of the Camp is a fool, in addition to being a sadist.  If anything, these gruesome punishments push the prisoners – and maybe some of the guards – toward sympathy with the one being punished.  However, that’s not my business. We found out what we needed to find out, then we turned the prisoner over to the appropriate agency.  It was a simple matter of following protocol.”

Lin looked at the floor to keep him from seeing her anger and disgust.  “Are any of the other boys in trouble?  I swear to you, Vanya, I don’t know of anything that they were involved in before.  I just want – need – to know.”

“No, nothing implicating the other boys came out.  However, since you ask, I will tell you that two other of the troublemakers have died since you left, too.”  

She felt numb.  “Who?  How?  When?”

“I don’t know all the details.  I have the reports concerning the troublemakers flagged, but they’re usually pretty sketchy.  It seems that there was some kind of confrontation – perhaps even a pre-meditated attack – involving the boys you called Oliver and Matthew.  They were killed by the guards they supposedly attacked, so no one was able to determine their motives.  The usual clumsy handling of security by the camp.  In this case, I imagine it was to the boys’ benefit that they were shot to death rather than being kept alive for questioning and one of the Director’s little performances.  That’s all I know.  It happened shortly after you left the camp.”  Kolkholov still had more to tell her, but he wanted to see if she would anticipate the issue.  She’d done well so far, asking the right questions and avoiding any damning admissions.  “Do you have any other questions, or shall we discuss the university now?”

She met his eyes, and he was not surprised to see barely contained fury in hers.  He’d let his tone slip back to his usual half-mocking style, and she read it as casual disregard for her friends – and for her.  It had the effect he had hoped.  With icy correctness, she asked, “Yes, sir.  If may ask one more question.  You said the official report would contain only what you wanted it to contain.  Would you be willing to tell me what it says about me?  Or is that also none of my concern?”  If she had even a butter knife, she’d ram it down his throat.  

In a way, Kolkholov was pleased; this was the issue that needed to be resolved.  She was angry and afraid and who knew what else – but she was still thinking.  Yet he also felt incredibly weary, and not from lack of sleep.  With an effort, he managed to keep his tone cool and sarcastic.  “Of course. You want the bottom line, as always – how does it affect you?  Well, you can relax.  There is not one mention of you anywhere in the official report.  The boy’s blaming you for his actions is really not relevant to the investigation, so it’s not as if anything pertinent has been withheld.  You weren’t in contact with him this fall when he started up activities again; you weren’t directing him about what to do.  I can’t clear your conscience, Lin, but I can clear you of any official responsibility.”

They looked at each other for a long time.  Finally, Kolkholov said, in a softer tone, “I’m sorry.  I know that you and the boy were lovers once, and I know you liked him best of the troublemakers.  Though you won’t believe it, I tried to warn him off causing any more disruptions, once I was fairly sure he was responsible.  My people were a very prominent presence at the rail office, and there were some rather explicit notices posted on-line urging the hacker to desist.  For my own selfish reasons, maybe, I didn’t want this to happen.  But he didn’t get the hint.”

Lin’s emotions felt raw.  Now he was asking her to trust him, to see him not as the bad guy, but as the reluctant participant.  The strange thing was, she wanted to.  “What kind of reasons?”

He motioned for her to come to him, not really expecting that she would.  But she did, and she sat on his lap, her eyes so transparently torn between trusting him and hating him.  He put his arms around her, and she let her head nestle into its accustomed place on his shoulder.  “If it turned out he was caught up in something big, I didn’t want to find out you were, too.  I didn’t want to have to tell you I’d questioned him.  I didn’t want to lose whatever rapport we’ve managed to build.  I know you still want to wash your hands in my blood, Lin.   I know there’s a well of darkness in you that won’t ever let you forgive me for what I’ve done, for what I still do.  But I also think you care about me, in some small and twisted way.  What it comes down to is, I didn’t want to lose you.”

“Quite a melodramatic speech, especially from you, Vanya. I didn’t know you had it in you to even try to sound sentimental.”  Her words were bitter, but her voice was quiet, and she didn’t move away from him.  “Why did you tell me, if you were so concerned about losing me?  And please don’t try to sell me on some bullshit idea that you had to tell me because you couldn’t bear to have this on your conscience.  I’d have to laugh, and if I start laughing, I might end up crying.  And I don’t want to do that.”  

Vanya stroked her hair.  “Melodramatic or not, those were my reasons for trying to keep this from happening.  Once it did, there was no question of telling you or not.  It’s big news, not like the deaths of the other boys in a routine matter inside the camp.  This is major.  Your friend Patrick is one of the first computer saboteurs we’ve caught.  The v-news channels are going to be all over this, using it to show our superiority.  Yes, I know it’s crazy – the ‘saboteur’ was a sickly kid who occasionally re-routed shipments of stuff and caused minor inconvenience.  But that’s not how it’s going to be spun.  He’s going to be a dangerous criminal, caught just on the verge of doing something terrible.  We’re that desperate for good news in our war against the guerrillas.  So you couldn’t avoid finding out.  And if I didn’t tell you in advance, and you saw me on the v-news, smiling and saying how well my people did – what would have happened?”

“What’s going to happen?  What ever happens?  Nothing.  There’s nothing I can do.  You’re the one calling the shots.  I can hardly even hate you anymore.”  He’d never heard her sound so resigned.  He pulled her closer, and she didn’t resist.

“I don’t think that’s such a bad thing,” he said.  

“Yeah.  But you’re not me.”  She buried her head against his chest and he held her while she cried.  The tears she couldn’t shed before came now, hot and unstoppable, for Patrick, for herself, for no reason and every reason.  And Vanya, who held her, was the one responsible for her pain; she clung to him even as she blamed him.  It was so confusing, so painful – she wished for the millionth time for her papa, and for her life before the Takeover, when the lines between friend and enemy were so clearly drawn.

Lin had barely recovered from the news about Patrick when Vanya made another startling announcement.  As they ate lunch at the apartment, just the two of them, he seemed especially preoccupied.  Finally, just before he had to go back to work, he said, “I got some news this morning.  Commanding General Andropov is going to be paying our base a visit.”

“The Butcher?”  The words were out before Lin could censor them.  

“I see you’ve done your homework.”  His tone was light, but his eyes lacked the usual amusement.  “Yes, he is sometimes called that.  But, please, not to his face.”

“He’s the Head of Security for the whole planet, isn’t he?  Do you know him?  I mean, is he a friend of yours?  Why is he coming?”  Lin’s eyes shone.  Surely she wouldn’t get to meet anyone as important as Andropov, but the thought of someone like him – a person right out history – at the base was intensely interesting.  If only there were some way she could sabotage his visit….  Of course it was only a fantasy; even Vanya, who was a minor figure by comparison, could easily keep her from doing any harm.  Still, it would settle a lot of scores.  It would give her something to thing about for weeks – or for however long she had. Which reminded her: “When is he coming?”

Vanya rubbed his eyes.  “Yes, he’s Head of Security for the whole planet.  He’s also the Commanding General, which means that he’s in charge of all the branches of the military, not just Security.  I’ve met him, I know him moderately well, but I wouldn’t say he’s a friend of mine.  He’s coming because it’s part of a routine review of the more important bases in Central.  He’s coming in two weeks.  Let’s see, that covers who, what, where, why, and when.  I think you left out how.  Before you ask that, he’s coming by supersonic jet.  Now, before your murderous fantasies go into overdrive, just stop.”  She started to protest, but he went on.  “No games, Lin.  The first thing that comes to your mind when I say his name is ‘The Butcher.’  Do you think after living with you for this long, I can’t guess what’s behind that wicked little gleam in your eyes?  But we’re not going to play that.  This is serious.  You’re going to be on your best behavior around him.”

“What?”  Lin almost shouted. “You mean I get to meet him?  Why?”

Vanya sighed.  “The Commanding General has a great deal of curiosity about the native people of Central.  Even if he didn’t know that I had a pretty American pet, he would find out as part of his routine preparation for the visit.  But he already knows.  You see, Mikhail Romanov did a bit of intelligence work for him; that’s why Romanov was here last year.  And Romanov thinks you’re about the most interesting American person around, especially in this particular sector.”

As always when Romanov’s name was mentioned, Lin looked pale and stricken.  “Is he coming?”

“No, not as far as I know.  The last I heard from him, he was in Novmoskva, taking a vacation, or tracking some rogue scientists, or something.  I doubt he’d come here in winter.   Don’t worry about him right now.”

“Should I worry about the Commanding General?”  Lin was feeling confused by Vanya’s mood, as well as by the way he was presenting things.

“We’ll talk more later, but the short answer is yes.  Think about it.  The Commanding General – the one who runs the whole planet, the one who gave the orders that left millions dead – wants to see you.  If I were you, I would worry.  I’m me, and I’m worried.”  Vanya’s tone was still teasing, but Lin thought he really did look worried.  Before she could say anything, he stood up, kissed the top of her head, and said, “I’ve got things to do, pet.  Especially with this visit coming up now.  I probably won’t have as much time to play; you can make arrangements to stay with Marina for a while if you want.”

“No!  Can’t I stay here, please, Vanya?”  she pleaded, noting that he hadn’t given an order, only made a suggestion.  Things were going to be exciting.  Lin didn’t want to end up exiled to the neighborhood of big houses and no news.  She wanted to stay here, where things were happening.

“We’ll talk about it tonight.  Dinner at eight, all right?”  He was halfway to the door.

“Just the two of us?”  

“Yes.  Good-bye, pet.  Duty calls.”

Dinner that night was maddeningly typical, from Lin’s perspective.  Vanya was polite and charming, but he deflected all her attempts to talk about Andropov.  Instead, he insisted on hearing about her latest lessons (mathematics and Earth history) and on having an inventory of how she’d spent her afternoon (shopping).

“Is the dress new, then?” he asked with a smile.  “You have so many it’s hard for me to keep track.”

“Yes.  Do you like it?”  She stood up to give him the full picture.  She straightened back and threw back her shoulders to emphasize her bust.  She was still small – barely over five feet – and lacked the full figure that her father had predicted, but she’d learned how to emphasize what she did have.  Long blond hair swept up, real diamonds sparkling against her neck, the pale dress clinging in just the right places – she was sure she made a pretty picture.

Vanya smiled indulgently.  “Lovely.  It nearly matches your own beauty.  So, did it cost me a fortune?”

“Well,” she began, sitting back down and pretending to be embarrassed.  “Actually, it was one of the more expensive dresses that Pierre had….”

“Did you buy the rest, too?  Of the more expensive ones, I mean?”  

Their game was interrupted by the man who served as waiter and butler for the apartment.  “Excuse me, please.  May I bring the dessert, General?”

Vanya looked at Lin.  She was such a glutton; if she weren’t so active, she’d weigh as much as him.  She appeared to have finished, at least for the moment, so he nodded.  The waiter signaled a boy, who began to clear plates and dishes while he disappeared into the kitchen.

“What are we having for dessert, Lin?  Or should I say, what flavor of ice cream will be enjoying tonight?” 

She blushed.  She’d long ago told him of her childhood passion for ice cream, and her determination to try all the flavors now that she had the chance.  “Tonight we’re having something called ‘Baked Alaska.’  I thought it would amuse you, since I’m supposed to be studying Earth place names.”

“Indeed,” he said, laughing.  “And where did you hear of such a thing?  It’s rather an ancient dish.”  Sometimes she surprised him; he felt a sudden rush of tenderness, thinking how she had changed.

“I have my sources,” she said with a conspiratorial wink to the waiter.  As always, when he was on duty, he ignored her.  But when they were alone, he loosened up.

After the dessert, Lin’s impatience spilled over.  They had moved to the sitting room for coffee, and she was facing him across the simple (yet enormously expensive) Earth-wood coffee table.  “Aren’t you going to tell me about General Andropov?” she finally asked, tired of small talk.

“What did you want to know?” he said, crossing his long legs and settling back.  His earlier discomfort seemed gone; he looked as relaxed as ever.  It was infuriating.

“This afternoon you made it sound like there was a lot I needed to know.  And then you wouldn’t talk about him at all during dinner.  Now you act like he’s no big deal!  What do I want to know?  How would I know?  All I know about him is what I’ve seen in the history archives.  What do I need to know?”  she asked, exasperated.

“Well,” he began placidly, “I’m assuming you’ve spent some of the afternoon reviewing the conventional materials on Andropov.”  She nodded.  “So you know that he’s from Earth, he went to some good schools, came here on one of the last ships through, and ….”

“And he’d a little older than you, has black hair going sort of steel gray, and these brooding brown eyes.  Yeah, yeah, I know all of that.  But that doesn’t tell me anything.  How did he get to The General?  Why did Marina’s father pick him as his successor?  What’s he like?”  Lin sprang out of her chair in her eagerness to discuss Andropov; she paced back and forth until Vanya motioned to her, then came to curl up at his feet.

“The answer to all three questions is probably the same.  He’s as cold as ice.  I don’t think he’d know a human emotion if he tripped on one.  I’ve never met anyone like him.”  Vanya stroked her hair absently as he spoke.  “Also, I’d have to say he’s brilliant.  He sees more aspects of a situation than any strategist, even the great ones from history.  He thinks way outside the box.  Sometimes so far out that it’s hard to understand him; Barylnikov is like that, too.  I guess they understand each other.”

“You don’t sound like you like him much,” Lin ventured, looking up at Vanya.  He still looked relaxed, but now he was distant, thoughtful.

“No,” he said slowly.  “I don’t like him.”

After a silence, she asked, “Why not?  I mean, your taste in people isn’t exactly like mine.  I’ve heard that you and – and – Romanov are friends.  Why not this guy?  He can’t be worse than – than him.”

“I’ve never heard you say Romanov’s name before,” he said quietly.  It impressed him as much as her statement disturbed him.  “Where did you hear that we’re friends?”  

“Just from people,” she replied defensively.  “People talk about you sometimes, you know.”

“Lesson one in the spy game: never believe everything you hear.  I want to deal with this before we get back to Andropov.  I had no idea you thought he was my friend.”  He took a deep breath.  “I’ve known Mikhail Romanov since he was a boy.  He is an extremely twisted individual, due in no small part to his upbringing.  Still, upbringing alone is no excuse for the way he is.  I’ve seen many terrible things – on two planets – and I wouldn’t hesitate for a moment to say that Romanov is the most evil human being I have ever known.  He is no friend of mine.”

“But….”

“Listen.  He may consider me a friend, but it is definitely not mutual.  Aside from having known him for so long, the only link I have to him is our mutual craft.  I’m not enough of a hypocrite to pretend to be appalled by his methods, but what makes him really good isn’t even the things he does.  It’s the way he zeros in on what terrifies people, the way he always finds the weak spot.”

