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PART I: EVA

~

YEAR THREE

 



CHAPTER ONE

 


They have been waiting, and she is the
first.

Wary, creeping closer. A girl or young
woman. Something catches her eye. Furtive, she looks around. Then
slow, cautious, she approaches a fruit tree. Out of place among the
dense stand of cedars and maples until a wider view reveals a
poorly kept old orchard.

Fat apples sag the branches of the smallish
tree. Skittish, the girl looks about her once more, then reaches up
and plucks one heavy green fruit. Mouth stretched wide, her teeth
puncture the bright, specked skin, tear into pale flesh, release
clear juice. Devouring the crunchy flesh she has taken into her
mouth, she raises the maimed fruit to her nose and draws in the
sweet-sharp scent. In seconds there is nothing in her hand but a
whittled core, already browning. She tosses it down in the sparse,
tall grass and tugs another apple from its branch and begins
devouring it with the same fierce relish. By the time she hears a
rustle of grass, the crunch of earth, it's too late.

Men. Three men in military fatigues. She
runs, dropping the half-eaten apple. But she is slow, and they are
fast. The one who catches her smiles as his fingers lock around her
arms. He touched her first, so he gets her first. They worked this
out long ago, hoping but not believing that eventually they would
see a woman again. His smile fades. Its birth, life, and death pass
in the span of a second.

He throws her to the ground and is on her.
She screams. An animal howl, terrifying and loud. She hits him hard
in the face. He hits her back. A second man is there, now, pinning
her arms, eager to help so his turn will come sooner. The one on
top of her rips open her jacket. The sound of thread snapping.
Hands yank up her shirt and bra.

“Get him,” the one on top
of her growls.

The other lets go of her wrists, boots
thumping over hard earth. Seconds later he is back, the muzzle of
his gun nuzzled into the neck of the third.

“You're staying here with
us, kid,” the one on top of her says. “And you're taking your turn,
when it comes.”

The one with the gun makes the runaway take
his place, holding her wrists. The one on top of her is pulling
down her pants, tugging at her underwear. She is sobbing.
Convulsing with sobs.

Then a horrible dull impact sound. And
again. Something is wrong with the one on top of her. Blood runs in
a stream over the stubble, down his temple, dripping in a sticky
warm rivulet onto her face. Then a boot flashes into and out of her
frame of vision and the man on top of her arcs backward. He is off
of her. They are all off of her.

A shadow passes over her, and a figure looms
between her and the sun-smeared sky.

He stands over her, panting, face fierce,
body rigid. Her eyes follow wide shoulders out to thick arms down
to large hands, one closed in a fist, the other clutching a
blackjack, the end gory with blood and hair.

She tugs at her sweater, covering herself,
scrambles to her feet. She does not take her eyes off him as her
trembling hands struggle to do up her pants, then as she crosses
her buttonless jacket and then her arms defensively over her chest.
He watches her, then scans the men littered about them. One is
unconscious, another is hunched over, cradling his bleeding head.
The third—the unscathed runaway—is watching. The man with the
blackjack is considering something.

He steps toward her, reaches for her. She
makes a hopeless little noise and turns, runs from him with all her
strength. But it isn’t much strength. He catches up and catches
her, a big forearm clamping down across her waist, trapping her
against him. She thrashes. It's futile. He lets her struggle and
beat at him until her tiny store of strength and hope is spent and
she gives up, sobbing. He grips one of her thin biceps in his huge
hand and begins dragging her off somewhere, the eyes of the two
conscious men following them.

She seems resigned until the walls of a
compound come into view, and then a gate. The sight of a
destination renews her terror, and she begins struggling once more,
fighting to wrest her arm free. He tightens his grip. They are
almost to the gate. She will no longer walk, so he drags her. Her
struggle is tiring him. He stops and looks down at her. He speaks
in a low, stoic voice.

“If you won’t walk along
cooperatively I’ll throw you over my shoulder and carry you
in.”

She lets him march her through the gate.

Soldiers are posted inside the gate, and
others stop working in a field near the path up to a large building
looming ahead. None speaks or leaves his post, but they look at her
like a fabled creature whose reality is not to be believed.

The big man takes the girl into a squat,
square building. Dim light from the small windows is unaided by
electric lights. Their steps echo down a long corridor. At a door
the man halts and knocks. A voice says enter. He turns the knob,
draws her through the door, and closes it behind them.

Behind a big metal desk, a man rises from
his seat. He is tall, slim, and something in his look and his
bearing suggests the eagle. He shows no sign of shock. A cool smile
that barely curves appears. The girl is stood before the desk, her
captor’s hands rest possessively on her shoulders.

“I’m Major Smith,” the
eagle says, his tone cool. Polite.

She goes on, trembling in silence. Major
Smith looks to her captor.

“Who’s your friend,
John?”

“I don’t know.”

“How did she come to be in
your company?”

“Riggs and his men had her
out by the old orchard.”

“They didn’t…hurt
her?”

“Looks like one of them
punched her pretty hard.”

“John.”

“Rape her you
mean?”

Smith gives John a challenging look. John is
silent.

“Did they?”

“No. But if I hadn’t
come—”

“All three of
them?”

“Yes.”

The eagle’s fair face darkens. He turns from
John to the girl.

“I’m sorry for how my men
have treated you. I assure you they’ll be severely disciplined.
What is your name?”

After a long pause she answers. “Eva.”

For some reason the eagle looks pleased.

“That’s a lovely name.”
Then, after a wistful pause, “Are you hungry? You look like you’ve
had it rough for a while out there. I’ll have some food brought
in.”

He picks up a phone and tersely orders a
meal brought to his office.

“Which direction have you
come from, Eva?”

“From the
north.”

“How long since you’ve
seen anyone?”

“Months.”

“How have you been
surviving?’

Eva shrugs her shoulders.

“Well, you’ll be well
looked after here. We’re most of us army, what's left of the
soldiers stationed here. But John here is civilian, and so is Jake.
You’ll meet him in just a bit. There’s plenty of food and water
here. Don’t worry, we won’t induct you,” Smith says with a teasing
smile, “we just have a strict set of rules that everyone must
comply with, to ensure order and everyone’s safety. But we can go
over all of that a little later.”

A knock at the door. A man enters with a
tray of food.

“Well here’s Jake now, one
of your fellow civilians. Just leave the tray on my desk. Jake,
this is Eva.”

Jake wilts, all of the air let out as he
stares at her. “Hello, Eva,” he finally says, just audibly.

“Thank you Jake. You may
go.”

Jake wrenches his gaze from her and leaves
the room.

“Don’t be shy, Eva. Eat
up. We’ve already had our lunch.”

With the look of a dog expecting a kick she
begins devouring the food before her. When she finishes the major
speaks.

“I’ll have a room made up
for you, Eva. In the meantime, you can use my room to shower and
have a rest. I imagine it’s been a long time since you’ve slept on
a proper bed. You can go, John. I’ll get her settled
myself.”

John does not move, but stands statue-like
just where he has been all this time, right behind Eva. Unable to
see John, she watches the eagle. His expression calcifies.

“You’re dismissed,
John.”

John quietly leaves. Eva’s whole body seems
to soften slightly.

“Come along, Eva. I’ll
show you to my room.”

And like that, the softness is gone. Rising,
the major, goes to the door and opens it, gesturing for her to step
into the hall. She looks apprehensive, but she stands and steps out
the door. Together they go down the corridor, her arms tense and
ready for battle, he with his hands clasped leisurely behind his
back. They leave the office and the cluster of austere military
buildings and cross the campus to another building. It looks like
an old mansion on a southern plantation—a strange and stark
contrast to the squat and square buildings adjacent. They pass
through a formally appointed foyer to a wide staircase. At the top
are several doors. The major opens one, revealing a large, sparsely
furnished room. He enters. She follows, staying close to the
door.

“I'll get out of your way
in just a moment, so you can get cleaned up and have a rest.” Smith
is using a quiet, careful voice, miles away from the voice he has
used with John and with Jake. “Before I go, though, I need to ask
you a few questions. About what happened this afternoon. It will
help me in deciding on disciplinary measures.”

She nods. He gives her a reserved but
reassuring smile. He asks things, she answers, her body stiff, her
answers terse. No tears. No talk of fear or anger. Just
information. Naked facts. Three men. One taking the lead, giving
orders. One who ran, came back at the point of a gun, held her
down. The other's gun holstered. John's blackjack and
jackboots.

While he deposes
her, Smith pokes and
prods at her statements with due interest, but it's her that has
him curious; it's obvious in the way he cocks his head slightly,
the way his sharp eyes focus on her hands, hanging at her sides but
kept still with visible effort. On her eyes that constantly seek
his, never evading his gaze.

When the eagle runs out of questions he
thanks Eva for her testimony. Then, his gentle tone giving way to a
cold staccato. “You’ve been outside for a long time, Eva, so I know
you understand how dangerous it is out there. John arrived here
almost seven months ago. Then there was no one until about two
months ago when Jake arrived. Then no one until today, when you
arrived. You say you’ve seen no one in months. For all we know,
then, there’s no one else left. But the danger is still there. Here
it’s safe. But only as long as everyone does their share and
follows the rules. John and Jake have learned to follow the rules,
and I’m sure you will, too.

“The first rule is
obvious. No one goes outside the compound. The only exception is
the orchard detail, but that won’t be your duty.

“The second rule is strict
food rationing. We have the orchard, and we have planted crops on
the grounds here in the campus, but most of them aren’t producing
yet. One of the bittersweet consequences of what's happened—there
were over three hundred soldiers stationed at this facility, and
now we're only eighteen, nineteen, now that you're here—we have
about a three year supply of grains and canned goods, but that’s
assuming no additions to our group, and no spoiled food.

“Third. I’m in charge. Any
order I give must be obeyed without question. Most of my men knew
me a long time before all this happened, and have learned to trust
me and my decisions. It’s harder for you civilians, who don’t
understand military authority and haven’t known me as long. But the
rule applies to you just as it does to the men. Anyone who disobeys
an order goes into solitary for a week, and has their rations cut.
The second time someone disobeys an order, they’re turned out. To
the outside. Do you understand these rules?”

“Yes.”