“So you admire his skill at torturing people?” Lin asked indignantly. 

“No, I don’t admire his skill at torturing people,” Vanya replied patiently.  “I am saying he’s good at what he does, and I recognize that.  That recognition does not equal friendship or respect or anything else.  Anyone who thinks differently is wrong.”

Lin didn’t argue, but her look remained skeptical.

“You’ll have to believe me or not as your heart tells you.  Let’s leave it and get back to Andropov.  Andropov is a different thing entirely.  I wouldn’t say that he’s evil, though there are many who would disagree.  He was the Commanding General in charge of the Takeover, and that responsibility alone is enough to damn him in many people’s eyes.”

“Not yours?” she interrupted.

“No.  The way he is, it could very well be that he only orchestrated the Takeover so that he could accomplish something else, some long-term plan that no one else knows about yet.  I certainly wouldn’t be surprised if that’s the way the history archives show it one day.”

“But five million people dead! That’s about as evil as it gets, isn’t it?  How could anything be worth that?”

Vanya’s smile caught her by surprise.  “How many would you kill, Lin, given unlimited power and resources?  And would that make you evil?  Someday, maybe, we’ll talk philosophy again, and we can debate that point.  However, you wanted to know what I thought about Andropov, and I’m trying to tell you.  Do you want to hear or not?”

She nodded, and he went on.  “He’s cold, and he’s different.  He’s not at all like me, or even like General Apolonyev in charge of the base here.  He’s not like Barylnikov or Sheveroshkin or any of the others in the High Command.  Perhaps it’s because he came from a different kind of background – the military middle class, unlike most of us, who were from wealthy families or part of the military elite to start with.  Maybe it’s because he’s so intelligent, maybe that sets him apart.  But he’s not like other people, and he’s not at all likeable.  He’s distant, aloof, unwilling to take part in what makes us human.  I can’t explain it any more fully than that.

“He’s a dangerous man.  Marina’s father used to be my bet for the most dangerous man on the planet, now it’s Andropov.  I would just as soon he stayed away from here, and I would most certainly prefer that he stayed away from you.”  Vanya’s blue eyes sought hers.  “I care about you, whether you believe it or not.  So let me give you a few pointers on dealing with the Commanding General.  He is a powerful man, with little time for games.  He will insist that you follow proper protocol in dealing with him.  He will see through any little tricks you may plan, so for your sake – and mine – don’t try anything with him.  Since he wants to meet you, I’ve arranged a luncheon that you can attend – a mix of civilian and military people.  Stay away from him as much as you can, say as little to him as possible, and be more careful than you have ever been in your life.”

Lin continued to meet his eyes, and hers narrowed as he finished speaking.  “It sounds like you’re afraid of him.” 

“I am.”

There was no trace of humor or teasing in his eyes.  Lin felt cold.  Vanya was Someone Important, the most powerful man she had ever known.  She hated him for it at times, but she counted on it, too.  It was her absolute security in a frightening world.  That Vanya was afraid of anything – and would admit it to her – was a shock.  

“Come and sit with me,” he said after a moment.  And she did. 

It turned out that Vanya let her stay at the apartment in the weeks prior to Andropov’s visit.  While he spent less time with her than usual, he was very good company when he was around.  They rode and swam – and even wrestled during some early-morning hand-to-hand combat sessions.  He wouldn’t talk any more about Andropov, even after Andropov and his entourage arrived.  The luncheon wasn’t until the latter part of the visit, and Lin was almost consumed with curiosity.  

Finally, the day arrived.  Vanya had chosen her clothes and told her how to wear her hair; that was not unusual, and it no longer made her angry.  However, Vanya’s repeated warnings about how to behave did make her testy.  “I’ve got it.  Really, after about the five hundredth time, I think it sank in.  Be respectful.  Follow protocol.  Don’t be a smart ass.”  As Vanya opened his mouth to protest, she grinned and continued, “Don’t use language like that.  Say little, keep my head down and my thoughts of revenge to myself.  Doesn’t that about cover it?”

He looked severe.  “It’s not a joke, pet.  Remember all of that and you’ll be fine.  I’ve got to go.  Marina will come for you, and you’ll sit with her at the luncheon.  During the social hour, stick close to her or to me – and let us do the talking as much as possible.”  He kissed her forehead and was gone.  Lin resisted the urge to stick her tongue out at him, and went to finish getting dressed.

“At least he didn’t stay around to frisk me before the party,” she giggled as she regarded herself in the mirror.  Her fear of Andropov had decreased as her curiosity and impatience mounted.  He couldn’t be that different.  After all, he was a man, and she’d had experience dealing with many different men.  Maybe what it came down to was that Vanya was jealous.  He’d essentially stolen her from a lower-ranking man; maybe he was afraid Andropov would steal her from him.  The thought of the havoc she could arrange – or at least imagine – as the consort of the most powerful man on the planet made her giddy.

Part IV
A shape with lion body and the head of a man,

A gaze blank and pitiless as the sun…

.
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At the luncheon, Lin got her first actual glimpse of Andropov as he walked in with Vanya.  It allowed for excellent side-by-side comparison, she thought with a smile. Fortunately, Marina was chatting with a hundred-year-old matron near the bar, and so Lin had plenty of time to observe.  Both men were tall, which was no surprise.  Sometimes she wondered if an unwritten rule of the officer’s code said that no short men would be accepted.  Both were slender, but Andropov’s shoulders and chest were noticeably broader, and his waist seemed narrower in comparison.  Knowing how muscular Vanya was, it was hard to imagine that Andropov was more fit; it must just be a difference in build, she decided.  Both men also radiated power, as if it were a tangible thing.  People looked up when they entered the room, deep in conversation.  Neither of them paid any attention until General Apolonyev waved them over; he was Vanya’s superior, and a good officer according to Vanya, but he lacked the sheer presence of the other two.  Apolonyev was old, and she was frankly terrified of him, but he didn’t hold her attention.  She continued her inventory of the other two generals.  Vanya, as usual, looked elegantly relaxed and casually amused, despite his very correct military bearing and sparkling dress uniform.  Andropov looked, well, cold as ice; he also carried himself well, and his uniform was the impressive without being ostentatious.  But he looked like a bird of prey surveying the local wildlife for potential entrees, or an old-time v-movie king surveying his subjects.  There was not a trace warmth in how he dealt with people.  Perhaps, Lin thought, that is just Vanya’s perspective poisoning mine.  She kept watching them until Marina returned to her side.

“So, what do you think?”  Marina asked in a low, playful murmur.

“He doesn’t look like he’s older than Vanya,” Lin replied over the rim of glass that Marina had brought her.

“I can vouch for his age.  He was about forty when he came to Ceti.  But he takes care of himself.  He’s a very handsome man.”

“Yeah, more handsome in person than in the archives.  The clips make him look different somehow.”

“Sure.  They’re all retouched.  The official historians seem to think everyone ought to look like they were biosculpted.  He’s not.  What you see is what you get.  He’s very proud of that, by the way.”  Up to this point, Marina had said little about Andropov, though Lin had pestered her incessantly.  Just as she seemed reluctant to talk about her father, she was not forthcoming with information about Andropov, whom she had known at almost as long as she had known Vanya.  She seemed to enjoy watching and discussing him now, though.  

Lin and Marina continued their discussion for a few minutes, then someone called Marina over, leaving Lin alone.  She stayed near the back of the hall, speaking politely to those who spoke to her, but not approaching anyone.  As usual, unless she was with someone worth speaking to, most people ignored her, which today suited her fine.  She continued to watch as Vanya introduced Andropov to the few people who had apparently not met him.  As they worked their way around the room, they eventually encountered Marina.  From a distance, Lin couldn’t hear the words, but it looked like a greeting of old friends: Marina laughed, and Andropov even smiled slightly. His smile was lopsided and made him look almost human; Lin was instantly captivated.  When he and Marina parted, he kissed her cheek and whispered something that made her laugh again.  Vanya stood by, watching but not taking part in whatever joke the other two shared.  Lin wondered if anyone else noticed the stiffness in Vanya’s smile, the minute signs of his displeasure.  Strange, she thought.  Vanya doesn’t like whatever relationship Marina and Andropov have.  Lin felt for just a moment like a child spying on adults, trying to puzzle out the grown-up relationships; then she pushed the thought firmly away.

Not until just before everyone was seated for lunch did Vanya steer Andropov toward her.  By the time they negotiated the crowd on their way to where she stood, most of the guests were making their way toward tables.  Lin was sure Vanya had timed it that way on purpose, but despite her irritation and her pounding heart, she managed a sweet smile.  As the men reached her, she dropped to her knees.  The custom irked her, as always, but a part of her brain reminded her that this was a man who had presided over the deaths of millions.  She didn’t need Vanya’s warnings to be careful; when it actually came down to it, she was terrified.

With her eyes on the ground, she didn’t see who reached toward her first to raise her to her feet.  But it was Andropov’s hand that grasped hers and pulled her up; she knew before she dared to look up that it wasn’t Vanya’s familiar touch.  The hand in hers was hard and powerful, and not overly gentle.  She pulled back as soon as she was on her feet, but he didn’t let go.  Over the blood pounding in her ears, she heard Vanya’s cool introduction, “General Andropov, my companion.”  He didn’t offer a name, Lin noted; her eyes flew to his, questioning, but he just continued, “General, shall we be seated now?  The meal has been announced.”

“In a moment, Kolkholov.  Go ahead, I’ll join you.”  Andropov’s words were clearly as dismissal, and Lin saw a flicker of anger in Vanya’s eyes before he turned with a shrug.  Andropov hadn’t released her hand, and Lin’s eyes moved uncertainly toward his as Vanya left.  His eyes were dark brown, and they seemed to burn into her.  Quickly, she looked down at their hands, waiting for him to speak.

“So.  General Kolkholov’s girl.  We meet at last,” he said pleasantly.  His voice was like Romanov’s: cold and silky.  She flinched involuntarily, but he still didn’t let go of her.  Instead, he laughed, a low purring sound that frightened her even more.  “I didn’t say I was through with you.  Please, allow me to walk you to your seat.  I believe you are by Marina?”  The combination of power play and sudden courtesy confused her, so much so that she almost missed the fact that the last thing he said was a question.  Hurriedly, she murmured, “Yes, General.”

She looked down as they walked, but she could feel him looking at her.  She supposed the whole crowd was, by now.  She tried to hurry, but he kept their pace slow and steady.  “Are you always this skittish, or do I frighten you?” he asked very quietly, making her risk another glance at him.  His eyes were still intense, but she saw only curiosity there, not menace.  

Taking a deep breath, Lin managed to say in an even, almost normal voice, “With all due respect, sir, I’m scared to death of you.”  

Again that low chuckle.  “Fair enough.  Try to get over it.  I don’t want to hurt you.  I do want to speak with you again.  After the meal, I’ll see if we can’t shake loose our chaperones again for a few minutes.  Ah, here we are.  Marina, your table companion is nearly as lovely as you are.”  Again, for Marina, that half smile.  Then he was gone, leaving Lin to sink into her chair gratefully.

Marina looked at her closely, always the mother hen.  “What was that about?”

“Vanya said he wanted to meet me.”  Lin suddenly felt like she was going to cry.  The old mouse-caught-by-a-cat feeling gripped her.  She wished she could just run away, back to Vanya’s apartment, back to the security that had seemed so oppressive to her just days ago.

“Why are you so pale?  What did he say to you?”  Marina’s eyes flashed.  Lin could see that Marina, for one, was not intimidated by the Commanding General.  Probably it helped that she was the daughter of the previous one.

“Nothing.  I mean, nothing bad.  It’s just, it’s really stupid, I know – but he sounds just like… someone else.  It scared me.  That, and all the stuff Vanya told me before he let me come.”  Lin saw that the salad had been served, and she wished Marina would start so that she could.  Playing with her food would give her something to do.

“You mean he sounds like Mikhail Romanov?”  Marina frowned.  “I don’t know Romanov well, but I suppose you’re right.  There are similarities.  That’s too bad – really, they’re nothing alike.  Vlad is very correct, very military, but he’s no monster.  I don’t think he meant to frighten you.  By the way, what kind of things did Vanya tell you?”

Lin had to remind herself that Marina was her friend, Marina had saved her life, Marina only had her best interests at heart.  Otherwise, that one comment, so carelessly offered – I don’t think he meant to frighten you – would have sent her completely over the edge.  As it was, she swallowed the urge to scream, What do you know?  He sees you as a friend; he sees me as a slave!  Instead, she looked at her wilting salad and said obediently, “He told me to be very careful.”

Looking toward the head table where the three generals sat, Marina shook her head.  “Vanya has never liked Vlad.  I don’t know all the history, and I’m sure I don’t want to.  I also know that I can’t fully appreciate the gulf in status between you and Vlad; you’re both my friends, and I tend to see that before I see the things that would be obvious to someone like Vanya.  I suppose there’s no harm in being careful – so long as it doesn’t make you so scared you end up doing yourself a disservice.  What are you waiting for?  Let’s eat!”

Marina thinks she’s qualified to give me advice, Lin thought – when her final words showed she didn’t even know the most basic things about protocol, like an American always waits for her dinner companion to begin eating.  As relaxed as Vanya’s household was, that rule was always observed; that Marina didn’t know it showed the problem with trusting her assessment of the larger situation.  It wasn’t that Marina was stupid.  Far from it, Lin thought Marina was one of the smartest women she’d ever met.  It was just that her own privileged upbringing left her blind to the realities of the less fortunate.
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Much later that afternoon, as Lin tried to blend into the shadows by the bar, she heard the voice she’d been dreading.  “Hello, Lin.  Are you hiding from me?”

Startled, Lin almost dropped her glass.  She whirled toward the voice, hoping she was mistaken.  No such luck.  Andropov had apparently come in from the bar, managing to get behind her without her seeing him.  He didn’t smile, but he cocked his head slightly, as if waiting for something.  As if waiting for her to reply!  Again, Lin almost panicked, but she forced her voice to be normal.  No more squeaking like a mouse, anyway.  “I’m sorry, General.  I didn’t notice you in the crowd.  I thought maybe you had gone.”

“She speaks,” he said wryly.  “I had begun to wonder earlier if you could put three words together, let alone three sentences. However, you didn’t answer my question.”

“I wasn’t hiding, sir.  I did hope you would be too distracted to remember you wanted to find me.”  She decided to be honest; his eyes bored holes in her, and she’d rather seem skittish than be caught in a lie.  

This time he did smile, that boyish lopsided smile he’d favored Marina with earlier.  “No.  I’m not that easy to distract.”   For what seemed like forever, he just watched her, smiling.  Then he said, “So what are you doing?”

“Watching people. Sir.”  His eyes were so distracting.  She wished he’d stop staring at her.  Without thinking, she crossed her arms in front of her chest.

“You’re not easy to talk to.  Perhaps the fault is mine.  You may speak when you wish; don’t wait for me to ask you a question.”

Being told she could speak was less a relief than a burden.  It implied that she ought to say something. “If I may say so, General, you’re not easy to talk to, either!   Maybe if I knew what you wanted from me…?” She paused hopefully.

“I really haven’t decided yet.  That’s why I want to talk to you,” he said, as if it were perfectly self-evident.

“What makes you so interested in me?”  Lin was feeling like the mouse to his cat again, and it was getting hard not to push back – general or not.  “Why don’t you just leave me alone?”

“I understand that Ivan is rather indulgent with you,” Andropov said quietly, his smile disappearing as abruptly as it had come.  “However, it would be best to remember that I am not he.”  Suddenly he seemed impatient, as if he’d spent too much time playing with her.  “What do you suppose I want with you?  There are only a finite number of possibilities.  Right now, what I want is to talk with you alone for a few minutes.  Perhaps later I will fuck you.  You’re very attractive.”

It wasn’t a request, but she couldn’t help protesting.  “But sir, Vanya ….”

Before she could finish, he had her wrist in an iron grip.  “I will discuss it with Ivan.  If it becomes an issue.”  She tried to pull away, but he held her, as he had before.  “He will not be such fool as that puppy he stole you from.  He…..”

“You know about Sergei?”  The words were out before she could stop herself.  Quickly, she added, “I’m sorry, sir.  I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

For a split second, his eyes registered something that seemed like amusement, but it passed quickly and his grip on her wrist tightened painfully.  “You’re determined to see whether I meant what I said about not being Ivan, aren’t you?  Listen to me carefully.  No more interruptions, no more contradictions.  Do you understand me?”

“Yes, sir,” she said through clenched teeth.  And would you please let go of my fucking arm, she added silently.  Strangely, the pain made her less frightened, or at least it made her mad enough to take her mind off being frightened.  

Andropov kept the pressure on her wrist for just a moment more, then let go.  He didn’t miss the sudden ferocity in her eyes; it pleased him more than anything else in the entire encounter with her.  Perhaps Vanya was right about her, perhaps she wasn’t just a frightened mannequin like all the other American girls he’d had.  His smile returned.  “I understand Vanya has made you quite a project – you’ve learned martial arts, equestrian sports, history, politics, really everything a young officer ought to know.”

“Yes, sir,”  Lin said, rubbing her wrist.  “And he’s teaching me to fly, too.”  The pride in her tone was unmistakable – as well it should be.  Less than a hundred civilians on Ceti probably knew how to fly.

“Really?  How remarkable.”  Andropov was truly surprised by that piece of information.  “Well, you’re quite an accomplished young woman.  He should be pleased with his work.  He has always enjoyed challenging hobbies.”

Lin’s eyes flew to his, angry and wondering if the General was mocking her intentionally or just being an ass.  Though he was difficult to read, she thought he seemed amused.  She decided to risk saying, “Yes, he’s been quite successful with me, sir.  His Pygmalian project.”

He laughed, and she relaxed ever slightly.  “You have a sense of humor as well as a solid education.  That’s a rare thing, no matter what nationality you are.  Tell me—“  But just then his belt phone rang, and after he spoke briefly and quietly into it for a moment, he turned back to her and said instead, “I must go.  But I want to speak with you more.  Privately.  I will send for you tomorrow for dinner.”

Before Lin could respond in any way, he turned and left her standing, quite confused.  And more than a little intrigued and aroused.  He was such a commanding presence, so much raw power. And so male.  She couldn’t help wondering what he would be like in bed.
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“Your installation here is in excellent shape, Ivan Leontovich.  As I knew it would be.”

“Thank you very much, General,” Kolkholov answered.  They were having drinks in the General’s Commissary, after a long afternoon and evening finishing the inspection tour.  Dinner had been sandwiches over computer files, so now they were relaxing.  “I assume you’ll be staying another day or two to enjoy our hospitality?”

“I’m not due in Krasny for another three days, so I suppose I have some time.  You and the base commander are to be commended for your efficiency in preparing for the inspection.  You’ve made my staff’s job much easier, and left us time to relax.”  Now, Andropov thought, comes the hard part.  “By the way, thank you for your hospitality this afternoon.  I enjoyed seeing Marina again, and your companion Lin is quite attractive.”

Kolkholov didn’t give an outward sign, but mentally he snapped to attention.  “Thank you again, General.  You are most gracious.”

“After you went back to the files with General Apolonyev, I decided to see if she was still around.”

“Who?  Marina?”  Kolkholov asked absently as he poured each of them another drink.  Though he knew who the General meant, and cursed inwardly.

“No, Lin.  I wanted a chance to speak with her.  If you remember, you introduced us just as lunch was called.  She’s an intriguing creature, and I felt somewhat shortchanged.”  Andropov considered his glass as he spoke.  

“Yes, she’s been an entertaining project.  Have you ever had an American girl?”  Kolkholov stayed busy with the decanter.  

“Yes and no.  I’ve been with American girls, but I’ve never really gotten to know any of them.  Something about me being The Butcher and all that – kind of puts them off.”  He chuckled, but didn’t look up.  “What about your companion?  Doesn’t she mind that you’re one of the bad guys?”

“She’d really like to drown me in my own blood, I’m sure – but most of the time she’s quite happy to live my lifestyle.  She’s a smart girl.  As I’m sure Mikhail has told you.”

“After his last encounter with her, our mutual acquaintance told me that he thought she was a dangerous animal, that she ought to be killed.”  Andropov looked up and smiled at Kolkholov’s startled expression.  “You wondered why I wanted to meet her.  That’s it.  Wouldn’t you want to meet a person Mikhail Romanov thinks is dangerous?”

“She’s dangerous like a sudden storm or a strong tide.  There are ways of managing her, of channeling what is wild and dangerous into things that are beneficial.  That’s what I’ve enjoyed – the challenge of finding those channels, of educating her without breaking her.” 

Andropov nodded.  “I can see that.  What I’ve wondered, given your talents, Ivan, is whether one of those channels might not be espionage.  We have almost no double agents.  Surely you’ve considered the possibility?”  Though I’ve never seen it in a report, he finished to himself.

“She’d never be a double agent, General.  At least, not for us.  Introduce her to the Resistance, and she’d funnel all our secrets to them.”

“Even after all this time as your pet?  You think she’d betray you?  And Marina?  Perhaps you underestimate your skill in positioning people.”

“General, as you well know, so much depends on semantics.  Would Lin betray a friend?  Never. But I can tell you that there is no place in her mind for a Russian ‘friend.’  Killing me, or even Marina, wouldn’t be betrayal from her perspective.”  

“Any more than killing five million Americans was a massacre from my perspective?”  As always, Andropov thought, we come to this.  Ivan was so good at seeing things from other people’s perspectives, he seemed to think there were no absolutes in the world, no reality.  Just different ways of seeing.   

“Moral culpability requires recognition of the other party as human.  And I doubt that she thinks I’m any more human than your ideology says she is.”

Andropov knew criticism when he heard it, even when it was subtly voiced; anyway, to someone as powerful as him, it was always subtly voiced.  He sighed and shook his head.  “It’s an old argument.  I grant you that your companion is quite human, and I’m sure she has every right to want your head and mine on a platter.  However, the idea of an American girl, whom Romanov believes is dangerous enough to warrant mentioning to me, and who has spent over a year under your benevolently subversive tutelage, appeals to me greatly.  I would like to have dinner with her tomorrow.”  

“Your talent for misdirection is legendary, General.  You start by talking psychology, then philosophy, then you come out with it.  The carnal.”  Andropov sighed again, and Kolkholov went on.  “Certainly, General. Have dinner with her if you want.  Take her to bed if that’s what you want.  But keep in mind that she’s more than a little like Romanov – she has only the veneer of civilization, and you probably don’t want to see what’s underneath.”

“Isn’t that exactly what you want, Ivan, to use her to study the monsters we’ve created by our brutality?”  

Andropov’s directness surprised him, and so he answered in kind.  “I was curious.  I’ll admit it.  My passion has always been abnormal psychology, as you know.  But I’m fond of her, Vlad.  I don’t want you to push her into doing something and then hold her accountable.  I want her back in one piece, mentally and physically.”

“Of course.”  Andropov raised his glass, content with his victory.  “To Lin Miller.”  Kolkholov silently raised his glass, then drained it.
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Later that night, he woke Lin.  “Wake up, pet.  I’ve got to talk to you.”

She jumped at his voice.  “What?” she asked sleepily.  

“I’ve just been having a drink with the General.  We wrapped up the inspection this evening.”

At the mention of the General, Lin was wide awake. She sat up and pulled the sheet around her.  “What did he say?”

“He plans to have dinner with you tomorrow.”  In the dim light, Kolkholov had trouble reading her face, but her body language conveyed tension, if not fear.

She wanted to beg him to tell the General no.  But she’d thought this through earlier in the evening. If she tried to make him into her white knight, he might refuse – and she’d never even be able to delude herself into liking him again.  Or worse, he might have to confess that he couldn’t do anything – and she’d see him as weak.  At least if she kept the illusion that he was all-powerful, she could excuse herself for letting him dominate her.  No, it was better not to ask.  Instead, she hugged her knees and said, “He’s not like you.”

“No.”  Vanya laughed, and she smelled the liquor on his breath.  Strange: he almost never drank that much.  “He’s not like anyone.  I think I mentioned that earlier.  If you have any romantic ideas about seducing him and running off with him, don’t.  We have an understanding – he has to give you back.”

“Just lending me out, then?”  Her voice in the dark was bitter.  Damn Vanya!  Even if he couldn’t be her white knight, he didn’t have to be her pimp.

“Right.  Sure.  Whatever you say.  Damn you, you’re so determined to hate me.  One of these days, maybe I’ll actually give you a reason to.”  He grabbed her shoulders and forced her to look at him.  “Just promise me you won’t do anything stupid with him.  I trust him to keep his word only up to the point where you get too cute.”

She tried to shake him off.  “Leave me alone.  What do you care what happens to me?  Worried I’ll damage your reputation with the General?”  

He laughed again.  “Little enough chance of that, Lin.  He’s known me a long time, and you might be surprised to find out what he thinks of me.  I doubt there’s anything you could do to influence him one way or another.”  She tried harder to break free, but he held her.  “Promise me, Lin, and I’ll let you go.  Promise me you’ll be careful.  No steak knives, no poison, nothing.  Please.”

It was the ‘please’ that stopped her.  She couldn’t recall Vanya ever saying please as anything but a routine courtesy, but now he really meant it.  She grew very still.  “All right.  I promise.”

He let her go, but his lips found hers in the dark, and she clung to him as if she were drowning.  He tore himself away before it was too late, but they were both awake a long time afterwards, each cursing the desire they had for the other.

For most of the next day, Vanya was nowhere in evidence, and he couldn’t be reached even at the personal numbers he had given Lin.  She supposed that he didn’t want to see her, and her anger over what felt like abandonment merged with her nervous anticipation to make her restless and uneasy.  By mid-morning, she had tried on most of the dresses in her closet, in combination with dozens of different shoes and accessories.  Nothing pleased her.  None of the dresses that seemed so pretty and alluring when she wore them for Vanya seemed even close to appropriate for dinner with Andropov.

And that wasn’t even what was bothering her, it was only the most visible sign that something was bothering her.  She wondered what the General really wanted from her, whether she would have the opportunity – and the nerve – to hurt or maybe even kill him if they were really alone.  Of course she would die, too.  But what a way to go, as the one who killed the Butcher.  Still, part of her also remembered the way she’d felt when he was close to her, so aroused and ready to fall into bed with him. The conflicting thoughts left her moody and irritable.

However, it was all for nothing.  During the early afternoon, one of Vanya’s aides came to her with a message: General Andropov had been called away unexpectedly.  Dinner would be at eight, with Vanya, as usual.

Part V
The darkness drops again; but now I know

That twenty centuries of stony sleep

Were vexed to nightmare by a rocking cradle...

1

Marina’s girls, Anna and Ariel, were dark like their mother, but had inherited their height from their father.  Even at fourteen, they were half a head taller than Lin.  Also like their mother, they accepted Lin as readily as if she were Russian. In fact, they viewed her as an ideal playmate, and before long were following her around like a couple of lanky puppies.  Since it was winter when they arrived, they were confined to indoor activities – shopping, playing games, cooking, even the occasional make-up and fashion lesson.  Both of the twins were much more intellectual than social, and they were thrilled to have an older, beautiful girl like Lin give them advice.   Marina never said anything about this, but Lin wondered how pleased she – a Russian and a doctor – was to have her daughters take fashion and make-up tips from an American sex slave.  Not that Marina, her husband, or the girls ever made her feel in any way inferior, but…  the situation was laughable, if you thought about it.

One afternoon, after the twins had tried on nearly every outfit in Lin’s closet, they flopped on her bed, giggling.  

“What?”  Lin asked, clearing off enough clothes from a corner of the bed to sit down.  “You two act like you’ve got a great secret.  Tell me.”

Ariel nudged Anna and shook her head vigorously, but Anna went ahead and said, “We had lunch with the Vanishkova girls today.  That’s why we were so late getting here.  Karena – she’s the older one, she’s almost seventeen – said something that we just couldn’t believe.”

“Well, what?” Lin often thought the twins and their friends were silly, but you never knew where you might hear good gossip.  Not that the twins had ever had any good gossip yet – they were so innocent that most of the good stuff went right over their heads.  She couldn’t imagine being so naïve, though maybe she had been – at fourteen.

Ariel again tried to stop Anna, but Anna just rolled over away from her.  Both girls seemed suddenly nervous, but Anna went on.  “Karena said that you’re a slave.  She said you have to – to have sex with Uncle Vanya.”  Both girls blushed, but both stared at her intently. 

Lin sat up straighter, caught by surprise.  She felt insulted, angry – but also incredulous.  “You mean you two never thought about that before?”  she asked.

“No,” they said in unison, shaking their dark heads, their eyes wide.

“Didn’t Marina tell you who – what – I was before you met me?”  Lin demanded.

Ariel answered.  “She just said that you were a friend of hers, and a friend of Uncle Vanya’s.  We know you’re American, of course,” she added hastily, looking a little embarrassed even by mentioning the word.  “But we just never thought about what that meant.”

“Yeah,” echoed Anna, who was always bolder.  “So is it really true?  Do you and Uncle Vanya sleep together?  Do you have a tattoo?”