“Good.” He smiles, his
military stiffness slipping away. “Well. Please, just make yourself
comfortable. The bathroom is right through there. You can have a
shower. Actually, if you don’t mind my saying so, I’d prefer that
you did, before you use my bed.”

His smile is amiable. She is filthy.

“There’s a robe on the
back of the door you can use. Just put your clothes outside in the
hallway, and I’ll have someone collect them and launder them for
you. You can have a nice long nap. Help yourself if you see
anything you’d like to read. I must get back to work. Is there
anything you need? Fine, I’ll send someone round in an hour to
collect your laundry.”

“Major,” Eva blurts as
he's about to leave. He halts, gives her his steady attention. “You
said before, nineteen, counting me.”

“Yes.”

“And,” she keeps her hands
still, keeps her head erect, her gaze steady, but her voice chokes
and warbles, “how many are women?”

“Only you, Eva,” he
answers, his voice solemn.

He leaves, locking the door behind him. Her
rigidity seems to soften slightly. She goes into the bathroom, and
locks that door. There is a beige flannel robe on a hook. When she
catches sight of herself in the mirror she goes still. Stares with
curious awe similar to how the men had looked at her as John
marched her through the compound. She goes on staring, astonished,
as she gets her clothes off, and after. Runs thin fingers over
protruding collar bones, the corrugations of her ribs, her hollow
belly.

She showers, taking a long time just to
shampoo, rinse, and shampoo her hair again, working her fingers
into the tangle of thick black curls, scrubbing her itchy scalp.
The hot water is pounding her back, and she sways for long minutes,
moving the jets back and forth over her skin before taking her time
with the soap, massaging and rinsing and doing it all over again
and again.

Turning the water off she towels dry and
pulls the robe down from the hook. She smells it. Then she presses
her whole face into it and draws in a long breath. Then she puts it
on, stroking her arms through the soft flannel, enveloped in it.
She finds a comb and, after examining the red welt over her
cheekbone ringed in blues and yellows where the soldier hit her,
begins the painful struggle of unknotting her hair. Half an hour
later she has won, and she goes to the eagle's bed, collapses upon
it, and falls asleep, not even getting under the covers.

Hours later, as evening falls, the eagle
knocks softly at the door. She is awake, having slept all
afternoon. As he unlocks the door and enters, she quickly backs
away from him. He sits down in an armchair and motions for her to
sit down opposite him on the bed.

“Feeling
rested?”

“Yes.” she replies warily.
Then, “Thank you.”

With visible effort she manages a kind of
smile. The eagle is looking at her intently. She looks away.

“Forgive me staring. It's
just...Eva, may I ask how old you are?”

“Sixteen,” she answers
after hesitating a moment.

“So young,” the eagle
comments, almost wistfully. Then a faint, mirthless laugh. “I
didn't see it before, under all that dirt.”

He looks like he's thinking something over.
Then he returns. Becomes present.

“I know you've been
through a terrible ordeal, out there. And today. And there will be
times when it's very hard for you, here. But I promise you, I am
looking out for you.”

Eva produces another smile and says, “Thank
you.”

The eagle rises and turns his back to her,
saying, “You're underage. But that hardly seems to matter, under
the circumstances.” He opens a cabinet at the base of the built-in
shelves housing his small library, and brings out a bottle and two
glasses. “You've survived all on your own for the last eighteen
months. It doesn't seem you should be treated like a child.”

“No.” There's a cynical
edge to her voice.

She rises as he uncorks the bottle and fills
the glasses. The eagle turns and hands her one.

“Cheers, Eva. To you,” he
says, and they clink glasses.

Eva takes a tentative sip. Then another. And
another. The eagle takes in her eager drinking, but doesn't make a
comment. She notices him watching her, and she meets his gaze. And
a few seconds later her eyes fill up with tears.

“Eva?”

“I'm sorry,” she says,
smiling, but when she blinks the tears escape down her cheeks.
“It's just, I've been by myself for so long. I didn't know if I'd
ever see anyone again. And now I'm here, washed and rested.
Drinking wine.” And then she adds, “With you.”

And then she presses herself against him and
wraps an arm—the one not holding the wine—around him. The eagle is
taken aback, but after a few seconds he sets his glass down and
puts his arms around her, tentatively, at first, then pulls her
close against him. He strokes her hair for a moment. Then he gently
sets her away from him. She seems confused. Almost unsettled. But
she gives him a smile, then begins diligently sipping from her
glass again.

But then she sets it down, only half empty.
Smith looks from the glass to her, dismayed. But he says nothing.
He takes two steps toward her. She stiffens, but doesn't back away.
And then a few seconds later she touches the palm of her hand to
his chest. She's swaying a little where she stands. Her pupils are
huge.

“Eva,” he says in a low,
gentle voice, “would you do something for me?”

Smith picks up the bag he'd left by the
door, and brings forth some beige cloth. When he rotates his wrist
the piece of cloth unfurls toward the floor and becomes a delicate,
translucent nightgown.

“Would you put this on for
me?”

Watching her face, he looks surprised when,
after just a brief hesitation, she nods and comes to take the
garment. She teeters into the bathroom and swings the door closed.
Just seconds later she comes back out.

“Does it look all right?”
she asks in a quiet voice either full or void of
artifice.

“You look
lovely.”

His words are incongruous with the sad tone
of his delivery. Her look of apprehension escalates to restrained
alarm.

“Here,” he proffers her
abandoned wine glass.

Her hand is shaking as she takes three big
swallows, like it's water or medicine. Smith finishes off the
contents of his own glass, then watches as she does the same.

“Good girl.” He takes her
empty glass from her slack grip and sets it on a shelf. “Now, come
and lie down,” he says, coaxing her down onto the bed. Her
breathing has quickened and her eyes are glued to him as he leans
down to help her get settled. “Try and rest a little more. I've got
a bit more work to do yet. I'll see you soon.”

Her eyes go wide and her hand clamps onto
his wrist. She's starting to cry a little.

“Please, stay here. Stay
with me.” Her voice is shrill. Panicky.

“Shhhh. Try to rest,” he
whispers, gently prying her fingers from around his
wrist.

“Wait!”

Smith's hand slips from the doorknob. He
turns. Faces her. She is sitting up, swaying slightly like a rooted
water plant in a gentle current.

“Please.” She gestures for
him to come back to her. After a long hesitation Smith moves
closer, sits on the edge of the bed. Her eyes lock on his, anchor
her swaying body there. Slowly but perceptibly, Smith
hardens.

“Don't do it,” she says,
plainly trying not to cry but failing, obviously trying to be hard,
but shaking. “You don't have to. And it's not right.”

“Don't do what, Eva?” His
voice is low. It has a choked sound it hasn't had
before.

She reaches for his hand. She's off by a
little, like she's having trouble focusing. But then she finds his
hand with hers.

“Please,” she says, her
voice tear-choked, her mouth straining to smile. “You stay. I won't
fight you. I'll try. I don't know how, but I'll try to be
good.”

“Eva. What do you think is
going to happen?”

“You drugged
me.”

“Yes.”

“You drugged me. You
dressed me in this thing. And you're leaving.” Smith is still and
silent. “You're—“ Her angry accusation withers. Fades to a
terrified prophesy. “You're giving me to them.”

She is breaking apart.

“Ssshhh, Eva.”

Smith pulls her to him, puts his arms around
her, rocks her slowly, back and forth, like a frightened child.

“Nothing so awful. I
promise,” he soothes. “Listen to me, Eva.” He sets her a little
away from him, his eagle's gaze trying to pierce the fog of her
buzz. “For two years now, every effort of mine, every thought, has
been for the men. Keeping them alive. Keeping them safe. Keeping
them from going crazy with fear. Trying to give them hope. That
we're not the only ones left. That we're not going to grow old and
die, trapped here, never even knowing if anyone else is alive out
there. And I will still do that. Look after the men. But Eva, now
that you're here, nothing, nothing is more important than keeping
you safe. I am not going to throw you to the men like a scrap of
meat for them to fight over.”

In her eyes, there's a change. Like an
explosion resolving to billowing smoke, silent and slow.

“What's happening, then?”
She seems to be teetering at the edge, clinging to hope, struggling
not to drop into the abyss of her terror.

“Eva.”

She doesn't speak or move, really. There's
just a faint change, like she's braced herself. He tells her, in a
voice almost as soft as a whisper. Maybe he thinks it will scare
her less, hurt her less, if he says it quietly.

Not saying anything, Eva just shakes her
head, slowly, for a long time. Her look of horror, her tears, the
no, no, no turning of her head back and forth doesn't stop him.
When he is done, for a minute Eva is mute, just shaking and crying
but trying to hold herself together, erect.

“Smith. Smith, please. “
She is trying to be calm. Rational. To carve the terror and anger
from her voice. “There's another way. There is. We just have to
think.”

“I've had two years to
think this through, knowing there was a chance someone, you, might
turn up here one day. I've had months and months of seeing what the
men are becoming to realize what sort of crisis we're
facing.”

“You keep saying...what
are the men becoming?”

* * * *

The hall guard tells Smith John is waiting
for him in his office, then listens to the low murmur of Smith's
voice, and the raised, angry voice of his visitor. The low and
raised voices parry for a number of minutes, then the door opens.
Smith emerges, calmly issues an order, then walks off toward the
mess hall.

Twenty minutes later the company is
convened—eleven men, not lined up in rows on the benches at the
tables, but sitting in a broken, irregular circle on benches
ringing the room. Eva's attackers are present, sitting apart,
wrists bound in plastic handcuffs. One—Riggs, the leader—has a big
bandage on his head.

One bench in the circle is empty and Smith
repeatedly looks up from the papers on the table in front of him to
eye that empty space. Some minutes later John enters the room and
takes the empty seat, and the line at the edge of Smith's mouth
smooths. Another minute later the final two soldiers enter, with
Eva between them. She's wearing the nightgown and shaking visibly,
and except for Smith's, all eyes in the room lock onto her. There
are no shouts or whistles or laughter.

Her eyes drift over face after face, all so
young, so hard. Complexions of boys, eyes of weary men. Hungry men.
They look as though they are devouring her life with their
stares.

“Jake.”