Without a word, Lin pulled up the sleeve of her sweater and thrust her right forearm toward the girls.  She’d always worn long sleeves since they’d met, partly because it was winter, and that’s what was practical – but partly, she had to admit, to avoid having the tattoo, the visible mark of her difference, on display.

“Wow,” said Anna, either not seeing or ignoring Lin’s silence.  “You really do have one.  What’s that below it?  It looks like letters – MR.  What is it?”

“It’s a brand,” Lin said flatly.  “You know, like they give cows and pigs and things like that?”

“But why?” began Anna.  Ariel interrupted, her dark eyes indignant. “You’re not an animal.  Why would someone brand you?  That’s disgusting!”

“What’s the difference between a brand and a tattoo?”  Lin asked, her tone now openly contemptuous.  “I’m a slave, like your friend said.  Slaves are property, just like cows or tables or houses.  You can do what you want to property.”

Anna’s eyes suddenly widened even further.  “Uncle Vanya didn’t… do that, did he?” she asked, her voice hushed with horror.

“No.  Vanya’s a little more subtle than that.”  Lin laughed unpleasantly at the girls’ blank looks.  “He isn’t the type to deface his property with tacky, overt markings like that.  He’s got a lot of class.”

“But he’s so old!” Anna exclaimed.  “You don’t really sleep with him, do you?”

“He’s not that old.  He’s a very attractive man, as you two would see if you weren’t such children.”  Lin really didn’t want to discuss her sex life – or the lack of it – with a couple of awestruck kids who blushed at the mere thought of sex.  And their questions – stupid, thoughtless, tactless questions – made her want to scream.  They were just kids, she knew, but she hated them just now.  If she wasn’t a slave, an inferior American, she’d tell them to get the hell out.  Instead, she just stared at them moodily.

Ariel, as usual, seemed to guess at her feelings.  Anna was intrigued, and would probably have asked half a dozen more questions if Ariel hadn’t spoken first.  “We’re sorry if we offended you, Lin.  Aren’t we, Anna?”  Anna hesitated, but nodded when Ariel none too subtly kicked her in the shin.  “We couldn’t believe Karena was right.  We never thought…”

“It’s OK,” Lin said, shrugging.   She managed to keep her voice neutral.  “Now you know.  It’s no big deal.  Everybody knows.”

“Yeah, well.  I guess we are pretty naïve.  But don’t worry – we’re still your friends.”  At this, Anna nodded enthusiastically, even without being kicked.

And you don’t realize how patronizing you’re being, Lin thought, but she just nodded, too.  She wished they’d go away.

“Would you tell us what it’s like?”  Anna asked eagerly, before her sister could say more.

“What, to have sex with your Uncle Vanya?  Do you really want to know?”  Startled, Lin frowned.

Anna blushed, and Ariel looked like she wanted to hide under the covers.  “No!”  Anna said quickly.  “Not with him.  But you must’ve done it with other guys, too, right?”

“Hundreds,” Lin said dryly.

Unsure whether to take this seriously, Anna still pressed the issue.  “You could tell us about that.”

“If you don’t mind,” Ariel added helpfully.

Lin sighed.  The problem was, the girls had no idea how painful or awkward this was.  She remembered how desperate she’d been for information about sex at fourteen, and she almost empathized with them.  But remembering herself at fourteen brought back other memories, and she suddenly thought that if they didn’t leave soon, she might just have to kill them.  She stood up quickly.  “I’m not feeling well.  You two should go find your mother and have her take you home.  Excuse me.”  Before the twins could say another word, she walked into the bathroom and closed the door.

In a few minutes, there was a soft but insistent knocking.  “Lin?  Are you all right?”  It was Marina’s voice, full of concern.

“Fine.  Please, just leave me alone.”

“Lin, the girls told me what they said.  The driver is taking them home.  Would you please come out?  I’d like to talk to you.”

Lin came out.  Marina was persistent.  She’d stay outside the door all day if she thought someone needed her; better to get it over with.  They sat on the edge of Lin’s bed.  “It was no big deal, Marina.  I just needed to be alone for a few minutes.”

“I don’t know what they were thinking.  To ask you right out like that whether you’re a slave…”  Marina’s voice trailed off, and she shook her head.

“To be so blunt, you mean?  That wasn’t so bad.  I was surprised they didn’t know.”

Marina sucked her bottom lip, trying to find the way to explain.  “You see, in South, people don’t quite appreciate how things are here in Central.  To them, it’s still all abstraction, all destiny and purifying and so on.  No one thinks about people like you.  No one understands that there are several million people who are called slaves, but who are really just like everyone else.  And my girls are pretty sheltered.  We want them to be.  So they never asked, and we never explained….  Perhaps that was a mistake.”

“Honestly, Marina, it is not a problem.  They’re kids.  Kids are always tactless.  And curious.  I know I was.”  Lin kept her eyes on the floor.  Marina knew her better than anyone else.  If Marina saw what was in her eyes, in her heart, she’d never forgive her.  Because – for the first time in a long while – Lin had been taking refuge in her bloody visions.  As much as she wanted to shrug off the twins’ questions as nothing, they’d reminded her of her need for revenge.  

Marina wasn’t buying her words. “Look at me and say that, then.”

Lin slowly raised her eyes to Marina’s.  Marina shivered at the cold emptiness she saw there when Lin said,  “I mean it.  I know they didn’t mean any harm.”

“Maybe knowing it isn’t enough.  Instead of going blank like that, tell me what you’re thinking.  You know I care about you.”

With a great effort, Lin pushed the darkness back and managed to smile.  She couldn’t tell Marina that she fantasized about disemboweling her children.  She kept her voice neutral and let out just a tiny bit of the bitterness inside.  “Don’t worry so much, Marina.  I mean, how many girls their age have a trained sex slave to ask for advice about fashion and men?”

The sudden shift in the girl’s mood troubled Marina, as it always did.  Lin did this often: whenever it seemed that she was on the verge of opening up, she retreated into casual, self-mocking humor.  As a doctor, Marina worried about the implications for the girl’s long-term health; as a friend, she felt such refusals to talk were a sad comment on the level of trust between them; as a mother, however, she found that she was profoundly uneasy about what lay behind the mask.  As much as she liked Lin and admired what she’d done with the lousy hand life had dealt her, Marina knew that the girl was not like her.  With all she’d been through, it was understandable – but was it safe to have her around the children?

Marina just stared at Lin for a long time.  After a while, they talked briefly about nothing in particular, both trying to avoid the painful subject that had brought them together.  Then Marina said her good-byes and went to see Vanya.  

Vanya was in his study, and as usual, he was courteous and invited her in.  After just a few pleasantries were exchanged, Marina plunged in.  She explained what had happened, and how strangely Lin had reacted, and then she took a deep breath.  “Maybe I’m out of line in asking this, Vanya, but do you think she’d hurt the twins?”

Vanya looked pensive.  Finally, he said slowly, “You’re not out of line.  Frankly, Marina, I don’t know why you didn’t see this coming before now.  Would Lin hurt the girls?  Yes, in a second, if she thought she could get away with it, and she thought it would be worthwhile – and since they’re Alexandr Barylnikov’s grandchildren, I think we can assume she’d think it worthwhile.  She’d slit my throat in a heartbeat, Marina, if I ever let my guard down around her.  Yours, too, I’d imagine, though you may be the closest thing to a real friend she has.”  

Marina was pale, shocked by his blunt assessment.  “Surely you’re exaggerating…?”  The worst part was, she knew in her heart it was true.

“No, she’s a cold-blooded little killing machine.  She killed two people at the work camp, just before Romanov messed her up.  Poisoned them.  She has absolutely no remorse – she just did it to see what would happen, and since she got away with it, she considers it a success.”

“But if you know that, why do you - ?  I must be missing something.  You know that she killed two people, and you haven’t done anything about it?  Except make her your mistress?”  

“The work camp is not my business, Marina.  I’ve always liked dangerous hobbies – the flying, and racing, and even some of my dogs, the ones that are trained to attack.  She intrigues me.  The danger is probably part of the attraction.  But I make sure that she’s well supervised.  Under no circumstances should she ever be alone with the girls.  Here, in my house, she’s not.  I have surveillance, of course, and my people are within immediate reach of her at all times.  When she’s with you, I take the same precautions; I have someone shadow her wherever she goes.  Don’t let your mushy ideas about her as a poor, abused child cloud your judgment.  She is a poor, abused child.  She’s been through hell.  But don’t pity her so much as fear her.”  Vanya wasn’t kidding.  Marina wished she’d never brought it up.  This conversation, while perhaps necessary, was certainly unpleasant.  But he was going on.  “Perhaps I should have told you this sooner.  I’m sorry.  I wasn’t sure you would believe me, until you saw it for yourself.”

“Damn you, Vanya!”  Marina exclaimed.  “First you hammer me about doing something, about standing up for what I think is right.  Then you let me come face to face with this.”

It was a strange comment, Kolkholov thought.  He shook his head, wondering what she was getting at.  “The world is all shades of gray, Marina.  As you well know.  You can’t accuse me of shattering your innocence.  You’ve got to do what you think is right, even if the people you’re doing it for are all like Lin, ready to stab you in the back.  I’d rather have you go into it clear-eyed than with some idealist mist obscuring the truth.”

“Great.  Thanks.”  Marina wondered, not for the first time, why someone like Vanya cared so much about her doing the right thing.

“Anyway, watch your back with her.  I wouldn’t alarm the girls.  I’ll see to it that they’re protected, and you can do the same.”  As Barylnikov’s daughter, Marina had resources far in excess of any civilian when it came to self-defense.  “Don’t worry, Marina.  If she were armed, maybe we’d have a problem.  But as it stands, she’s no more dangerous than one of my Dobermans on a tight leash, behind a high fence, wearing a muzzle.”  He grinned, his trademark cavalier smile.

Marina wished people would stop telling her not to worry.  She thought there was plenty to worry about.  Briefly, she contemplated telling Vanya about it, but she decided it would only cause more problems.

After Marina left, Kolkholov had Lin come to the study.  She was clearly apprehensive, hanging in the doorway after the aide who brought her left.  He watched her for a moment, thinking again how lovely she was.  Her blond hair shone with health now, and her slender figure had the rounded look of a woman rather than a skinny child.  Then he gave himself a minute shake and beckoned her in.  “Close the door behind you,” he said quietly.

Lin’s stomach had been in knots all afternoon.  She’d blown it with the girls, losing the thread of innocent camaraderie.  So what if they reminded her she was supposed to be less than human?  The only way she was ever going to have a chance to be otherwise was to keep up the fiction of being a docile little pet – and waiting for her chance.  Acting like a hurt child with the girls and then like a psycho with Marina was not going to get her anywhere.  Except perhaps in trouble with Vanya, which is where it looked like she had ended up.  She wondered as he silently regarded her whether he’d been told about what happened by one of his damned surveillance people – about whom she wasn’t supposed to know – or from Marina or the girls themselves.  Either way, he wasn’t likely to just wring his hands over her mental state as Marina did; he still regarded her as dangerous and, no matter how much he seemed to like her, he always kept an insulating distance between them.  So she didn’t bother to greet him, pleasantly or otherwise.  If he wanted to yell at her, let him make the first move.

“Marina was just here to see me,” he began.  “She told me that the girls upset you earlier.”

Lin still said nothing.  She just tilted her head slightly and cocked an eyebrow questioningly, in a silent parody of his own gesture.

“She asked me whether I thought you would hurt her girls, given a chance.  You must have done a terrifically poor job of keeping your nice-girl mask in place with her, Lin.  She’s your number one supporter, you know.  If even she starts to suspect that you’re really a devious would-be murderer, you must be slipping.”

“I told her it was no big deal,” Lin said, shrugging.  Unlike earlier, she now felt cool and in control.  Let him try to bait her.  

“Apparently she didn’t believe you,” he said dryly.  “Of course I told her that you are a danger to all of us, that you would kill the girls without a second thought if you thought you could get away with it.”

“I wouldn’t!  They’re Marina’s kids. I love Marina.”  Lin looked hurt.

“Of course.  Lin Miller, lover of children and small animals.”  Then his voice went cold, so cold Lin looked up sharply.  His face was as hard as his voice.  “This isn’t a subject I’m going keep playing with.  You and I and perhaps Marina now, too, know that you could say you love someone as you stab them in the back.  You’re not going to hurt those girls.  Marina is my friend, and her father is one of the most important men on the planet.”

“What do you think I’d do, Vanya?  Stab them with a nail file?  There’s two of them, remember – and they’re bigger than me.  And you make sure that anything that might be a weapon is locked up tight when I’m around.  Sometimes I think that your paranoia gets the best of you!”  Vanya was angry with her, just as she’d guessed.  But perhaps she could still salvage something, still make him feel silly for worrying.

Instead of responding to what the girl said, he moved closer to her and gripped her wrist – the one that had once worn the troublemaker band – in an iron fist.  He looked into her eyes.  His were like blue ice; she shivered.  “If I ever find that you have been alone with the girls, even for a minute, I will cut you into shreds, a centimeter at a time.  Is that clear?”  She pulled back, but he held her, repeating, “I said, is that clear?”

“Yeah.  Or maybe I should say, ‘Yes, sir.’  It’s perfectly clear.”  Lin’s heart was thudding against her ribs.  Vanya never made threats; even the things he had forbidden her to do, he had simply told her not to do them, and that was that.  Why had she been so stupid today?  Why was Vanya so cold?  She’d seen him angry, but rarely had she seen him like this.  He frightened her, and that made her want to attack.  “Would you enjoy it, Vanya?  Would it finally make you want me if you had me tied up in one of your dungeons?”

“Whether I enjoy it will be irrelevant to you, if you ever cross me on this.  You’ll find out that what Romanov did to you was only the tip of the iceberg as far as torture goes.  I could spend days – days, Lin – just cutting you.  And then perhaps there would be more.”  Lin’s face went white at the mention of Romanov, as always; he could see the rest of what he said made an impact, too.  Kolkholov sighed and let go of her arm.  His intensity faded as quickly as it had come, and he sat down at his desk.  “I hope you don’t get a chance to find out.  Now go.  Dress for dinner.  I’ll be down in about forty-five minutes.”
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It was almost three months later when Lin got the chance to see if Kolkholov was serious.  As it turned out, she broke not just this most recent prohibition, but several of the earlier ones as well.