Jake steps before the eagle. The major hands
him a large ceramic jar. Jake takes the jar and stands before the
first man in the circle. The man drops something metal into the
jar. Jake moves around the circle, every man dropping something
into the jar when he stops before them. John looks at her as he
opens his fist over the jar and his token plinks down among the
others. When Jake stands before the man with the bandage, the eagle
speaks.

“Not him, Jake. Riggs and
his men have forfeited their participation.”

The man grabs the lip of the jar with both
cuffed hands and opens his mouth to protest. But he does not speak,
and after a moment he releases his hold, letting Jake move on
around the circle. When all the tokens have been collected, he
returns to the eagle, proffering the jar. The major puts in no
token, but takes the jar from the man's hands. He shakes it hard a
few times, stirring the metal tabs around inside.

“Aaron Velden!” The
major’s voice rings out like a sentence. Irrefutable. “That’s
John’s tag.”

A din rises as the men begin talking and
shouting angrily, not daring to challenge the eagle, but bickering
and complaining to the air.

John—jaw clenched, chest heaving—locks eyes
with Smith. They are gripped in a contest of wills while the rest
of the room erupts in a frenetic swarm. The men are bickering and
joking nervously as they rearrange tables and chairs and jostle the
three handcuffed men into the center of a knot of soldiers. Eyes
still locked on Smith, John stands, and the other seems to be
daring him, with a look, to defy his will.

Eva, clutched firmly between the two
soldiers who walked her in, is trying to focus, now on Smith, now
on John, now on Smith again. John turns and strides toward Eva or
toward the exit, and for just a moment there's a crack in Smith's
calm. His expression settles back into willed serenity, though, as
John, his face gray and damp, his eyes red and wild, takes hold of
Eva's arm and pulls her from between the two soldiers.

“No!” she screams, trying
to jerk her arm free of John's grip, trying to make eye contact
with Smith.

“No!” she screams again,
swinging her fist at John's face, thrashing against his grip as she
tries to kick him, to knee him, to wrench herself free. Somehow she
slips out of his grip, slips past the soldiers, and flings herself
against Smith, who rises and catches her in a tight embrace. The
soldiers that delivered her to John leap at her, trying to pry her
from Smith.

“Stand down!” he barks,
startling them with his uncharacteristic heat. “Ssshhh,” he coos in
her ear, holding her, petting her, rocking her. “It'll only be
John. Just John. After tonight, he'll be your...like a husband.
This part will be over soon. Soon.”

Smith's face is a stoic mask, but his eyes
are wild and his voice wavers. “John.”

John steps up and helps Smith peel Eva free.
Like he dragged her through the orchard up to the gates of the
compound John drags her now. Her desperate struggle hardly slows
him. Soon he has her at the center of the room, beside two tables
that have been pushed together, with a thin, narrow mattress thrown
on top. And just as she'd suddenly panicked at the site of the
fort, when she looks down and sees the mattress and the way the men
are closing their circle around her, Eva's strength seems to
triple. She convulses and lurches and even wrenches her arms free
of John's hands once, twice. But he seizes her again, more and more
brutally, and finally pushes her down onto the mattress and pins
her wrists down by her shoulders.

“Eva,” he pants against
her cheek, his chest swelling against hers with every breath.
“Stop. Stop fighting me. Us struggling, it's just getting them more
riled up.”

She squints her lids closed over her dilated
eyes. The frenetic din of male voices booms and echoes throughout
the hall, built to seat two or three hundred.

“Not Nichols!” Smith's
voice cannons into the throng. One of the handcuffed men is dragged
from the fray, shoved aside at the edge of the room.

“It'll go faster, easier,
if you just let it happen.” Johns voice is cold.
Matter-of-fact.

But his eyes are sparking. He wrestles her
the rest of the way onto the mattress and in one quick gesture
flings the hem of her gown up. She is not wearing anything
underneath.

And as if he's severed some connection to
her brain she goes soft. No more screams. Pathetic little
whimpering noises squeak out of her now. As John mounts the
makeshift bed and plants his knees between hers, unzipping his fly,
getting out his stiff cock, Eva focuses her bleary gaze on him.

“Please,” she sobs, to
just him now, and not the whole room. Not to Smith. “Don't do this.
Please don't.”

John catches her two wrists in one hand and
pins them over her head, then takes hold of his cock and moves into
position.

“No!” she shouts, starting
to flail again. “Don't! Don't!” she screams one last time before he
clamps his hand over her mouth and thrusts between her
thighs.

Her eyes go wide. Tears pool at the edges of
bloodshot whites and golden irises and cavernous pupils, then drain
away down her temples, then pool up again. He thrusts again. She
just sobs quietly into his palm, now, as his hips pump between her
legs.

The men are ringed all around them, watching
from a few feet away. Some bark at John, “Tits! We wanna see her
tits!,” and “Feed her your cock! Make her suck it!” The two
prisoners are snagged in a pulling, tearing, gripping mesh of
soldiers bending their prey over, kicking them to their knees,
ripping at their belts and pants.

John thrusts faster. More urgently. Eva
cries quietly under his palm. She's soft and static, now. He
grunts, his pumping frenzied, then groans, long and loud, and his
body slumps over hers. He keeps his grip on her wrists, keeps his
hand clamped down on her mouth while he pants oxygen into his taxed
blood stream, then as he lifts himself and locks eyes with her.
Then he lets go. Gets off.

Eva just lies there, eyes fixed on the empty
space where John was a moment earlier, not trying to cover up. The
insides of her thighs are shiny and smeared. She turns her head
toward the cluster of ass and mouth raping, and that pathetic
whimpering noise starts leaking out of her again. John tugs the hem
of her gown down, then, when he's done zipping and buckling up, he
scoops her off the mattress and carries her past Smith, whose gaze
doesn't shift a single millimeter from the bed, and out of the
hall.

Still, quiet, she sags in his arms as he
carries her into a building, up some stairs, and into a room. She
stays still and quiet as he lays her on a bed, and as he walks
away. He comes back with a small towel and sits on the edge of the
bed and she stays still.

“I'm just going to get you
cleaned up,” he says quietly.

She doesn't move or say anything as he lifts
the hem of her gown, or as he parts her legs, or as he wipes the
slick mess from her thighs. When he rubs the cloth against her sex
she just moans softly. John rises from the bed and rinses out the
towel before throwing it into the hamper. Then he returns, tucks
her into bed, and gets in beside her. She's pliant as he curls up
behind her, spooning her, stroking her hair and murmuring quietly,
“It's all right, Eva. You're all right. It's going to be all
right.”

When Eva wakes the next morning, John is
gone.

 



CHAPTER TWO

 


“You drugged
her.”

“Yes.”

“With what?”

John is taut, vibrating, as if his rage is
about to explode. Smith is lax. Except for his eyes, sharp,
alert.

“A glass of wine laced
with a bit of tranquilizer and a little mood elevator. Not enough
to make her sleep through it, but enough to take the edge off, I
hoped. Does she remember anything?”

“I don't know. She was
asleep when I left.”

“I know you'll be careful
of her, John. Try to help her...adjust.”

“You rigged the draw,
too.”

“Yes,” Smith concedes
after a few seconds' hesitation. “It was awful to do to you, when
you so vehemently opposed this entire arrangement, but I'm sure you
understand that I couldn't just let chance decide who'd get
her.”

“You could have let Eva
decide.”

“John, we've been through
this. You know I value your opinion, and I've heard you on this.
But this isn't a democracy. I have the dubious responsibility of
ensuring that this little den of wolves doesn't tear itself apart.
Especially now that she's here.

* * * *

A gentle rapping. Eva snaps to standing.
White-knuckled fists clenched at her sides, she stares at the door.
There's a sound of deadbolts sliding and clicking back, and the
door opens. John stands in the aperture.

“May I come
in?”

Her chest heaving, she lifts her chin in
defiance. “No.”

For a moment he doesn't move or say
anything. Then in a soft voice he says, “,” and shuts the door. The
deadbolts slide and click back into place.

She stands there, shaking, staring at the
door for a long time, like she can't believe he really accepted her
refusal. But he doesn't come back. Not until the following day.

“May I come
in?”

“No.”

Longer than the day before, he's quiet and
still after her answer. But finally he steps back and starts to
close the door.

Fists clenched by her sides, breathing hard,
shaking, she says, “Wait.” Then, when he opens the door again and
looks at her, she says, “Wait.” Then, “Come in.”

John steps inside and closes the door. When
the guard outside locks it, she flinches a little at the click of
each deadbolt. Taut and trembling she watches him come nearer, then
pull a chair back from the little table by the window.

“Is it all right if I sit
down?”

She nods and he sits. She seems to be
stretched a little less tightly.

“I came,” he begins, his
voice soft, his look direct, “because I have things to tell you.
But first, if you have anything—“

“What's going to happen to
me?”

Still holding her gaze he pulls in a deep
breath and lets it go.

“The other night. You
remember the lottery?”

“Why wouldn't I?” she
accuses.

“Because Smith drugged
you.”

“Why?” Now, on the
strength of a single syllable, she sounds enraged.
Exasperated.

“To make it easier on
you,” he tells her in a flat voice.

Tears are sliding down her cheeks. She seems
to be out of questions for the moment.

“We...” He is still
meeting her eyes, but the matter-of-fact voice is hitting bumps,
now. “We drew lots. For you. Remember?”

She nods, shaking. “Sort of.”

“And I...my tag was drawn.
That's why I...” Her jaw muscles flex and her breathing speeds. “It
was all decided ahead of time. Long before you turned up. Before I
came here. How it would go, if there was ever a woman.
Whoever...whatever tag was drawn, that's what the man was supposed
to do. I would have spared you that if—”

“What's going to happen to
me?” She sounds impatient of his extenuating
circumstances.

“You live. Here. With
me.”

Pacing back and forth, keeping the little
table between them, she breathes hard through a few long minutes of
near silence.

“What?” she finally forces
through clenched teeth. “Like your concubine?”

“Yes.”

“And the
others?”

“No one but me is allowed
to touch you.”

“So that's the price I
pay. For getting to stay here. To live. I'm your whore for the rest
of my life?”

“Even if you wanted to
leave, to try surviving out there, on your own, Smith, the men,
they wouldn't let you go.”

“Why? Why should they keep
me here, just for you?”

“None of this is 'for
me.'” For the first time in her presence, he sounds angry. He
smooths his voice out and goes on with, “I was compelled to take
part, the other night, against my wishes. And the only reason I
went through with it to the extent that I did was because I...” He
takes a deep breath. “Riggs and his boys. Out in the orchard. They
aren't the worst here. Not by a lot.”

“If only you get to fuck
me, what do they care if I stay or go?”

“Because,” he says,
looking seasick, “of the spectacles. Like the other night. And
because, if anything happens to me, they'll have another lottery,
and someone else will get you.”

Like he might say something more, his mouth
opens, but it closes on silence.

Arms crossed over her chest so they rise and
fall with her frantic breathing, she stares out the window, across
the expanse of compound, toward the perimeter wall beyond which
gray sky and the forest treetops are visible. After a long while
she turns back to John. He is sitting, very still, hands folded on
the table, looking at her. Keeping her eyes on him she pulls back
the empty chair. He stays still. She sits down.

“The other night, when
you...” her eyes are tearing up and she bites her lip. Tries again.
“when you had me pinned down. You didn't. Did you?”

“No.”

“I don't remember much of
that night. But the next morning it didn't seem...feel like you
had. But it was...my thighs were sticky,” she comes back, her voice
full of suspicion.

“I did the least I could.
But I had to make the men think it was real. So I,” his eyes shift
away and he forces them back to face her. “I rubbed against you
until I came. If I'd walked out of there with a hard-on, they would
have known. I tried to get you washed up,” he says and she blushes
fiercely.

“Why?” she asks, crying
now. “Why'd you fake it?”

“Because. I'm not a
rapist.”

”And for what you did the
other night you risked what?”

“Banishment.”

“Death.”

“Yes.”

“So, what? If I tell you
to piss off, you'll just go away and leave me alone?”

“Yes.” She glares at him,
challenging him. He says, “But then there'll be another
lottery.”

“Not if we lie. Pretend.
Like the other night.” Her voice is like an instrument, a probe, to
gage him.

“Maybe. We could try. But
it'll be hard.”

He looks up toward the ceiling, drawing her
gaze up and around the room. There is a camera mounted in each of
the four corners.

“The orgy in the mess
hall,” he says with palpable distaste, “was a one-time thing.
Smith's idea of an emergency pressure release. But we're expected,
we'll be forced to provide the men with entertainment.”

Even after everything, this insult seems to
stun Eva, and she is shaking.

“That's what I wanted to
discuss with you. It's horrible. I know,” he says in a careful
voice. “I've argued and argued with Smith—even before you got here.
But he's unmovable. I've thought all through this. There are
options, but none of them are very savory. We fake it and take the
very real chance of getting caught, which for me means exile—so
death, probably—and for you means being handed off to one of the
other men. And I'm about certain that any other of the men would
take full advantage. Except Smith. But he won't take
you.

“You’d defy Smith and risk
that? Exile?”

“Yes.”

She's gone quiet.

“We could try to get out
of here,” he says, “but I expect that would end with me shot and
you back in the same situation. Even if we get out, it would seem
our chances of survival are about nil. Do you agree?”

“Yes,” she answers in a
small, defeated voice.

“Or we can do as we're
expected to do, and try to stay human through it all, somehow.” He
is looking at her. “If you have an idea I haven't thought of, I'd
like to hear it.”

He sounds earnest. She shakes her head.
No.

“It's a lot, I know. To
take in. Deal with. I'll leave you alone, come back later, and we
can talk some more.

"Why did you come? Now I mean? To talk to
me?

"You deserve to know. To have a chance to
think. To decide. I can't, I mean, I wouldn't decide for you. I did
it the other day, when I brought you here. And part of me is sorry
I did that. I won't do it again." He sounds more determined than
apologetic.

She regards him with cold stoicism.

“I should go,” he
says.

“Wait.”

He waits.

Visibly bracing herself, she says, “After
the lottery. While you had me...while I was on the table. And
after. I think I saw. The two who tried to rape me in the orchard.
What was happening to them?” she finally gets it all out.

“It's the punishment now,
for rape. Or attempted rape.”

“Smith let the
men...”

“Ordered them
to.”

She looks like she might vomit. “Did
you?”

“No. Not me. Not
Jake.”

“You said
'now.'”

“What happened with you,
in the orchard. That wasn't the first time.”

“Oh.” Her voice is small,
broken.

"I'm sorry,” he says. “I have to get back to
work. If I'm late, the others will have to work late with me
tonight."

She is wearing another sheer negligee. These
garments, left behind by the dead wife of a dead general, are all
she has been given; there are no other clothes in the room. John
has a bag. He hands it to her. Inside are military-issue pants, a
t-shirt, and underwear.

* * * *

Toward the end of the morning shift, as he
hacks into stubborn earth with his spade, John stops and
straightens as Smith's aid comes toward him.

"Smith wants to speak with you." Quenlin
speaks curtly to the man panting, sweating, towering over him.

"Sure." John sounds guarded. "I'll see him
before dinner."

"He wants you now."

John stares a moment at the clerk before
finally answering. "All right."

They go together. Smith is sitting at his
desk, and coolly regards John as he enters.

“Sit down, John.” To the
aid, “Shut my door, Quenlin.” Then, in a quiet voice, “What are you
playing at, John?”

John sits silently, his voice and face
quiet.

“We had an agreement. I
thought you understood the risk I was taking for the sake of my
magnanimous impulse.”

Smith leans across his desk, and whispers,
“I rigged that lottery so you would get her, because I was
convinced that leaving her fate to chance, condemning her to the
clutches of any one of those brutes, was inhuman. And it eased my
conscience to think that I could maintain order here without
completely sacrificing the girl, knowing that you would treat her
decently. But you know, you know damn well that if the men realize
you haven’t consummated your union…”

“What are you talking
about?”

“Don’t fuck me around,
John.”

“What makes you think I
didn’t do it?”

Smith brings forth a small cassette. “From
the security system,” he says, then pops the tape into a player on
the credenza behind his desk and hits a button. There's a small
clicking sound as the internal mechanisms go into motion, then a
faint hiss of tape noise.

Then, “The other night, when you...when you
had me pinned down. You didn't. Did you?”

“No.”

John's and Eva's voices squeak and hiss into
the room on ancient media.

“I did the least I could.
But I had to make the men think it was real...”

Smith taps the button again and the clicking
and hissing and unintended confessions end.

“You said the cameras were
off. That you're not spying on her every fucking
second.”

“Yes, well. I meant it.
But after we spoke, it occurred to me I'd better keep the room
monitored. Not for prurient reasons, but to ensure neither of you
do anything foolish, putting yourselves, or each other, in
unnecessary danger.”

“Smith, you are a master
of rationalization. Your self delusion—“

“What if she tries to kill
herself?”

John is silent.

“Now listen to me, John. I
was happy with the arrangement we’d made. I still think it can
work. Of everyone here, after me, the men fear and trust you. She’s
safer with you than with anyone, and her safety is the safety, the
future of the community. But the men have to believe. We can’t
jeopardize everything because you’re afraid to pop some girl’s
cherry.”

“Don’t trivialize it. I
caught that poor girl out in the woods and dragged her in here like
some fucking POW. What I’m afraid of is raping her.” John’s chest
is heaving. “I’m a fucking coward. I should have just let her go
while I had the chance.”

“John, she would have died
out there. Who knows how she survived for so long, but you saw how
weak she was with exhaustion and hunger.”

“Maybe she’d have been
better off.”

“It’s for the survival of
the group, John. Maybe even the survival of the
species.”

“Smith, all I’m asking for
is time. Time to let her know me. Like me a little. Fear me
less.”

“No. It’s too big a risk.
Now listen carefully. The poor girl has been through hell. And
despite my precautions, and yours, I'm sure the other night was
traumatic. So I'll give her a little time. But the night after
tomorrow I intend to give the men a show, via the cameras. If you
don’t do it, really do it, I’ll make a new arrangement.”

John is glaring. His fury is a frightening
sight. Smith is cool and firm.

“When the monitors come
on, I want her stripped naked; I want the men to see your hands on
her, your mouth on her. I want them to see penetration. You
understand? Give them the real thing, not the R rated
version.”

 


 



CHAPTER THREE

 


By now Eva understands that 'her room' is a
prison cell. Locked and guarded. The glass removed from the
windows, replaced with heavy wire screening. When it's cold she has
to close the shutters. Opening closets and cupboards and drawers,
she has failed to turn up anything sharp, or even a glass that
could be shattered. Nothing she could use to defend herself. Or
hurt herself.

As he has before, when John comes to Eva, he
asks permission before he enters. The same guard gives John the
same look as he knocks. He hesitates before putting key to lock and
slowly opening the door. He steps through and closes the door
softly behind him and the deadbolts slide into their locks.

“In the orchard,” is how
she greets him, “when you beat those men off of me, I watched you
look at me, look at them. I saw that you were considering
something. At the time,” her voice goes hard, “I thought you were
about to rape me, that them watching stopped you. But that wasn’t
it. What were you deciding?”

“Whether I could let you
go.”

“Why didn’t
you?”

“I don’t know.”

“You do.”

“It was just a few
seconds. A lot of thoughts went through my head. I don’t know what
made me decide. I thought you would die out there if I let you go.
I thought if the men saw me let you go that I’d be turned out. And
I thought…I thought…”

“What?”

“That maybe you were the
last chance for a new beginning.” The implications of that
statement echo off the walls. “I promise you, Eva, I won't ever do
that again. Choose for you.”

“I think I know. What I
want to do.” She draws a breath. “When...”

“Night after
tomorrow.”

“If I...if we...I’m
scared. I don't want to get pregnant. Is there something we can do?
Do you have anything?” John stays silent. Eva looks at him. He
still doesn't say anything. “What?” she presses.

“Smith didn't tell
you.”

”What?”

John takes in a deep breath and lets it out
in a huff. Then he speaks very softly, very gravely. “We have six
months. If you’re not pregnant in six months, Smith will hold
another lottery.”