As the weather had gotten warmer, Lin and Kolkholov had been riding again; as usual, her favorite place to ride was beyond the gates of the base.  Sometimes, if he was busy, she rode with Marina and the girls.  All of them were excellent riders, and Marina felt confident of her ability to keep Lin in check.  After a while, things pretty much got back to normal, and Marina even wondered whether she’d been overreacting – and whether Vanya’s work hadn’t made him too predisposed to see the bad in people.  Marina had persuaded Vanya to leave off actual physical surveillance while they were riding; instead, his people monitored their movements remotely and, as she understood it, a helicopter was standing ready to come at the first sign of a problem.  It seemed like a bit much.  Nonetheless, the girls were never alone with Lin, and that was probably for the best.

One of the twins’ greatest desires was to ride outside the confines of the base; Lin told them rapturously of the unbounded fields and feeling of limitless freedom.  Marina had always been hesitant, insisting that they stay within the huge area encircled by the fence.  But one day, after a particularly good ride, she relented.  As they rubbed down the horses, she told them that she would make arrangements to take them outside the following week.  Anna and Ariel were ecstatic, and Lin was pleased, too – Vanya had been busy and preoccupied lately, and she hadn’t been out in what seemed like forever.

On the appointed day, Lin had the driver drop her at the stable.  It was one of Vanya’s private ones, for his – and her – favorite riding animals.  Moreover, it was near the gate they usually used – a small one for agricultural traffic, not one of the main ones on a heavily traveled road.  She was excited as she brought out a gray gelding and started to brush him.  The horse, responding to her mood, was especially frisky and playful.  The sun was bright outside, but a light breeze kept it from being too warm.  All in all, it looked like a perfect day for a ride.  Lin didn’t see anyone else at the stable, but that wasn’t unusual; the grooms were generally in and out.  And if Vanya still had someone following her, she rarely caught sight of him any more.

The fact was, the driver had contacted one of the stablehands on the phone in the car; this particular stablehand was supposed to keep an eye on Lin while she was there, and to report on where and when she went out, so that the signal from her personal phone – and those of Marina and the twins – could be monitored.  As far as the driver knew, everything was normal that morning.  However, right after breaking contact with Lin’s driver, the stablehand-soldier overheard another call, urgently requesting assistance from all personnel in the area to stop a suspected thief.  He left quickly, without telling the driver he was going.  As he went out, he activated his tracking beacon that homed in on the signal from Lin’s phone; he assumed he’d be back shortly and, in any case, the device would sound an alert if she left the barn.  That was the first miscalculation.

A few minutes after Lin arrived, the twins bounded into the barn, giggling and obviously pleased with themselves.  

“Hi!” Lin called from the side of her horse.  “Where’s you mother?”

Anna answered her.  “She had to go in and handle an emergency.  She’s not coming.” Both girls giggled nervously.

“What?”  Lin was glad the horse was between her and the girls.  Her fear was as intense and unreasoning as it had been when Vanya startled her at the hospital over a year ago.  “You mean you’re here by yourselves?  How did you get here?”  She leaned on the horse’s fragrant gray coat and hoped against hope that there was some way out of this.

More giggles.  “We knew the driver wouldn’t take us, so we called a cab.  We didn’t want to miss going outside the gate.”

“Do either of you giggling idiots know how much trouble you’re going to get me in?”  Lin was already around the horse, reaching into her bag for her phone.  “I’m going to call your mother and let her know you’re here.”

Anna and Ariel exchanged looks.  “We turned off our phones.  No one knows we’re here.  Mother isn’t available for calls.  Come on, Lin.  We can go out for a quick ride and be back before anyone knows we’re gone.”

“I’m going to try her anyway.”  Lin dialed as she spoke.

“You’re really scared, aren’t you?” Ariel asked, finally getting control of her giggles.

“Yeah.  That’s the thing with us slaves, girls.  If we get in trouble, our mother doesn’t yell at us.  We get beaten.  Or worse.  Damn it!  Got her voicemail.  I’m not going to leave a message about this.”  She started dialing again.  

“You don’t think Uncle Vanya would actually hurt you, do you?  He never has, has he?”  Anna was fascinated by the subject.  “Who are you calling now?”

“I’m calling Vanya.  Damn, damn, damn!  He’s not available either.”  She faced the girls, her green eyes flashing.  “Don’t you two know anything?  Your grandfather is some fucking over-general in Security, your ‘Uncle Vanya’ is in charge of torturing political prisoners – and you two act like the world is all sweet and innocent!  Five million people died on this planet thanks to your government’s soldiers.  They killed and raped and tortured and burned – and you ask me whether a Russian general would actually hurt me?  Are you crazy, or just fucking stupid?”

Both girls were taken aback.  Ariel started to apologize, but Anna ran off into the stable and disappeared, crying.  Ariel stared at Lin with huge dark eyes and then darted off after her sister.  “Shit,” Lin said to herself.  This would probably get her in even more trouble.  Hadn’t Marina herself warned her about crude language to Russian women?  Numbly, she went back to grooming the horse, wondering what to do next.  She decided to keep trying to contact Vanya, setting her phone on autodial and leaving it propped on a bale of hay while she brushed.  After a few minutes, Ariel came running back, frantic.  “Anna took Sangre – Uncle Vanya’s big stallion.  She’s tearing off toward the gate.”

“Damn you both!” Lin yelled, too angry to care about the hurt look on Ariel’s face.  Fortunately, she’d already saddled Siri, her big gray; in a moment she had the bridle on and was galloping off herself in the direction of the gate.  No use having Anna kill herself on top of everything else.  Sangre was not a horse that tolerated different riders well; Lin herself had only recently been allowed to ride him, and only in an enclosed arena.

In the barn, Ariel smiled to herself.  Her sister wasn’t stupid enough to try to ride a brute like Sangre.  She was on a similar-looking big red mare.  Ariel herself had a dark bay all ready to go, too.  She hopped on and galloped off in pursuit.  She didn’t like to trick Lin, but the American had gone too far.  Scared or not, she had no right to talk to them like that; that’s what Anna had said, and in the few seconds she’d had to think about it, it seemed reasonable.  Besides, they really wanted to ride outside the gate – and once they were out, Ariel was sure they could talk Lin into being less mad at them.  And of course they could keep Uncle Vanya from doing anything to Lin; he wasn’t a monster or anything, and once they explained things, she was sure it would be fine.  That was the second miscalculation.

Meanwhile, Lin’s phone remained back at the barn, active and dialing.  The soldier, who had gotten more involved chasing the thief than he’d intended, had no idea that she was gone.  His monitor showed that she was safely in the barn, making phone calls.

When Anna got to the gate, she reined in and showed the guards on duty her ID.  She smiled prettily and said, “There’s two more following me.  We’re having a race.  Will you please just clear us all now, so we can keep on?”

One guard scanned the ID and frowned slightly.  “Your party is cleared to go out, Doktor Barylnikova.  But you seem a little young for a doctor.  And this says there are supposed to be four of you.”

“This is my mother’s ID.  She gave it to me so I could get a head start.  And my sister couldn’t come today.  Now please let me go, or they’ll catch me and we won’t have any fun!”  Anna looked anxiously over her shoulder.  She could see the gray horse catching up.

“Go on,” he said, grinning.  “Good luck!”  What she said made sense, and there was no reason he could think of why General Barylnikov’s granddaughter would lie to him. 

“Thanks!” she yelled as she thundered off.

As Lin slowed for the gate, the guard just waved her on.  “You’re cleared.  Go on!”  She nodded and urged the horse on, thinking that Anna’s horse must have been out of control and that the guard cleared her so she could catch up to it.  But mostly she concentrated on catching the form ahead of her, leaning low over Siri’s neck and whispering encouragement.

When Ariel flew past the gate, she stayed low on the bay’s neck, and the guards assumed she was Marina Barylnikova. That was the third miscalculation.

Anna knew that running the horse too long was a bad idea, so when the base disappeared behind a low hill, she slowed to walk, patting the sweaty red shoulder and looking back anxiously.  Within a minute, Lin and the gray galloped over the hill and drew up sharply.  Lin’s face was confused for a split second, then angry.

“You little bitch!  That’s Krasny, not Sangre.  You and your sister were faking it.  Do you know what’s going to happen to me when Vanya finds out we’re out here?  I might as well be dead.”

“Don’t you dare call me a bitch, you American –“ Anna was flushed from the ride and from hurt pride.

Just in time, Ariel emerged over the hill, and Anna cut herself off.  She and Lin stared at each other, then both looked at Ariel.

“Hi,” Ariel said lamely.  “What are you looking at me for?”

“I was just telling your sister what I thought of your little trick,” Lin snapped.  “I was just saying I might as well be dead.”

“Oh, come on.  Anna and I will tell Uncle Vanya what happened.  If we have to.  No one but the guard at the gate even knows we’re out here – and he doesn’t think there’s anything wrong.”  

“Yeah, I told him Ariel was my mother.  He didn’t get a good look at you, did he?”  Ariel shook her head, and Anna went on,  “So he thinks everything is OK.  Look, we don’t like it when you yell at us.  You keep saying how you’re a slave – but then you try to act like our mother or something.  Don’t you have to do what we say?”

Lin’s eyes bulged with suppressed fury.  These two thoughtless girls had virtually signed her death warrant, and now Anna wanted her to be an obedient little pet?  As she tried to think of a reply that was neither obscene nor scathingly rude, her hand slipped beneath the light shirt she wore, unconsciously caressing the smooth metal object tucked in her waistband.  Finally, she said, “If you want to play it that way, Anna.  I’m at your service, miss.”  Her tone was sarcastic in the extreme.

“Stop it, both of you,” Ariel pleaded.  “It’s a beautiful day, and both Mother and Uncle Vanya will probably be tied up all morning with their work.  They’ll never even notice we’re gone as long as we get back by lunch time.  And it’s amazing out here, just like you said, Lin.  Can’t we just ride?  I mean, since we’re already out here, you’d already be in trouble if anyone did notice us missing, right?  So why not have some fun, and hope for the best?”

In spite of herself, Lin laughed.  What Ariel said pretty much summed up her philosophy for dealing with life since the Takeover.  And so far, hoping for the best and living on the moment had served her well.  She noticed both girls staring at her, and she tossed her long hair back and turned Siri toward the open country.  “You’re wise beyond your years, Ariel,” she said, still laughing.  “You’re right.  As we used to say, what the hell!  Follow me.”   Lin knew that Vanya was not likely to forget his promise to cut her to pieces if he caught them out here somehow – but maybe the girls were right, and things were set so that wouldn’t happen.  She hadn’t noticed anyone tailing her recently; maybe that had stopped.  And if not, if the worst was going to happen – why not have one last glorious day of freedom?  She couldn’t stay angry at the twins, even Anna; they reminded her of herself at fourteen, and you couldn’t blame kids for being stupid and impulsive.  As they rode off, the twins were quiet for a while, obviously afraid that she’d suddenly reverse moods again.  After a while, though, they started giggling and teasing again.  Lin even joined in.  The part of her mind that nagged about consequences was shut off; it was one of the survival skills she’d learned.  Anyone looking at them would think they were just a trio of young friends, playing in the late spring sunlight, as high-spirited as their mounts.

Except that even as Lin let herself slip into the relaxed flow of the ride, her demons were growing restless.  She laughed and joked as they rode along, but a small part of her mind kept going back to that metal object under her shirt.  And to her gnawing desire to do something to strike back at the Russian machine, to hurt “them” as much as they had hurt her.  What better way to get back at the top Russian brass than to kill these two?  She could probably even do it and slip off into the woods.  Maybe even live off the land for a while, or better yet, find one of those Resistance cells Vanya had mentioned.  It was unlikely, but then, even if it looked like she’d be caught, she could always use the gun on herself.  For that’s what she had in her waistband – a small, deadly laser pistol.  She carried it with her almost everywhere.  Vanya monitored her, sometimes by remote and sometimes via human spies; she supposed he also had her rooms searched.  The only place to keep the gun was on her body.  Since she got it – last fall – she’d only taken the chance of hiding it when she knew she would be alone with Vanya.  On the off chance he might one day want to sleep with her.  It was crazy.  The way everything had come together today was almost like fate wanted her to finally have her revenge.

But she really did love Marina.  If the truth were told, Marina was the mother she’d always hoped to find.  She didn’t care much one way or another about the girls – they were thoughtless and maddening sometimes, but they were fun to be around.  It really came down to Marina, in more than one way.  Lin remembered what Vanya always said about himself – he was no sentimentalist.  Well, if she were like that, she’d have no problem at all crippling the girls and then slaughtering them in some really awful way.  She’d thought enough about how to do kill slowly, and she’d kept in practice with a pistol on the firing range with Vanya – so she could certainly handle the mechanics of it.  But could she handle knowing she’d betrayed the one person who’d always treated her like a human being, right from the start?  It was like all her values were getting turned inside out and upside down.  To talk about “betraying” a Russian?  To worry with the pain she would cause one of them?  What did it matter if a Russian mother cried for her children?  How many American mothers had seen their own children slaughtered?  How many American children had watched their parents die horribly, only to be rounded up like cattle and brutalized in the name of Russian destiny?

“Lin?  You haven’t said much lately,” Ariel observed.  “You aren’t mad again, are you?”

“Mad?” she echoed, trying to pull herself back to the present.  Apparently she’d become so wrapped up in her dilemma she’d forgotten to keep up with the conversation.  “No.  Just thinking.  Listen, there’s an irrigation ditch not too far ahead.  The horses are cool enough now to drink.  Let’s head there, and then turn back.”  She urged Siri to a slow trot.

The girls chattered and laughed and Lin thought she couldn’t kill them.  They were so innocent and young – even if chronologically them were only a few years younger than she was.  Marina would be devastated if anything happened to them.  She felt a sudden flash of insight, remembering the sickening feeling when she realized her own mother had sold her out for drugs; that’s just how Marina would feel, on top of her grief and loss.  

They stopped near the place Lin and Vanya had stopped in the fall.  Their horse drank deeply, but they made sure it wasn’t too deeply.  Anna lay down in the soft grass, saying she wanted to fall asleep outdoors, smelling the sweet new-grass odor as she dozed.  Lin reminded her that they wanted to get back by lunch, and Anna again became irritable, pouting like a child.  Ariel said in disgust, “Come on, then, Lin.  We’ll just leave her here.  Maybe the wandering rebels and wild dogs won’t get her.”

“You wouldn’t!”  Anna protested, but she sat up in alarm.  Seeing both of them mounted, she sprang up to find her own horse.

“We’ve got to get back, or Uncle Vanya will find out,” Ariel insisted.  “Hurry up!”

As they rode, Lin decided she might as well do it.  She’d regret not doing it as much as doing it.  The mention of Vanya’s anger turned her opinion the other way.  They were bound to be found out; he was going to skin her, or worse.  She had a chance instead to stop being the victim, to finally be the one who made other people cringe and beg for mercy.  And her sympathy for Marina was of course misplaced; think instead about the people who died so Marina Barylnikov and her bratty daughters could live like queens on land that American Settlers had sweated and died to claim, she told herself.

And so it went.  The decision balanced on a knife edge, and her feelings swayed first to one side then another.   She managed to keep up at least a pretense of being involved in the giggling and silliness; she was sure the girls had no idea their survival depended on how her internal debate turned out.
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Suddenly, the distant whup-whup of a helicopter cut through the stillness of the late morning.  Lin knew instantly what it meant, and that she had only seconds to make her decision.  She looked at the girls, fighting to control their horses, and knew she should help them.  A massive military helicopter sped toward them, and by then it was too late to do anything but help; she’d be shot to steaming ribbons if she made a false move now.  Everything happened quickly after that – the voice from a speaker telling them to halt, the horses trying to bolt, and Lin leaping from her horse to catch the bridles of the twins’, the men with guns jumping to the ground and running toward them…. The twins were terrified and clung to their horses.  Lin felt like the nightmare of the Takeover was being replayed, and she had to struggle as hard against her own fear as against the horses’ panic.  Having the horses to deal with actually made it easier for her to remain calm; when the soldiers pointed their automatic weapons at her, she merely nodded impatiently to the nervous animals.  One of the men in charge saw the problem, and got the girls off the horses.  They were whisked into the helicopter while she was ordered to drop the reins and stand with her hands on her head.

Lin had a fleeting vision of drawing her pathetic little pistol and hoping that they killed her outright for it.  But instinct and two years of conditioning won out, and she did as she was told.  The man in charge frisked her while several others covered her. When he found the gun, he looked at her strangely, but said nothing.  He slipped it into a pocket.  “Please, Captain,” she began despairingly, but her cut her off.

“Silence.  Put your hands behind your back.”  As she did so, he fastened a pair of cold metal cuffs over her wrists.  She resisted the urge to throw up or to run or fight.  This was a losing situation.  She let them direct her into the back of the helicopter.

No one spoke to her as they flew the few minutes to the base.  She could hear the twins somewhere in front of her, trying frantically to explain, crying and shouting at the unresponsive men.  Lin herself sat silently, her old detachment settling in and letting her look around as if she were an outside observer, not a condemned prisoner.  The helicopter was clearly military, but it was small.  All the soldiers wore the red Security lightning bolt.  There were fewer than she had initially thought – aside from the pilot, there were only half a dozen men.  The captain who had searched her was the ranking officer.  He looked vaguely familiar, but she couldn’t place him.

As they landed, she saw that the captain was engaged in intense conversation with a no-picture phone set.  She supposed he was talking to Vanya, and her fear washed over her like a wave.  She could hardly stand when she was told to exit the aircraft.  Two soldiers grabbed her elbows, not roughly, but firmly enough to support her or to keep her from resisting.

Outside, on the small landing stage, Marina was waiting.  She was pale and drawn, and looked for once every one of her fifty or more years.  Her husband was also there, looking considerably less anxious than his wife.  Vanya was also there, his face hard and unreadable.  Few other people were present, which struck Lin as odd.  Surely kidnapping Over-General Barylnikov’s granddaughters must rate as the crime of the decade, at least.  Why weren’t more people on hand to witness the triumphant return of the rescue party?

Ariel and Anna ran to their parents and almost disappeared into a storm of hugs and kisses.  But both of them kept talking and gesturing towards her; both were still crying and she could hear among the confused snarl of voices that each of them kept asking, “Why?”

Lin knew why, and she knew from Marina’s expression when she finally glanced her way that Marina knew, too.  Vanya certainly did.  Her escorts were walking her toward him, and as soon as they let go, she did the only thing she could: she fell to her knees before him, her head bowed so that it almost brushed his hand.  She didn’t speak; she was a prisoner, and no one had spoken to her.  She was shaking so hard the plascrete beneath her knees felt like it was vibrating.  

Finally, Vanya spoke, but not to her.  “Take her to my office,” he said, and it was the captain who pulled her to her feet and led her away.  Then he started talking to the others, and Lin caught only the first part of what he said.  He wanted to talk to the girls.

When Lin was gone, Kolkholov put an arm around each of the still-frightened twins.  They were still jabbering together, unintelligible in their haste to speak at the same time. Marina looked on, still deeply shaken; her husband had an annoying, “I told you so” hint of a smile. “We’ve all had a trying time.  Let’s go somewhere quiet where we can talk.  There’s a lot to sort out.  Marina, Pavel, would you mind coming to the Generals’ Commissary with us?  I think the girls need to have something to drink while we talk.  I promise I won’t keep you long.  You’ll want to go home and rest, of course.”  His tone was gentle, to avoid frightening the girls further, but it left no doubt that they would follow his instructions.  He ushered the girls along, telling them softly that everything would be all right, and their parents followed behind.  The rest of the party on the landing stage melted away as if no one had been there at all.

“So, I understand that you tricked the guard at the gate, Anna,” the general said when they were finally settled in the commissary.  He shushed Ariel when she tried to answer, too.  “Just one at a time, please.  That’s the only way we’re ever going to make sense of this.”
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In Vanya’s office, Lin and the captain eyed each other warily.  She’d been in the office so many times, it seemed strange to be there now with her hands bound and staring down the muzzle of a gun.  She looked longingly at a chair and finally found the courage to ask, “May I sit, Captain?”

“Yes, sit there,” he said, gesturing to the seat where he could best cover her and watch the door.  “Please be silent.”

She sat awkwardly with her arms bound, but it was better than standing with her legs trembling so much.  She wished the captain wasn’t here to witness her weakness, her fear as she waited for Vanya to carry out his terrible threat.  What the girls had to say would make no difference to him, she knew.  Especially now that he knew about the gun, she was doomed.  

This sitting and waiting was awful.  It was like the interval between strokes in a whipping.  You knew what was coming, you couldn’t stop it – and you just had to wait until the blow fell.  Anything had to be better than this.  “Is there anything I could do to get you to shoot me right through the head?” she asked the guard hopefully.  He didn’t seem like the type to knock her around just for talking – and if he was, at least it would be better than just waiting for the inevitable.

“Please be silent,” the captain repeated, shifting his weapon slightly.

“What if I won’t?” she asked.  “Will you shoot me?”

“Nyet,” he said evenly.  “Break a few ribs, maybe your knees, but no shooting.”

“You sound a lot like the general,” Lin responded.  “I don’t know whether to laugh or wet my pants.  Why haven’t I met you?”

“You have,” the captain answered.  He moved a little closer.  “Captain Valerye Yugalsigov.  We met at a large party this winter, at your home.  However, despite our social acquaintance, I must insist on your silence.  I’ll enforce it if I have to.”

“Are you one of-“  a sharp blow to her stomach with the stock of the rifle silenced her.  

“I’m sorry,” Captain Yugalsigov said flatly.  “Please don’t make me do it again.”

Lin stared at him.  He met her eyes without any trace of emotion.  He was a handsome man, very dark in complexion, hair, and eyes.  He looked more like an Arab than a Russian, especially with his hooked nose.  She supposed he was from one of those parts of Russia on Earth where people were more Middle-Eastern than European.  Or maybe he wasn’t even Russian.  Maybe he was an undesirable swept up by the Russians in their attempts to gain population; maybe he (or his family) had taken a Russian name on Ceti and settled in to a place in the Plan to exterminate the rest of the world.  Whatever the story, speculating about it gave her something to do, now that she could no longer talk to him.
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“Please, Uncle Vanya!  We promised her everything would be OK.  We told her she had to do what we said, didn’t we Anna?”  After telling the whole story from start to finish, Ariel was alarmed that Uncle Vanya didn’t seem to be softening one bit.  Surely he couldn’t be angry at Lin, when she’d just done what they made her do?

Marina sat with Pavel at a table a little way off.  She had to smile ruefully at her daughters’ naïveté.  She was so glad they were back, safe and sound.  She’d suffered enough in the last ninety minutes to make up for whatever personal culpability she might share for the Takeover.  Every new development they’d found had pointed toward a premeditated plan on Lin’s part to kidnap the girls, and Marina had imagined every kind of horrible death for them that eight years of medical training and twenty years of medical practice could conjure up.  Pavel had been much more reserved, obviously unable to believe that Lin would be willing – much less able – to do anything so dastardly.  Like so many men, Pavel tended not to look past Lin’s soft green eyes and feminine figure; he couldn’t seriously embrace the thought that she might be a killer.  Her father had no sure illusions.  Marina had called him in desperation when the girls turned up missing and Vanya’s damn security precautions turned out to be a string of failures.  She wished now that she hadn’t gotten him involved, but at the time, all she’d thought about was the girls.  Alexandr was a powerful man, and he was instantly willing to send reinforcements if she was afraid Vanya couldn’t do the job.

Seeing Vanya with the girls, so comfortable and soothing, Marina again felt guilty for setting her father on him.  Of course, Vanya was as slippery as her father, and she didn’t doubt for a minute that he was seething inside, despite his calm demeanor.  He simply knew the best way to get the girls to settle down and tell him what he needed to hear.  Later, with Lin, Marina doubted he would try so hard to be nice.  The thought made her cringe.  When she’d been terrified for her children, Marina had been sick with the thought that Lin had betrayed her; now, when it appeared that the case was much less clear, Marina again wanted to believe that the American girl was innocent.  She wished that Vanya could just accept the twins’ story as fact, and let everyone get back to their comfortable lives.

However, as the daughter of a Security master, she knew that the situation was not as simple as it appeared.  Her daughters could have been manipulated into thinking the version of events they gave was true, regardless of the facts.  Or perhaps what they said was the way things had happened – but the fact remained that Lin had been willing to disregard several of Vanya’s absolute prohibitions when the opportunity presented itself.  For what reason or reasons?  The thought of Lin obeying her daughters, as Ariel was trying to tell Vanya, was ridiculous; if Lin hadn’t obeyed the general, why would she feel compelled to obey a couple of adolescent girls?  Was Lin really planning to harm the girls herself?  Was she working for someone else?  Or was she just having fun?  She was hardly more than a child herself, and her thought processes still defied what Marina called logic much of the time.  All of these issues would have to be sorted out, and Marina was just glad that there the one thing that would have made it even harder on the girl didn’t seem to have been involved.  At least that was one break in her favor.

Vanya was finished with the girls, and obviously eager to leave.  He looked at her over Anna’s head; as their eyes met, she stood up.  “Thank you so much for all you’ve done, Vanya.  And thank you, too, for listening to the girls.  We really must be going now.  It’s been a rather overwhelming day.”

The girls started to object, but when Pavel backed her up, they reluctantly said good-bye to Vanya.  They both begged him one last time not to hurt Lin.  Marina was touched by their loyalty.  She felt a little guilty that she didn’t add her own voice to theirs.

6

When Vanya finally strode into the room, Lin’s nerves were about to snap.  She’d tried twice more to engage the captain in conversation; even the two new bruises she had as a result were worth the distraction the game had provided.  Vanya still didn’t look at her.  He just dismissed the captain and turned to his vidphone without even acknowledging her.  “Vanya, please,” she began, too tired of waiting to endure until he spoke to her.

Without turning toward her, he said quietly, “Do not call me that.  When you are asked a question, you may use my title or ‘sir’ to address me.” 

His voice sounded different.  Not angry or cold, just empty – as if everything that had passed between them in a year and a half had vanished, as if she were simply another prisoner he had to deal with.  She shuddered.

Still without turning, he said, “Stay where you are and listen.  Don’t move or say anything.  You may find this interesting.”  The vidscreen glowed and flickered as a call was placed.  Then a face she knew from history accounts and Marina’s house came into focus.  “Zdrastvoyte, Alexandr Petrovich.  I’m calling to let you know your granddaughters have been found, and they are home safely.”

“And your American companion?  Has she also been found?”  The old man’s voice was low and gravelly.

“Yes, sir.  She was with them.  As we speak, my people are e-sending material pertaining to the situation.”

“I take it there is sufficient gray area in the matter that she was not simply executed?”  Despite his age, Alexandr Barylnikov’s eyes were sharp as he asked his questions.

“That’s correct, sir.  Your granddaughters believe that they are responsible for the events.  As you know from what we learned from the guard at the gate, they were at least willing participants in what happened.  I’ve spoken with them at length, sir, and I am convinced that what caused the three of them to end up outside the fence was a combination of unlikely and unlucky coincidences, nothing more.”

“Granted.  That seemed likely from the start.  But what about the intent of your companion?  What about her motives in so blatantly disobeying you?”

“Determining that will be my next step, sir.”  Lin shivered.

“Can you do that?  If you need assistance, don’t be afraid to ask, son.”

“I can handle my own messes, with all due respect, sir.  My record speaks to that.  However, if the Commanding General has concerns, he is certainly free to send his own experts.”  Vanya sounded testy for the first time in the conversation.  As if insinuating that he might not be able to torture her was a grave insult.  Bastard.

The old man laughed, a rather chilling sound.  “Retired Commanding General, these days.  And no, I don’t doubt that you can handle the matter yourself.  I was simply making an offer.  Now, I assume that once you’ve determined the American woman’s intent, she will be executed?” Lin wondered if it mattered; after being sliced and diced for days, would there be anything left to execute?

“Actually, sir, I think that her intent – and whether she is working alone or with some other group – will determine what happens next.  I’m quite fond of her, and if there is no criminal intent, only unfortunate coincidence, there is no reason to destroy her.”

“Perhaps, but it seems unwise to keep one so obviously dangerous around, simply because of your fondness.  Certainly there are other girls.”

“Yes, sir.  But as I’ve told your daughter more than once, I’ve always pursued dangerous hobbies.  I wouldn’t destroy one of my prize stallions because it threw an inexperienced rider.  And you wouldn’t expect me to do so.  The same principle applies.” Lin wasn’t sure she liked being compared to a horse, but she appreciated Vanya’s rather unexpected defense anyway. 

“Yes.  But the principle also involves taking more formidable measures to keep inexperienced riders away from the animal.  While a horse can be fenced in and isolated, a mistress is less likely to tolerate such conditions.”  Lin thought she saw a hint of a smile cross Barylnikov’s wrinkled face.

“She can stay in my apartment on base.  I have perhaps been too lax in restricting her movements.  However, if you will agree, I will make sure that your granddaughters – and Marina – stay away from her entirely.”

This time, Barylnikov did smile, and his laughter sounded more normal.  “Marina does what she pleases.  If you could find a way to make her do anything, I would be amazed.  And this American seems to be as much a pet of Marina’s as of yours.  I would be satisfied if you would keep the twins away.  At their age, they lack the sense of a goat.”