Pale, silent, shaking, she hovers there,
just looking at him. Finally she speaks.

“Next, I suppose, someone
will tell me you’ve all decided to harvest my organs. That it’s for
the good of the community.”

“I’ll go along with you,
Eva, if you want to avoid it. I can manage it, I think. But I’d
like you to listen to the reasoning.”

“An excerpt from Smith’s
manifesto on post-apocalyptic communal living?”

“I know his zealotry is
hard to take. But if he weren’t here the men would become a mob. At
least this way there’s hope.”

“Hope for
what?”

“That we’ll survive. And
now that you’re here…”

“What? We can people the
earth with a fresh strain of humanity, born here in this
militarized Eden?”

“Don’t you want us to
survive? As a species?”

“Why?”

“Why?” He sounds as though
her question has hurt him. But then he comes back, his voice soft
and quiet again. “If we do this thing, two nights from now, and
after, it’s up to you. There aren’t any condoms—I’ve looked. But I
can be careful not to,” he draws a breath with obvious effort,
visibly steels himself, “not to come inside of you.”

A little tremor ripples over her. Her jaw
flexes and her mouth goes tense.

“Come back tomorrow
sometime. Not when you’ll have to be back to work.”

“All right.”

* * * *

She is standing by the escape-proof,
suicide-proof window, almost in the same spot where he'd found her
the previous afternoon. Now the evening sun paints her nightgown a
dusky orange. She stiffens before his eyes, shaking visibly, her
already red eyes glistening with fresh tears. Her symptoms seem to
pass to him, his body begins to tremble, his eyes grow pink and
shimmery.

Slowly, very slowly, he begins to move
toward her. She doesn't step back, though maybe her rigid body
stiffens even more, maybe her panicked breath quickens. He takes
another tentative step or two, until he is near enough to whisper
and be heard.

"You didn't have to wear that."

"I thought…" she tries and gives up on a
smile, "…if I wore this, you wouldn't have to ask what I'd decided.
This way, I don't have to say it." He gives her a sad smile. She
looks away, out the window. “I don't know how to do this,” she
says, looking out the window.

“How to do what?” he asks
cautiously.

She looks at him. Her body is rigid.

“I can't say
it.”

Her eyes are bright and wet and her chin is
quivery.

“We have time,” he says in
his low, soft voice. “For this evening, for tonight, we can just
get used to each other. You can get used to me...getting close.”
his statements come out as questions.

“I don't
want...”

“What, Eva?”

“When they're all
watching, I don't want it to be the first time.”

He comes close. She is still, for the most
part, but flinches away a little when he moves his hand like he
might touch her. “You're afraid of me.”

She doesn't deny it.

“I'll be gentle with you,”
he says, then laughs. “God, what a line. I don't mean...that. I
mean always. We encountered each other under some crazy
circumstances. But, believe it or not, I'm basically a gentle
person. I wasn't stomping around with a blackjack two years ago.
And I don't enjoy doing it now. I don't expect you to trust me. The
things I say. Or to deal fairly with you. Not until you've had time
to see. To know me. For now, I'll just do my best to make this
easier on you. And you can tell me, any time, the best way for me
to do that.”

“I think...”

He waits patiently until she starts
again.

“I can't get out of my
head, for even a second, what's going to happen. So please, let's
just start it.”

He reaches forward a few inches and touches
her hand with just his index finger, and she sucks in her breath
audibly.

“Have you had a lot of
lovers?” she blurts out in a shaky voice.

“A few. Not so many,” he
answers quietly.

“How old are you?” she
asks next, putting off what she asked to begin. The tip of John's
index finger is slowly exploring the contours of her
hand.

“Twenty nine.” She nods
her head. “You're sixteen,” he says, his voice a little sad. “Smith
told me.”

”No,” she says after a few
seconds. “I told him that, I thought maybe if he thought I was that
young, he wouldn't... I'm eighteen.”

John nods, looking relieved. Grateful. “It's
kind of you to tell me that.” She doesn't smile or say anything.
“Can I ask you something, Eva? Something personal?”

“Okay.”

“Have you had sex
before?”

“Please,” she says like
he's the dumbest person alive. “I was in fucking tenth grade when
the world dried up.”

Her chin dimples and her eyes go bright and
wet. Tentatively he touches her shoulder, then draws her to him.
Puts his arms around her. She stays stiff at first. Then she
softens, presses herself against him. In the circle of his arms,
her body heaves with silent sobs.

“I'm sorry. It's bad
enough, the whole situation. But I'm sorry this is how your first
time has to go.”

“It's not such a big
deal,” she says with a forced smile he can't see, and a sour laugh.
“Nothing adolescent girls haven't been going through for centuries,
right? Being given to complete strangers. Just a little virgin
bride syndrome.”

She lets him hold her for another minute or
so, then breaks out of the circle of his arms. She wipes at her
tears with the back of her hand.

“Really. John,” she tries
using his name. “I can't take this. Chatting and hugging, knowing
what has to happen. So I'll quit weeping. And you...”

He gives her a small smile of understanding.
“All right, Eva.”

Then he moves closer.

"I know it's a small thing, compared
with…everything else,” he says. “But…we can do this however you
want."

She doesn't laugh. Or yell.

Very slowly he moves close to her, brings
his hands lightly to her shoulders. He looks at her a moment, then
leans in, kisses her hair, just above her ear. He pulls back, gazes
at her before he places one soft kiss at her temple. Then her
cheek. Then, just at the corner of her mouth. Then, one small,
uncertain kiss on the lips.

"Would you rather I not kiss you?" he
whispers at her ear, then draws back to hear or see her reply. She
stays still. Quiet. He draws his hands in from her shoulders, to
her neck, gently cradles her jaw. He gives her soft warm mouth a
soft warm kiss. "I promise, I'm not assuming…but I can't guess what
you want. I'll just…do it this way, my way, unless you tell me
differently.”

“Okay,” she manages,
sounding low on air.

Slow, slow, he moves in again, brings his
mouth to hers, barely brushing his lips over hers, then pressing
them more warmly, until she brings a hand up and curves it at the
back of his arm, holding him near. Little by little he makes his
kiss more ardent, touching her only innocently—trailing fingertips
through hair, tracing her jaw with his thumb as he draws her bottom
lip between his, lets it go, then sucks it gently in again, then
finally, tentatively, lets the tip of his tongue gloss the pretty,
curving underside of her top lip, then her bottom lip, then teases
its way into her mouth.

At first she is still and stiff, and the
only sound she makes is the strained in and out of her breathing.
But as his lips touch and press and part hers, her breaths get
heavier, little by little, with shy, quiet sighs.

John stops. Draws a few inches back. Looks
at her. Her eyes have that slightly unfocused look of arousal, and
he gives her a small smile. Then she glances down. When she looks
at him again she seems...startled.

“I can't help that,” he
says, frank and calm. “But I'm in no rush.”

Holding her gaze he combs her hair back with
his fingers, away from her face, off her neck and shoulders, then
dips down, nuzzling her cheek, kissing the delicate golden crescent
of her ear, then the tawny, velveteen flesh of her neck. First with
just soft, warm presses of his lips before rousing her with wet,
hot, sucking kisses, teasing her with his teeth and tongue. Now
she's panting and wiggling a little in his arms. Making soft little
noises. When he brings his mouth back to hers she seems eager.
Hungry. Her hands move to the back of his head, fingers sinking
into his thick, dark hair, and she presses her body against his,
almost writhing.

Breaking off their deep kiss, he draws her
over to the love seat opposite the bed, coaxes her onto his lap.
She's rather tall, for a woman, but he's got six or eight inches on
her; now that she's straddling him, they're more on par. He leans
back, and with a touch, asks her to come to him. Her body curves
forward against his and she brushes his lips with hers. He answers
her shy little kiss, but doesn't deepen it. Over and over she
offers soft little kisses, and over and over he accepts them.
Returns them. But he waits. Only when she parts her lips does he
part his, so their kiss goes deeper and longer. And not until she
seeks his tongue with hers does he go into her mouth, hot and
hungry.

As they kiss, his fingertips trail over her
sleek skin—neck, collarbones, shoulders, arms, and down along the
delicate fabric of her gown, down her back, over her hips, along
her thighs, and off the edge, back to bare skin—the firm curve of
calf muscle, and up. Up. The tips of his fingers slide the
weightless fabric up, baring two or three inches of thigh above her
knee. When he interrupts their hot, panting kiss to look at her,
she looks apprehensive. And absolutely ravenous. He gives her a
little smile and she mirrors it.

Locking eyes with her he slips his fingers
under the diaphanous fabric, trailing tickling fingertips up the
length of her thigh then down again, slow, slow. He does it again,
using his nails this time to faintly rake her smooth flesh, and she
sucks a breath between clenched teeth, then smiles through a blush.
His fingers keep wandering the length of her thighs, teasing their
way within a few millimeters of the edge of her panties before
gliding back down.

Then he touches her, his caress brief and
light and mediated by the smooth fabric of her underwear. She
stills. He touches her again, as briefly, as gently. Then he curves
his hand under her and rubs his fingers against her in small, slow
movements.

“Wait.” He calmly
withdraws his hand and looks at her. “I don't,” she falters. “I
know we're going to...”

There's a little crease between her eyebrows
and she's looking off toward the empty corner of the love seat.

“You'd rather I not touch
you. Like that,” he offers.

“It just feels
so...intimate, I guess.” She tries to meet his gaze. “I thought
you'd just lay me down and be on top of me. I don't know why, but
that sounds easier, somehow.”

“I want to ask you
something,“ he says. “Another indiscreet question.”

“Okay.”

“Have you orgasmed
before?”

Her eyes flicker, then she blushes. Then
smiles, looking down, away from his probing gaze.

“Maybe. But I don't think
so.”

“You're not sure?” he
pursues in a gentle voice. His grin has a teasing bend at the
corner.

She shakes her head.

“I'm pretty sure I can
make you come,” he says, walking a fine line between objectivity
and seduction, “just touching you softly like that. Over your
panties. I thought it would be good to let you feel that—the
pleasure—before I...”

“Pop my cherry?” she says,
her taunt tinged with real anger.