“All right, sir.  If it can be determined that my companion had no criminal intent or connections, she will be confined to my apartment on base.  And contact with your granddaughters will be strictly disallowed.”

“Agreed.  Call me again later when you know more.  I’ll look forward to reading the material I see on my computer that your people have sent.  Good-bye.”  The screen went dark.

Vanya finally turned to Lin.  His face was still unreadable, his eyes cold and frightening.  “So.  You see the terms of the game.  You understand what I must know.  Perhaps you also understand just how big a mess you’ve made of things by dragging that old bastard into the picture.  Now, you’re going to come with me.”  He was at her side in one fluid movement.  Before she could think of resisting, he was pulling her to her feet and propelling her to the door.  The door.  Suddenly Lin understood.  This was it.  He was taking her to the interrogation unit; he was going to start cutting her. It was more than she could take without a fight.


“Where are you taking me? Please, Vanya, please don’t do this!  Vanya!”  Lin’s voice rose to a near hysterical shriek as he dragged her forward by the elbow.  Casually, with his free hand, he slapped her across the face.  

“I told you not to call me that.”  Up close, she could practically feel his anger.  He kept it tightly controlled as he opened the door and pulled her into the hall with him.  He seemed not to hear her or feel her panicked attempts to pull free.  He also seemed oblivious to the stares of the other Russian soldiers as he dragged her toward the back of the Admin Building.  Anyone unfortunate enough to be in his path moved aside quickly, murmuring apologies.  No one wanted to risk diverting the General’s anger.


Lin was still pleading with him as he jabbed the control panel on the express elevator to the lower levels, but more quietly.  When the elevator door opened, he threw her in, so hard she fell against the far wall.  The door slid closed on the tableau: He standing like a stone god, his face a mask of rage, with his back to her.  She awkwardly braced against the wall where she’d fallen, like a discarded rag doll.  As soon as the door closed, the corridors erupted into an excited buzz of speculation about the General and his pet.


Once they were sealed in, Vanya said without turning, “Get up.”  She obeyed, warily, still holding the rail along the wall behind her and keeping as far from him as the small space allowed.  She waited, but he said no more until the elevator came to a smooth stop.  The console showed L3 in glowing red, and Lin’s blood froze - it was the third floor underground, where the most difficult or important prisoners were questioned.  “Out,” said Vanya in the same cold, toneless voice he’d used before.  When she made no move, he grabbed her again and propelled her in front of him.


Again people stared, again he paid no attention.  Lin tried to break free, but his fingers, like iron bands, only dug deeper into her flesh.  She had expected L3 to be a dark, primitive dungeon, but, like the rest of the building, it was clean, fluorescently lit, and modern.  Somehow, that made the thought of the torture that took place behind the sterile sliding doors even more horrific.


Vanya stopped in front of one of these doors and entered some numbers on the keypad.  It slid open silently, and Lin, totally unnerved, began to fight with all her strength.  For such a small girl, she was surprisingly strong, and fear made her stronger.  But her hands were bound, and Kolkholov was a foot taller and a hundred pounds of well trained muscle heavier, so he had no trouble forcing her through the door.  


When it closed, he let her go and punched some buttons on the inside keypad.  She looked around the room wildly, as if expecting to see implements of torture hanging on the walls.  Instead, there were two rows of video monitors, all currently dark, along one wall, and nothing else.


“Vanya, why -”


“Do not call me by that name,” he said softly, turning toward her. This time, instead of an open-handed slap, his blow was powerful backhand that sent her reeling.  Her mouth was bleeding; she could taste the coppery blood and feel the warmth on her chin. 


“Do you think me a fool, Lin?” he asked, letting his voice grow just a touch louder.  She said nothing.  “Answer.”  His eyes flashed dangerously.  He was not Vanya, not the man who had helped her learn the Cyrillic alphabet, who had read her Checkhov under a shady tree, who had given her paints and pets and everything she’d ever wanted.  Not once in a year and a half had Vanya ever hit her.  No, this was a Security General, interrogating a prisoner.


She cringed, but answered.  “No - of course not -”


“Then why did you think you could go out and in one day break almost every one of the very few, very simple rules I set for you?  You went outside the base without an escort.  To make it worse, you lied about your authorization to go out, and you took Barylnikov’s granddaughters with you.”

“I didn’t lie!”  she blurted, flinching as she spoke, expecting a blow for interrupting.  

“Anna showed the guard her mother’s ID, and implied that her mother was with you.”  His tone and stance dared Lin to deny the facts.

“Yeah, I know, but I didn’t know.”  Lin struggled to explain.  He looked like a cat about to pounce.  “I didn’t know until after I caught up with Anna.  Then she told me.  I swear I thought when I went after her that I thought she was riding Sangre and her life was in danger.  I didn’t try to lie my way past the gate.  The guard just waved me through.  Please, Van- sir, you must know what the guard said?”  

“Yes.  But what about the second part?  You were alone with the twins, after I specifically forbade it.  I thought I was quite clear on that point.”

This was what terrified Lin most, even more than possession of the gun (which he hadn’t mentioned) or determining her intent (whatever that meant).  She fell on her knees again, shaking so much it was hard to talk.  “Please,” she whispered.  “Please don’t cut me.  I didn’t mean to be alone with them.  They tricked me into chasing Anna.  Please.  They must’ve said that’s what happened. I didn’t mean for it to happen.  I tried to call Marina.  I tried to call you.  I even set my phone to autodial you.”  

“That was brilliant.  You left your phone on active mode in the barn.  I wonder how long you knew that’s how we were monitoring you?”  His eyes burned with cold fury.

“No!  Please, you’ve got it all wrong!”  Lin couldn’t believe her bad luck.  No wonder he was so convinced she was guilty.  She hesitated, then decided the truth was her only hope.  “I’ve known – for a long time – that you’ve had people follow me.  I’ve known you have video in the house, and probably the apartment.  But I never knew anything about the phone.  I was scared when the twins showed up.  I just wanted to talk to you.  And when Anna took off, I thought if I didn’t catch her and anything happened, it would be my ass on the line.  I just forgot the phone.  Please, I can’t prove it, but I swear I’m telling the truth!”

“And the twins had their phones turned off.  Convenient, wasn’t it?”

“I – I knew that their phones were off.  I knew we shouldn’t have stayed outside the gates once I caught Anna and saw she was just on Krasny.  But  - but…”  Lin couldn’t explain the rest.  She hung her head and waited for his next move.

“But, having gotten outside the gate with a perfectly plausible excuse, you decided…what?  I’m extremely curious about this point.  And as you heard, so is Barylnikov.”

“I decided to have some fun.  I’m sorry,” she whispered.  “I didn’t mean to disobey you.  It was just one of those things.  The girls wanted to be out there, and so did I.  They kept telling me how no one would ever know.  Please, I’m so sorry…”  Her voice trailed off into a soft sound that was half sob, half moan.  She wondered why he didn’t start on her.  She supposed that making her wait was part of the torture.

“Assuming just for the moment that I accept that explanation, tell me how breaking the third rule fit in?  Why were you carrying a laser pistol?  And what plans did you have for it?”

Lin said nothing.  There was nothing she could say about the gun that would help her or anyone else.  She felt Vanya move toward her, and she cowered.  But instead of hitting her, he just firmly lifted he chin so that she was looking at him.  “You need to explain the gun to me, Lin,” he said softly.  “But first, let me tell you something.  If Barylnikov knew about the gun, I’d now be the former General, now looking for work as a goatherd or maybe Euro crew boss.  And you’d be on your way to see how Barylnikov conducts his interrogations – most likely with the assistance of your old friend Mikhail Romanov.  Those men on the chopper are all my elite corps.  Every one of them owes me his life, or something more.  Every one of them would fight the rest of the Russian Army to the death if I told them to.  So the secret is safe.  Despite Marina’s involving her father, the whole story of the kidnapping and rescue operation is relatively unknown so far.  Perhaps it will stay that way.  But tell me about the gun.  Where did you get it?”

“I just – found it.  I saw it lying on the table at the house one day, and I took it and kept it.  You can guess why.”  Lin tried to look away, but he held her tightly.

“Damn you,” he said quietly, as if disappointed, and he let the hand on her chin slip away.  He turned away as he continued.  “The gun is not one that was casually lost by one of my men.  You shouldn’t lie about things you don’t understand.  If you tell a lie, at least have the background to make it plausible.  The gun is a small, extremely well made piece.  It’s made for concealed carry, not military use.  More damning, though, is the chip.  All lasers have a chip that records their ID.  Your gun had a crudely scrambled chip.  That means it was a stolen, black-market weapon.”  Abruptly, he turned back toward her and pinned her with his eyes.  Her eyes were on him, terribly afraid of what he might do next, but unwilling to tell him the truth.  He watched her dispassionately.  “How about it?  One more chance?  I’ll tell you what I think.  The gun was given to you by someone who wanted to kill me.  I want to know who it was.”

“No,” Lin whispered.  Maybe she shouldn’t tell him, but he was so wrong.  And to risk making him angrier, over such a stupid, stupid thing – it didn’t make sense.  “Ask Marina about the gun.”

“Marina?” He looked puzzled, then stunned.  It was the first thing he hadn’t anticipated that she’d told him, and at first it made no sense.  Then a whole string of strange little incidents clicked into place.  “Of course.”  He shook his head and laughed mirthlessly.  “Quite an irony, don’t you think, Lin?”

“Yeah,” she said quietly.  He had her cold.  He knew about the gun, and he was not so stupid as to think she wouldn’t use it.


For a moment he was silent, then he said, almost conversationally, “So you did intend to kill the girls?”

Lin looked at him, and for the first time, fear wasn’t the only thing he saw there.  “I intended to, yeah.  I wanted to cripple them and then torture them and leave them so that their bastard grandfather would know what it was like to suffer.  I wanted to pay back a little of what all of you have done to us.”  Her laugh was bitter.  “I intended to.  And I should have.  Then I could have put the gun in my mouth, and I wouldn’t be standing here waiting for you to take me apart.  But I thought about what you called ‘the irony’.  I thought about Marina and how good she’s been to me.  I thought what it feels like to be betrayed by someone you care about.  I thought how it felt to lose someone, and worse yet, feel like you’re responsible. Every time I’d be ready to do it, I’d see Marina.  But yeah, I wanted to, and I kept trying to.  Maybe I would’ve, if your men hadn’t come.  I don’t know.”


Kolkholov’s face didn’t change.  “So you found, when it came down to it, that it was harder to pull the trigger than you thought?  I’m glad.  I’m glad for Marina and glad for her girls.  I’m surprised, but I think you’re telling the truth.  I need to talk to Marina before we go much further.  Is there anything else I should know before speak with her?”

Lin shook her head.  When he went out, she curled into a fetal ball as best she could with her arms bound.  She hated him, she hated herself, she hated Marina most of all for making her think twice before pulling the trigger on those sniveling brats. She tried to doze, but sleep wouldn’t come.  Her position was awkward, she was terribly thirsty, and she had to pee.  And again she was waiting for Vanya to come back and cut her into little pieces.  If she had those stupid girls here now, and the gun, and her hands free – she wouldn’t hesitate now.  But an annoying little voice kept asking her why.  Why would hurting them make her feel better?  And if it did, how was she any better than Romanov?
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Vanya dialed Marina’s number with hands almost shaking from anticipation.  It had to be true; it solved so many little puzzles.  And it also meant that the secret was really, truly safe – and that he wasn’t going to have to take his game in the interrogation cell with Lin any farther.  “Marina,” he said when her face appeared.  “We need to talk, in person, now.  Can you meet me in ten minutes?”

Marina didn’t ask why.  She just agreed to the time and place and logged off.  

When they met, Marina looked as relieved as he did.  “You know about the gun?” she said as soon as they’d exchanged greetings.

“I want to hear it from you, Marina.  How did Lin get a nasty little pocket laser with a scrambled memory chip?"

“I gave it to her in the fall.  That was before the girls came, or I knew what she was really like – Oh, Vanya, you don’t know how I’ve worried, ever since that day you told me how she’d already killed people.”  Marina buried her face in her hands.  “She always seemed so innocent to me.  Like an injured bird or something.  She’d been through so much, and she never complained.  She just wanted to live.  I was afraid that someone else would try to hurt her, like that maniac Romanov.  I’d thought and thought about how I could help her, and giving her the means to defend herself seemed like the best way….”

Vanya put his arms around her and let her cry into his chest.  “Why didn’t you tell me, back when you first started to worry?”

“I was so afraid for her.  If you knew she had a gun, and had been concealing it all that time… I didn’t know what you’d do to her.  And then this morning…  Do you know what it felt like to know that she might kill my children with the weapon I gave her?  When no one mentioned it, I was so relieved.  I thought maybe she didn’t have it with her.  I figured she was in enough trouble.  I didn’t want to tell you then.”

“Marina, look at me.”  The woman looked up, tears on her cheeks and in her eyes.  “It was a damn stupid thing to do, to give that girl a weapon.  But do you know why she didn’t harm your girls?”  Marina shook her head.  “She couldn’t stand the way it would make you feel.  Not just the grief over losing them, but also the knowledge that she’d betrayed your trust.  And the knowledge that you were partly responsible, by giving her the weapon.  I couldn’t believe it when she told me.  She’s not exactly given to thinking about other people, especially Russians.  But I would bet my last ruble that she was telling the truth.  She was angry that she hadn’t been able to do it, you see.  And she was terribly afraid of me.”  He didn’t see any reason to tell Marina the rest, that Lin really hadn’t decided to kill the girls or not.

“You hurt her?” Marina said in a choked whisper.  “That poor child.  This morning I knew I should have joined the girls in begging you not to hurt her. But I was still so numb with shock over almost losing the girls – and so mad at myself – that I didn’t.  I’m the one who betrayed her.”

“Come on, Marina.  What do you think I could possibly have done to her in an hour?  Don’t look at me like that.  OK, let me put it another way.  I mainly wanted to frighten her.  The gun was my sticking point.  I knew why she went along with going outside the gate.  I understood how, once she got used to being alone with the girls, she could do it and have no regrets – until she saw me.  All of that is wholly consistent with the girl I know.  But how she got a gun and what she was planning to do with it – those were my biggest concerns.  I can’t believe how neatly it all turned out.  Maybe I should thank you.”  His grin was back, for the first time since they’d discovered Lin and the girls missing.  “Now, I’ve got to go.  I need to finish this with Lin.”

Part IV
And what rough beast, its hour come round at last,

Slouches toward Bethlehem to be born?
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“Zdrastvoy, Lin,” Vanya said as the door to the cell slid open.  His pleasant tone surprised her, made her anger boil over.