“Yes.” There's no trace of
his teasing grin now. Then, “I know I can't make this—what's being
done to you—there's no way I can make it right. But I thought it
might be better to try to give you one experience of pleasure
before I take your virginity. Since that can hurt.” She nods. “I
understand what you mean, about touching this way seeming
intimate,” he goes on. “But it's also small. Quiet. This little
touch between one part of me and one part of you. Sex—however
gentle or slow—it's large and loud. I mean, all of my body moving
against yours.” He smiles, then lets out a soft laugh. “It's sort
of the difference between wading in a foot or two of water, and
diving into the sea.”

She doesn't say anything.

“But I'll do what you want
me to do.”

After a long quiet she says, just audibly,
“It felt nice. What you were doing.”

John smiles. Presses one small kiss to Eva's
shoulder.

“Good. I'm glad,” he
whispers into her hair.

It's quiet. They're still, their cheeks
almost touching. Her chin settles on his shoulder. His hands, soft
and unmoving, are on her hips. After a minute or more has gone by
she touches the back of his hand with her fingertips, moves his
hand down, between her thighs. Then she circles her arms around his
neck and pulls herself close against him, her face hidden against
his neck.

He barely seems to be moving. Just his
fingers dance delicately between her legs. At first she's quiet,
but then her breath comes quicker, then it rasps faintly, then she
starts to make a low, soft, whining sound as he touches her. And
then, just subtly, her body is moving against him, her thighs
pressing against his, her hips twitching. John curves his free hand
behind her head, holding her to him as her body flexes and she
makes a sound like she's crying. But that noise only comes a couple
times. Now she just sounds winded. His hand stays, still, pressed
against her, for another moment. Then he wraps his arm around her
waist and holds her and she presses herself against him. He strokes
her hair. Rubs her back. Then, after minutes have gone by, he
kisses her neck, just soft little touches of lips.

“All right?” he asks in a
whisper.

She relaxes her arms and leans back to meet
his look.

“Nope. I'd definitely
never orgasmed before.” Then she smiles, and he smiles back, but
she's blushing and looking down. “You're good at that,” she
laughs.

“It doesn't sound like
you've got many people to judge me against.”

“Well, you're better at it
than I am. And I should be the expert, shouldn't I?”

“Now that you've...I bet
you won't have a problem getting yourself there again.”

She looks at him like she's unsettled by
him. When he gives her a quizzical look, she looks away. He leaves
it alone. His hands slip away as she shifts to rise. His eyes
follow her over to the side of the bed. She turns to face him, and
then he rises, too, and moves toward her.

“If we wait a little
while,” he says, “I can try to get you excited again. How you were,
before you came. It'll make the sex nicer for you.'

“No. Let's go ahead,
John.”

Like it's the first one he gives her a
careful kiss, lingering a long time on her lips. Then a tentative
try at a deeper kiss. She yields to him. Lets him. He is all
restraint, and she is all doubt. Hesitantly he fingers the straps
of her gown, but then he pulls his hands back, touches a button on
his jacket.

"Is it better if I get undressed first?"

She nods a faint yes. He strips. When he's
down to his shorts, which hint blatantly at his erection, he stops.
Looks at her. Waits.

“It's not going to work if
you leave those on,” she kids mirthlessly.

He slides his skivvies off and stands before
her naked. Hard. His big frame is heavy with muscle. She's
blushing. Her eyes slide down from his face, and lock onto his
cock. Staring at it like she's making a study, she finally looks
back up to him, and grins.

“Sorry. I guess I've never
seen one before. In person.”

“That's all
right.”

Now that he's naked, it's obvious that his
breathing is tense. He's working to keep it even, to keep his voice
smooth.

“Can I...touch?” she asks,
her eyes darting away from him.

“If you want to,” he
answers in a soft, smoothed voice, his abdomen
quivering.

She moves nearer. So near the fabric of her
gown wafts against his shins, now and then, on some faint breeze in
the room. With just the tips of her fingers, she touches him, and
he stays quiet—maybe he's holding his breath—as her fingers curve
around and she draws her hand slowly up, along the length of him,
over all the textures and contours of him, and off. She steps
back.

“It's
so...delicate.”

“It is, in a
way.”

While John watches, Eva pulls up the hem of
her gown and slides her panties down and off, the skirt of her gown
draping modestly down the whole time. She looks up at him.

“I don't want to be
undressed. I want to do it like this.” She gets on the bed and lies
down. He lies down beside her.

“I'll start like before,”
he says, running the pad of his thumb along her jawline. “All
right?”

“Okay.”

With tentative caresses, tender kisses, he
begins. When he draws her to him so their bodies press together,
she lets him. Soon she's the one deepening their kisses. Running
her hand along his naked side, exploring the curves of his hips,
his waist, the muscled length of his arm, his jaw, his chest. When
she brushes her thumb across his nipple and gets a soft, low groan,
she does it once more.

He keeps his touches innocent. Just her
face, her hair, her arms. Nothing hidden under the gown.

Breaking a deep kiss and looking at him Eva
says “Can we? Now?”

He gives her a smile and a soft kiss on the
lips. Eva seems to clamp down on her breath as he draws up the hem
of her gown, just to mid-thigh, then coaxes one knee aside and
slips over her. Like a doctor considerate of his patient's modesty
he holds her gaze as he slips the gown up the rest of the way, to
her waist, as he coaxes her to raise her knees and plant her feet
on the bed.

His hand goes between them, and she sucks in
a sharp breath as he rubs himself against her.

“All right?” he
asks.

She nods her head, holding her breath again.
Her body is cadaver-stiff.

“I know you're scared,
Eva. But if you can, try to relax. Does this feel good?”

After a pause she says, “It feels...strange.
Different from what you did before. Intense.”

“Direct contact,” he
whispers.

Her chest is rising and dipping with her
rapid, shallow breaths, and a moment later she starts making her
soft moan, muffled behind tightly closed lips. Her body softens a
little, is quivering a little. He takes his hand away, then, and
curves both his long, strong hands against her head. He traces her
eyebrows, her temples with the pads of his thumbs.

“When I go inside you, it
might not hurt. If it does, though, the pain shouldn't last long.”
He kisses her brow. “All right?” he asks, and she nods.

His back flexes, and his hips shift almost
imperceptibly and she sucks in a breath. He pauses, then continues
on the same trajectory, his movement slow. Restrained. Her eyes go
wide and she makes a small squeaking sound. Now she's panting as
his hips press down, closing the final distance.

John goes still, then plants little kisses
down the side of her face, then looks at her as his hips draw a
little back, then press in again, driving a small sound from
her.

“It hurts?”

“Not so much. I'm okay,”
she says in a reigned-in voice.

“Okay.”

His body is trembling as he moves slowly
over her. Inside her. He tries a kiss and she yields to his mouth,
parting her lips. Her fingers uncurl from the wads of sheet she'd
clutched at her side, and she puts her arms around him,
indifferently at first. But soon she's holding him to her, and her
mouth seems more eager than acquiescent, now.

Now he looks at her, holding her gaze as he
moves against her body, his ass flexing as he pumps slowly between
her thighs. Her full lips are parted, so now her little sighs are
liberated. His hips seem to be seeking those little sighs. They
move until they get one, then work to the tune of her voice until
it goes quiet, then his body shifts and flexes until he gets his
accompaniment again. When a little crease dents the plane between
her eyebrows he smiles.

“Don't,” she says. “Don't
watch me like that.”

“All right,” he sighs in
her ear, then mouths, licks, sucks her lobe, getting more of her
sighs as his body flexes and writhes against hers.

Her hands are pressing into the flesh of his
back, and underneath him her body is flexing, moving, seeking, and
the room is filling with her little groans. John's mouth is on her
throat, now, lips and tongue and teeth teasing the flesh just under
her jaw, down by her collarbones. And then he's on to her other ear
and the silken neck below it. For a moment she seems to pull
herself up against him, and two long, high notes hum through bitten
lips.

He holds her close, pressing and holding
himself still against her while she shudders and pants, then
finally calms, her fierce grip on his back going lax, her body
softening and sinking beneath him.

“Go ahead,” she tells
him.

He starts to move.

“No,” she says. “I want to
see you.”

He lifts himself so his face hovers a few
inches above her, and gives her a strange little smile. He starts
moving again. Still slowly, but with a different angle, a different
rhythm. Almost on the first stroke her body tenses and her eyes go
a little wide, startled.

“You okay?” he whispers,
and she nods her head. “It doesn't hurt?”

She shakes her head, then says, her voice
soft, almost kind, “Just intense. Don't worry about me. Just do it
the way you like it. I want to see, feel what that is.”

His fingers in her hair, his other hand
slips down, under her waist, and holding her to him he begins to
move, back and thighs and ass flexing. She watches his face as his
body gets taut, quivery, and his breathing goes shallow and
irregular.

“Are you always quiet like
this?” she whispers.

“No.”

“Let me hear you,” she
coaxes. He goes still. Breaks eye contact. Breathing heavy. “You
being quiet doesn't change anything. You're still fucking me,
getting off. So let me hear you.”

His eyes come back to hers and there's a
still, quiet moment between them. And then be starts, his body
working against hers. He tips his forehead until it touches hers,
and his serrated panting fills, breath by breath, with a low, feral
growl. She curves a hand at the back of his neck, sanctioning this
closeness. Her other hand settles at the small of his back, over
the undulating muscles there, then glides down, up, from the valley
of his waist to the swell of his ass.

“I want,” he pants, “I
want to kiss you.”

She parts her lips and takes his mouth in an
eager kiss. Like an electrical connection has been made a current
seems to shake his body in a fit of convulsive shuddering and his
low, rasping growl swells to a long, plaintive groan and she breaks
their kiss and holds his face between her palms for a few moments,
watching him as he lifts himself over her and her eyes flicker and
she sucks in her breath as he withdraws and with a few urgent
strokes spills over onto her belly. She looks down, eyes moving
over the pattern of puddles, at his cock—vivid and slick—still
caught in his fist.

“You all right?” he asks.
He is being careful not to touch her, now.

“I'm fine.” She sounds
calm. Almost hollow.

“I'll get a
towel.”

Without touching her at all John gets off
the bed. The water runs for a bit in the bathroom, and she pulls
the sheet up as far as she can without getting it dirty.

“It's warm, but not too
hot,” John tells her, then carefully mops up the little puddles
with the damp cloth.

As she gets out of the bed and moves toward
the window, the filmy fabric of her gown unfurls, covering her
indifferently. While she stands there, staring out, John pulls on
his uniform, his socks and boots. He goes to her slowly. Her gaze
stays fixed on some point in the distant dark.

“I don't know if you
remember. Your first night here, after...the mess hall. I brought
you back here. You were only semi-conscious, and I was worried for
you, so I stayed. I slept in your bed with you. Held you. It would
be nice to sleep like that again, holding you, sometime. If you
ever think you'd like that. Just tell me, if you ever want me to
stay.”

“Okay,” she says. “But now
I want to be alone.” She doesn't come to the door to say good-bye.
Her habit is to stay away from the door. John reaches for the first
deadbolt, hesitates, then turns back toward Eva. “I'm okay, John,”
she says, still looking out the window. “I just need a little time
to myself.”

“Sure. I understand.” His
voice is low and sad. “Tomorrow night,” his voice trails
off.

“I know.”

He hesitates for a moment, then says,
“Goodnight, Eva.”

When the door shuts and three deadbolts
click into place, Eva turns out all the lights in the room and
pulls a chair up by the window. She sits there, staring out, for
hours, and only goes to bed after watching the sun rise.


CHAPTER
FOUR

 


In what used to be the officers' conference
room, which, on Smith's orders, three of the men have converted
into a kind of theater, a bank of monitors blinks to life. The din
of male voices goes silent. Fourteen men fix their stares on the
twelve screens, peering anxiously at four facets of Eva's room.

There's no movement. No life. No flesh. Only
the austere planes of floor and ceiling and walls, intersections in
corners, the cold angles of furniture.

* * * *

John knocks. No answer. He unlocks the door,
opens it, steps through. The little red lights glowing below the
lenses mean the cameras are on. But they're always on. Eva's
nowhere in sight.

When he calls her name, her voice emanates
from the bathroom, telling him to come in. He enters, then closes
the door. Behind him, locks scrape and click into place.

Eva emerges from the bathroom and locks eyes
with John. A little tremor runs through him. As he stands there,
already panting, his expression morphs from surprise bordering on
alarm to what might be admiration.

She is naked.

When she moves toward him, John takes a
small step back, then, with visible effort, roots himself.

“Get undressed,” she tells
him in a low, even voice.

Her eyes wander over his body as he removes
his clothes.

* * * *

In their makeshift theater the men watch
four shots, from four different angles, of John entering an empty
room. Most of them are already hard. A few are rubbing their hands
over their crotches, though none have opened their flies yet. All
the faces are tense—some with anticipation, some with violence just
in check, some with fear.

Smith is not there. But this room, like
Eva's, is monitored, and the men know it. So probably everyone is
safe.

* * * *

“You're hard,” Eva says,
her eyes fixed on his stiff cock. Then she looks up at him. “Do you
want to fuck me?”

John flinches a little. Then, after a long,
still silence, he answers. “Yes.”

“Come over here and fuck
me, then.” Her words clash with her voice, soft and
vulnerable.

John takes her hands in his and takes her
toward the bed. Stepping backward he leads her forward. He sits
down and pulls her to him. Looking more brave than eager, she comes
close, straddling him, leaving barely an inch between his chest and
her bare breasts. Her full lips are curved in a teasing grin, and
one eyebrow arches up boldly. But something in her eyes gives her
away.

She moves the tiniest bit and kisses him.
The way he kissed her at first—just the faintest brush of her lips
against his. Then warmer. Deeper.

When Eva looks at John again the coquette is
gone. Her gaze is kind. Tender. He gazes back at her like she's a
wondrous sort of alien.

“Touch me,” she says, her
voice doing even more than her eyes to undermine the illusion that
she is only eager.

Holding her gaze John brings his hands up,
touches her face. Her lips. The faintly downed curve of an ear. Her
neck. Then he kisses her. His soft, tentative kiss becomes deep,
seeking, aroused. And then it is excited, hungry when she answers
him with slowly warming welcome.

As they pant and kiss into one another's
mouths, John's touch plays over her smooth skin. Fingers explore
back, in from hips, up from waist, palms pressed to fine muscles,
pinkies swimming the shallow canal of her spine, up, up, out over
shoulder blades, then swooping, slow-motion, down the inward curve
leading to her waist, thumbs almost meet by her navel, palms press
her hot, fluttering belly. Then up, hands gently cup her breasts,
then caress. Her exhales are whispered sighs.

He kisses her again, caressing her, warming
her with his mouth and with his hands. Then she moans a deep and
breathy moan and he almost echoes it as he mouths her neck and,
with delicate fingers, learns the contours of her breast, tracing
smooth swelling curves, rising, dipping, circling, gently holding,
warming, withdrawing a moment, letting her hot skin feel cool
evening air, then coming back to warm her again, to caress and
tease. When he touches her nipple she sighs and shudders, and he
takes her mouth again with his.

Smith has told him the men must see.

Her arms are around his neck, her body
pressing against his, against his hand. Still kissing he seeks her
wrists, draws them down, back, puts her hands behind her, on his
knees, coaxing her to lean a little back. She is pliant, her body
lax, her breath heavy, her eyes void, almost, of fear, almost
drowsy in arousal.

Now her back is arched, her breasts lifted
to his gaze, to his mouth. To the cameras. He kisses her nipples,
first with sweet uncertainty, going lightly, then, when she doesn't
protest, no resistance, taunts her with his tongue, sucks them,
hard and swollen, between his lips, making her whimper softly.

* * * *

Their eyes fixed on the wall, darting from
monitor to monitor, most of the soldiers are fisting their hard
cocks. But at the back, near the door, two of the soldiers, and
Jake, seem torn between the spectacle displayed in the monitors,
and the hard breathing, the small frenzied movements and taut
bodies in the room.

* * * *

Standing, John lifts Eva with him, lays her
down, lies down beside her, kissing her breasts, touching her
lightly between slightly parted thighs. He cups her sex in his
gentle hand and feels her writhing beneath his touch.

John moves over her, bringing his hips
between thighs he has gently parted, sinks slowly into her. She is
panting. He does not pull out and thrust again, but stays still
inside her for a while, then begins a quiet pulsing, a gentle
throbbing inside of her. She softens beneath him, breathes again.
His little pulses gather and build until he is slowly making love
to her.

* * * *

In the theater the men watch as John rises
to his knees, revealing to them the girl, her face, her breasts,
her swelling and dipping belly, her dark triangle. They see him
fucking her, the X-rated penetration shot.

* * * *

After just a second John comes back down to
join Eva, to kiss her, to caress her. When he touches her breasts
she moans softly, and he begins to explore her pleasure. Now she
whimpers quietly as his rhythmic pulses rock her. One hand at the
back of his neck, one arm around his waist, she is pulling him to
her, and with her body seeking him. Now she is clinging to him, her
quiet moans echoing with an urgency. And now the shudder, the
relieved panting, the trembling. He holds her close in a comforting
embrace, motionless for a very long time. Then she moves beneath
him, urging him to finish. It is a matter of just a few slow, deep
strokes. They lay together for a long, warm moment. Then John gives
her a small soft kiss, and rises. He steps into his shorts and
grabs his pants.

“John.” He looks back. “Do
you still want to spend the night here with me?”

He turns and smiles at her.

“Yes. But only if you want
me to.”

“It sounds nice, feeling
you next to me while I fall asleep.”

He lies back down beside her. More so than
at any moment that night, she seems shy, now. Under the covers he
touches her hand, traces the outline of her fingers with his
fingertip, then leads her to him. At his coaxing, she lays her
cheek on his chest, presses the length of her body against his,
curves her arm along his waist. He holds her to him, cradling her
head against his chest, stroking her hair.

* * * *

Smith stands erect just inside the locked
door of his office, hands clasped behind his back, his thumb
absently playing over the tiny rubbery keys of the remote, vacant
eyes fixed on some arbitrary point low to the floor across the
room. With cold, mechanical gestures, like taking target practice,
he points the remote at the ancient VCR below the television, and
the blackish snow resolves into four facets of Eva's empty room.
About three minutes in, two quarters show a door opening. John
entering. Then, after the door is shut, Eva materializes in two of
the images from another quadrant. Naked.

Smith's tempered facade melts from stoicism
to some intense but suppressed and ambivalent feeling. At first, he
might be about to cry. Then he seems to be almost laughing. Smith
moves closer to the set and touches a button, swelling one of the
four facets up to the full width and height of the screen. When he
hears Eva direct John to get undressed Smith's mouth bends into a
definitive smile. And when she tells John, in a voice suddenly
quiet, to fuck her, a little tremor seems to ripple through Smith's
frame.

He watches it all, and only takes aim at the
VCR one last time a moment after he has watched John's naked arm
stretch forth from the bed to switch off the lamp on the night
stand, and all four facets of the room have dimmed black.

* * * *

In the morning, not long after John has
left, Eva hears a perfunctory knock, then the bolts slide in their
locks. Smith enters. She retreats from him, backing away, keeping
her eyes on him.

“I hope you’ll learn not
to be alarmed by my presence. You can be sure that I won’t lay a
finger on you.”

She stops backing up, but her chest is
heaving violently.

“I’ve brought you
something. A gift.”

“You’re a fucking
monster.”

It looks as though rage has stepped in for
fear to make her tremble. Her hands are balled in white-knuckled
fists at her sides. Her eyes are red and wet, but no tears spill.
He sets aside the bag he's brought. Meets her eyes.

“I don't deny it, Eva. I
sacrificed you. I stole your liberty from you. I subjected you
to...what happened in the mess hall; it was tantamount to torture.
And now, a kind of slavery. When what I'd wish for you is...well, a
very different fate.

“I know this is madness. I
know it. But the world has gone mad, and we can’t be sane and
survive. The men have been locked up here for more than two years,
now. In all that time, since the dying, you’re the only woman
they’ve seen. We had all but lost hope that any women had survived.
The day of your arrival I know you saw first-hand how strong a
reaction your presence stirred in them.”