“You’re awfully cheerful.  Don’t tell me you really do enjoy hurting people?” she flung at him, trying to maneuver herself into a sitting position.

He knelt down and undid the cuffs.  Then he rubbed her wrists to help get the blood flowing again.  “No,” he said shortly, as he helped her sit up.  “Wrong again.  One of these days you’ll be right about me, Lin, and I’ll be so surprised… Marina verified your story about the gun.  What an amazing thing.  My best friend gives you the means to kill me – and what do you do?  You contemplate killing her children.  Talk about irony on top of irony.  Come on, get up.  You’re free to go.”

“What?”  Lin looked at him as if he’d sprouted horns.  “I’ve been lying here expecting you to come back and start cutting me into ribbons.  Instead, you come back bouncing like a ball, and tell me I can go?  Is this a trick?”

“No trick.  That stuff about cutting was merely a threat.  And not a very effective one, judging from the fact that it kept you from being alone with the girls for what – all of three months?  Barylnikov had the better solution to that problem.  We just keep you away from the girls, period.  I’m not going to hurt you.”  Seeing her blatantly skeptical expression, Vanya’s face became serious.  He put his arms around her and kissed her, deeply, passionately, and very gently.  Still holding her, his face barely an inch from hers, he said quietly, “I’m sorry I hurt you today.  I once promised you I wouldn’t, and I swear I came closer today to keeping that promise than I ever would have believed.  You thought I was angry and enforcing the rules of address to scare you, right?  Wrong.  It was the only way I could bear to do what I had to do.  I had to talk to you myself; not just because my reputation was on the line, but because I had to be able to screen what you said, if necessary.  But knowing I had to hurt you was like swallowing a knife.  It just kept cutting.  I had to get some distance, or I could never have done it.  I’ve never had that problem before.  As you’ve noted, I’m not one for sentiment.”  He pulled her to him in a full-body hug, and she felt her own body start to melt.  She resisted.  She’d been through too much today.

“That’s great.  You scare me almost to death, you make me wait and anticipate the most excruciating torture – then you expect me to be grateful that you felt so badly about the whole thing?  Go to hell.  If I’m free to go, let me go.”

Slowly he released her.  “All right. My timing is lousy, I’ll grant you that.  But I have a few more things to tell you.  What happened today gives us a good break point.”

“What do you mean?”  Curious now, as always, he thought with a smile.

“You’ve been approved for the university.  I had planned a surprise party for tonight to celebrate, but let’s pass on that. Congratulations.”  This time, her hug nearly knocked him off his feet.  When he peeled her off, he went on.  “I wrote in support of you, of course.  But when you go, you’ll be going on your own.  I’m not sponsoring you.”

“What does that mean?”  Lin looked as if she understood.  Maybe she hoped she was wrong.  Maybe he was just flattering himself.

“It means that when you go, we say good-bye.  No more General’s Pet, or General’s Shadow, or whatever people call you these days. You’ll be on your own.”  He smiled slightly.  “It’s what you wanted, right?  In a sense, I’m giving you your freedom.  Not exactly, since you’ll still be a sort of second-class citizen in training.  But you won’t have to answer to me, at least.”

Lin looked stricken.  She was ashamed that it wasn’t a pose.  After everything that had happened, especially today, why did her heart ache at the thought of losing him?  “So, what?  Didn’t that whole Pygmalian thing work out the way you planned?” she asked sorrowfully.

“No, I’d say it worked a little too well.  Do you still want me to leave you alone, or can I hold you?”  His gentleness seemed all the more pronounced for her having seen the other side of him.  She went to him and let him enfold her in his arms.  She snuggled into his chest.

“What do you mean, it worked too well?”  Her voice was muffled by his chest.  When he answered, his voice vibrated against her cheek; she’d loved that sensation since the first time they danced.  As always, it was hard to make herself listen to the words, rather than getting lost in the feeling.


“Indulge me in a tangent for just a moment.  Romanov and his kind are monsters.  I’m a monster in my own right. The whole system that allows you and your people to be treated like animals is a monstrosity.  You can’t get rid of the monsters or the monstrosity by yourself.  It’s like a flea trying to kill an elephant - the elephant wouldn’t even know the flea was there, but it would grind it to dust as a reflex.  However, if you were to join up with a band of elephant hunters….”


“Are you saying ... ?” Lin couldn’t believe the implication of his words.  Surely she’d missed something.


“You have choices before you.  I’ve said that before.  Always choices – some better than others.  You can go to the University and continue to play your little games ... and die with nothing to show for your trouble.  You can be the model student, learn to be the puppet of your Russian masters, to enslave your people as you are now enslaved.  You can be someone’s whore and live a soft life ignoring everyone else’s misery. Or you can take yet another path.”


“Another path....”  She turned the words over in her head.  “Are you talking about the organized Resistance?”

“Yes,” he said simply, pleased that she had understood him so quickly.  “But before you fill your head with images of glamor and intrigue, take a look at this.”  Kolkholov activated the monitors.  Four or five were simply surveillance tapes of prisoners in holding cells, but one showed an interrogation in progress.


The subject of the interrogation was a young woman who had probably recently been pretty.  Now she was in agony.  Her wrists were nailed to the wall of the chamber where she was held.  There was dried blood around the nails and brighter, fresh blood running from her mouth and numerous other wounds.  “She was very good at her craft.  But not, unfortunately, good enough.  Yes, she’s a Resistance spy.  We’re starting to catch more and more.  I won’t tell you the details, but what I want to impress on you is this - that girl was good.  She was smart, disciplined, and careful, yet she’s here, a helpless prisoner, and so are the other four you see onscreen.  All are ‘political,’ not just your routine thieves and petty criminals.  They pay in blood and pain for their attempts to rid the world of monsters.  This is the typical end to a Resistance spy’s career.”


Lin was riveted to the image of the woman nailed to the wall.  “She was really a spy?”


“Yes.”  Quietly, he switched off the monitors. “Let me give you a history lesson, one you won’t find on the Net.  Do you remember the city that was called Eden, and is now Novmoskva?”  She nodded.  “Some of the scientists there began to see that inter-Region war on Ceti was inevitable; probably some of them were even Russians who knew about the Plan.  They were dedicated to stopping it and, if that failed, to giving the people some means of resistance.  When it became clear that the former was going to fail, they put all of their energy into the latter.  They built vast underground complexes in the Wastelands.  That's how the Resistance bases were constructed.  They also recruited people in non-military positions to form a skeleton staff for the Resistance movement.  Military people, of course, would be killed in the Takeover. You may wonder why they didn't just go public and try to stop the Takeover.   But it would have been a disaster for the planet - everyone might have been lost.  I know, I know -” he said, seeing her about to interrupt. “So many died as it is.  But isn’t it better to preserve something than to risk losing it all?  Especially if Earth truly has been destroyed?  Maybe you don’t agree now, but someday you may understand.”  


Lyn felt bewildered, overwhelmed by the strange turns the day had taken, and started to ask why he had told her all of this.  Then it hit her, and she began to fully appreciate the path he had chosen.  Kolkholov felt her body tense against him and was satisfied: his message had been received, but not in a way that could ever be traced to him.  

As he looked down at the girl, the creature he’d helped create, he felt a rush of emotion.  She was physically striking, with her delicate features, slender build, and glorious blond hair.  But it was her way of thinking that would be her best weapon.  She was no longer just an amoral killing machine looking for the first opportunity for vengeance; that would have been fine if she were just going to be an assassin or a small time guerrilla.  But to really excel as a high-level Resistance operative, she needed to see things from both perspectives – hers and her enemies’.  It was harder, but it left her better prepared for the choices she would face.  For him, the moment was bittersweet.  He’d accomplished the task his Resistance contact had given him, which had looked so impossible to start with – he’d taken a ignorant, savage child and made her into a much more lethal, well educated and reflective woman.   And he’d done it without her really knowing it, and certainly without her resenting it.  Yet he had never been able to shake the feeling that what he was doing wasn’t an unmixed good – for her or for anyone else.

Lin’s eyes were closed now, her body melting into his again.  Disgusted at himself for this maudlin turn of mind, he nonetheless found himself saying more than he had intended.  “I could keep you here as my mistress, but you would hate me.  The best I can do is set you on a course where you’re likely to find pain and suffering.  I’ve done that – but after you go to the university, you’ll have to decide whether to stay on that course or to pursue a different one.  If we stayed in touch, you’d never know whether it was you or me making the choice.”


“And you’d be risking too much, if I decide to go the way you want?” Lin asked quietly.  All the fear and anger she’d felt earlier were still there, throbbing in her chest - but suddenly a great weight had lifted, suddenly he was no longer the enemy.  She had always loved him; now she could admit it to herself without feeling like she was selling out.  It meant she had to leave him, which was sad of course – but it also meant she could finally let her heart have its way, which was a strange and wonderful thing.


“Yes,” Vanya answered, feeling her cling to him fiercely, and for once not trying to hold himself back.  His heart, too, was finally winning out.  “Shall we go upstairs?” he asked huskily, and she nodded against him.  
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They spent as much of the next two weeks as they could in bed together. Their lovemaking that first day was a revelation; each day after that, as they became more attuned to each others’ bodies, was even better.  Lin hardly noticed, at first, that Marina was much more distant, or that some of Kolkholov’s most trusted men now looked at her with suspicion; for a short and blissful time, all that mattered was Vanya’s embrace.  Kolkholov, in turn, managed to curtly dismiss all references to Lin’s role in the incident with the Barylnikova twins.  However, he was acutely aware now of the behind-the-hand comments and broad winks directed toward him and his consort; such things had merely amused him before, when he knew there was really nothing between them, but suddenly they became a constant irritant.   Only when they were together alone did he get the benefit of their new relationship – and even then, he still felt mildly ashamed of himself, an over-fifty man, enjoying the body of a girl not even twenty.  Still, he knew that she would be leaving soon for the university, and that he would miss her.

It had been decided that Lin would ride to the university with Pavel Yeltsin, while her things would be delivered by some of Vanya’s men.  Lin had wondered why Pavel would still want to share the three-hour journey with her, but then, he didn’t seem to think that she had been a real threat to his children.  Since his arrival, he had viewed Lin with casual paternal affection, and his feelings appeared unchanged.   He said he could fill her in on how things would be at the university; he’d spent most of the last month commuting, and he had accepted an administrative post as well as a teaching one.

Classes were set to start at the beginning of September, just before the rains began; Lin and Pavel planned to leave near the middle of August.  When the day finally came, Lin could scarcely contain her excitement.  Despite her feelings for Vanya, she was eager to start a new phase of her life.  For Kolkholov, their parting was another bittersweet event – he was pleased that she was ready for whatever challenged lay ahead, and frankly he was glad to be rid of the source of so many comments about his lecherousness, but he would miss her.  

“So you’re all packed?”  he asked as they lingered in the foyer of his great house.  True to his word, he’d kept Lin at the base apartment since the incident, but she’d needed to come to the house to pick what she wanted to take.  Although he wasn’t going to be her patron at the university, their relationship – as well as her relationship with Pavel – guaranteed her a spacious, one-person suite.  She could have taken quite a bit, and he’d encouraged her to, saying that everything he’d given her was hers, and she was welcome to it.  However, she’d opted to pack only a few personal items, some clothes, and the painting supplies he’d given her.

“Yeah,” Lin replied.  She paced and peered out windows, a picture of nervous anticipation.  “I think I have everything I need.”

“No knives or guns or any of that hidden away, is there?”  

As always, Lin thought, he jokes about what he really worries about.  “No.  I’m carrying all that stuff on me,” she answered with a smile.  “Your guys will probably search all my bags.”

“Come here, then, and let me frisk you,” he said, making a playful grab for her.  Laughing, she stood with her hands on her head, until he pulled her arms around her neck and kissed her.  Then he added, “I’m going to miss you, Lin.  But at least I’ve got that painting to remind me of you – it’s as strange and almost as beautiful as you are.”

She followed his gaze into the reception room, where he had hung a framed painting that she’d done of one of the winged unicorns.  At his urging, she had learned more about unicorns, and she didn’t see much similarity beyond the horn and white coat between them and the creatures that haunted her imagination.  Her painting was rendered in dark, brooding and intense colors – reds, blues, purples – not the pastels that conventional unicorns seemed to prefer.  And as the beast in the picture pranced on its delicate hooves and tossed its fine head, you couldn’t mistake it for anything but a savage terror.  It was beautiful, as he’d said, but it was terrible, too – its massive wings drawn back as if to let it plunge out of the picture, and its burnished bronze horn shone red at the top.  With blood or with reflected light of the setting sun, even Lin couldn’t say for sure.  And its eyes were wild and defiant, daring the person looking at it to dismiss it as a pretty piece of fantasy.  It was one of her best, and when Vanya asked for it, she’d been pleased.  When he’d had it framed and hung so prominently, she’d been surprised and somewhat skeptical – she was no artist, and his house was so grand.  Looking at it now, though, she had to agree that it fit the room, and the house, and the man – what it lacked in technique, it more than made up in drama. After gazing at it at length, she said, “Yeah.  There’s a lot of me in that thing, whatever it is.  Whenever you start thinking wistful thoughts about me, about how soft and sweet I was, you can come down here and take a good look at its eyes.  It’ll bring you back to reality.”

“Just like you, to say I’ll find reality in a something as unreal as that creature.”

“You’re still too deep for me, Vanya,” she laughed.  “After all this time, I still have no idea what the hell you’re talking about.”

“I think you do,” he said as he pulled her close again.  “Reality and illusion – blurring the boundary between them is where you excel.  But right now, I want the very real reality of your touch one last time.”

“That I understand,” she breathed as she snuggled against him.

When Pavel’s chauffeur knocked, it surprised both of them.

“I’ll miss you,” Vanya said quietly, holding her at arm’s length to look at her.  “You’ve grown into a beautiful woman.  I hope that when you think of me from time to time, there’ll be some good thoughts mixed in with the bad.”

“I’ll miss you, too.  I can’t believe this is it, that it’s all over.”  Suddenly Lin thought she might cry, which would be too bizarre.  She, who had barely cried in two and a half years over any of the atrocities she’d witnessed – about to cry over saying good-bye to a Russian general?  Before she could say more, he wrapped her in one last embrace.  

As her head found its usual place against his chest, he murmured, “Be careful, Lin.  And don’t ever let yourself be consumed by those demons of yours.  The monsters are out there; you’re one of the ones who can do something about it, if you don’t become one yourself.”  Then he was pulling away, and she shook her head to clear away the tears, and then she was in the car looking at him framed in his doorway as they drove away.   

THE END