Standing stiffly by the bed, she breathes
hard as she listens to what he is saying.

“I devised this plan in
order to protect you, and to preserve order among the men. I want
you to know that I did not come to this decision lightly, that I
considered every possible way of dealing with this situation, and
that I based my decision on what I believed would be best for the
community, as a whole, in the long term. Under the circumstances,
it just isn’t possible to look after the interests of each
individual in the way I would if things were different.”

She is pale, shaking.

“I could think of no way
to protect you from the men completely, short of locking you away
in an ivory tower. What happened in the orchard, despite the men
knowing how they'd be punished,” Her jaw flexes, “makes that plain.
However carefully I tried to ensure your protection, each and every
one of them would be awaiting his chance to catch you off guard and
attack you no matter the consequence. No matter what punishment I
threatened.

“So I chose a different
way. I know it seems perverted. That it is perverted. But I am
convinced it is the best way, both to protect you and to preserve
the delicate balance we depend on for our survival.”

She is mute, shaking, glaring. Smith comes
nearer to her.

“Eva…” She steps back and
bumps up against the nightstand. “listen…”

He puts his hand on her shoulder.

“Don’t touch me!” she
growls.

She pushes him away with all her strength.
He pounces on her, clutching her arms in his talons. He pulls her
to him.

Their faces are an inch apart. Hers full of
murderous wrath. His firm, stoic.

“I notice,” he says with
quiet calm, “that you’ve already learned not to mind him too much.”
She tries futilely to shake him off of her. “And I’m glad. None of
this is being done to hurt you or frighten you.” He lets her go and
takes a seat in the armchair by the window. “I was thinking you
might like to have some work. No doubt you're going a little mad,
locked in your room all day, with nothing to do.” She is silent.
“Do you have any skills?”

“I have a lot of
experience fighting off men who are trying to tear my clothes off.
But I don't seem to be very good at it.”

“We could start by giving
you a bit of administrative work. Setting the men's schedules,
reconciling the inventories, things like that.”

“How gender
appropriate.”

“I can’t give you work in
the fields or around the compound, I’m afraid. It wouldn’t be safe
to have you out among the men.”

“So I’m stuck in this room
for eternity? Prison laborer by day, concubine by
night?”

“I won't compel you to do
the paperwork. In truth, Quenlin barely has enough to keep him
busy. Let me know, though, if you change your mind. Having a sense
of purpose has a way of making time bearable.”

For a while she is quiet, gazing at Smith as
if she is weighing him with her eyes.

“Don't you think being the
mother of the human race should be enough of a purpose for a humble
girl like me?” She says it like a challenge, as if she's daring him
to confess this latest sin.

“Yes, I suppose it would
be. For any of us,” he says, somberly.

He rises to go, but seems to remember
something. The bag. He picks it up, reaches in, extracts a small
stack of books.

“I don't know if you enjoy
reading,” he says, “but I thought you might like to have a few
books.”

With an indifferent gesture, she takes the
volumes from his hand. But her voice wavers, heavy, laden with
feeling. “Thank you.”

* * * *

When John gets in after his day of work he
pays Smith a visit, then makes his way to Eva's room.

“Come in,” she says with a
small smile when she sees it's him.

“You know we don't have to
do anything tonight. You don't have to invite me in, if you'd
rather be alone.”

Her smile gets bigger. “No. I'm glad to see
you. Really. Come in.”

“I convinced Smith to let
me escort you out, if you'd like to get out of this room. Stretch
your legs.”

She looks like she might be about to cry.
She puts on her shoes and they leave her little prison. They walk
out to the perimeter wall, then begin strolling, circumnavigating
the compound. At first they walk in silence. Then John speaks,
quietly, watchfully.

“How are you
doing?”

“It’s not a tenable
situation. I can’t go on like this, day after day.”

“Maybe…I hope that as we
get to know each other better it won’t be so hard on
you.”

“I didn’t mean that. I
mean being a prisoner in that little room, locked inside twenty
four hours a day.”

“I know. I think Smith's
right about the men, though. I don’t think you’d be safe working in
the common areas.” He crashes on the word ‘safe.’ “Of course you’re
not safe in your own room, are you?”

“Not really.”

A few men emerge from the mess hall. First
one, then all stop stone still, eyes fixed on Eva. Her breathing
speeds. John's body goes taut, his hand goes to his side, curving
loosely over a heavy bulge beneath his jacket, but he says to her
in a soft, calm voice,

“Don't be afraid. They've
all got too much to lose, now. They won't try anything.”

“You think Smith's right.”
It's an accusation.

“I think he's adept with
the carrot and the stick. But right in the moral sense?
No.”

They keep walking, John's hand at the ready
like an Old West gunfighter, Eva tense and watchful.

“Would you rather go back
in?” he asks.

“No. It's bad enough,
being as much of a prisoner as I am. I won't be driven into my cell
by that pack of hyenas. By fear. It's probably good. Them seeing me
out. Doing something other than fucking you.”

As twilight creeps over the compound they
head back toward Eva's. As they approach, the guard watches
them.

“Will you come in with
me?” she asks John.

Eva is outside, so the door is not locked.
They go in, the guard's curious gaze following them.

“Excuse me a
minute?”

She slips away into the bathroom, then
returns with a smile she only ever shows to John, even if the
others get to glimpse it, now and then, on the monitors.

“Your dinner's been
brought. I should go so you can relax and eat.”

“I can relax and eat with
you here. But I don't want to keep you, if you'd rather
go.”

John looks at her for a moment, like he's
studying a problem. “No. I'd like to stay,” he finally says,
smiling. They sit down at the little table near the window.

“Have some,” she says,
“they always bring me too much.”

Her portions are the same dished out to the
men after a day of hard physical labor.

“I've eaten. But
thanks.”

“Given Smith's obsession
with orchestrating everyone's lives and fates, I'd think he'd
optimize the rations a little more cautiously.” Eva spoons a dollop
of reconstituted mashed potatoes into her mouth, then notices John
studying her again. “What?” she asks, hiding her mouthful of
potatoes behind her hand.

“You are aware, aren't
you, that you don't talk like a normal
sixteen-year-old.”

“Eighteen.”

“Yes. But. When you were
left on your own.”

“Fifteen, then. And I am
aware. But as a rule, only other fifteen-year-olds tease me about
it,” she comes back with a good-natured smile. “I understand it's a
consequence of having two professors of literature for parents.
Growing up in a home humming almost non-stop with discussion and
debate warps a girl's speech habits, apparently.”

John is grinning.

“What's that look
for?”

“Nothing.” He tries
deflecting her with a smile.

“Come on,
John.”

“I tend to be drawn to
exceptionally intelligent people. Like you. Like Smith.” She cocks
an eyebrow. “You do remind me of him. A little.” Eva is silent.
“I'm sorry if that offended you.”

“It didn't.”

“You must wonder how I can
like a man like that. Think of him as a friend.” She shrugs.
“No?”

“I was so, so scared that
first day. But Smith. I don't know, even through my fear, he
was...compelling, right away. Seductive. Not even in a sexual way.
If that makes sense.”

“I know what you
mean.”

“He came to see me this
morning.”

“He told me.”

”Hearing him defend
everything that's going on here, I can see—god, it's so twisted, so
wrong—but he actually had me half believing in his
intentions.”

“That's the scary thing
about Smith. His gift of persuasion. Especially his knack for
convincing himself.”

Eva is done eating; she's decimated the
mashed potatoes, having used them to camouflage the unsavory
looking peas and carrots, shriveled and gray. The mysterious piece
of meat lays untouched at the edge of the plate, vaguely resembling
a bit of flesh flayed from a squirrel or raccoon by the friction of
a tire and some pavement. When she stands, John rises.

“You know,” she says,
pressing her palm to his chest, “what I said before, outside, about
the men seeing me doing something besides fucking you. You know,
when I say things like that, I mean the arrangement. I never mean
anything against you.”

“I know. Mostly. But it's
nice of you to tell me. It's hard not to feel guilty.”

“I know.”

Eva's other hand cradles John's jaw, and she
goes up on her toes and brings her mouth close to his. Inviting
him. His fingers weave themselves into her hair and he takes her up
on the offered kiss. A tender, lingering press of lips. Then he
breaks gently away.

“I should go.”

“You're invited to
stay.”

Smiling, lingering against her, he may be
considering. “Will you be all right for tomorrow if I don't?” She
nods. “I'm going to go, then,” he whispers, and with a final, soft
kiss, he is off.

* * * *

“I'm sorry about last
night, Eva,” John tells her when he arrives after his shift and
before the monitors come on.

Smiling, she approaches him, takes his hand,
brings it to her lips, kisses his palm.

“No need to
apologize.”

When they have given the evening's
performance, John invites her out for a walk. Looking eager, even
happy, she dresses in her olive drabs and they set out. Both are
quiet as they stroll the cement paths that wind through the campus,
between barracks and mess hall, improvised field and storehouse,
and along the perimeter path below the towering, curving brick wall
encircling the compound. None of the men are in sight.

“May I come in with you?”
he asks before they reach the threshold of the mansion.

“Yes, if you want
to.”

Inside, she drops onto the love seat, and
with a look draws him down beside her. She smiles at him, studying
his face as she draws an index finger down the inside of his
arm.

“John,” she begins with a
little laugh that makes her seem nervous. “I know you're trying
hard to make things as easy for me as you can. But you
shouldn't...I don't want you to feel obligated to hang out when
we're not...when you don't have to.”

He gives her a melancholy half-grin and
takes her hand in his. “I enjoy your company, Eva. It's no chore,
spending time with you. Being with you,” he adds with an
affectionate little nuzzle into the canopy of hair draping her
neck. “It's just a little hard, sometimes, letting myself get so
close to someone.”

Eva nods and smiles and puts her arms around
him, pulling him to her. Kissing his hair. They pass a quiet
evening together, John reading, Eva writing in a journal he
obtained for her when she asked. Now that she gets to leave the
room, each time she finishes writing, she carefully, furtively
leaves something—an eyelash, some crumb—among the pages she's
penned before closing the notebook.

When they go to bed, John curls up behind
her and she snuggles back against him. His arm curves over her
waist, and they lie there, close and still and quiet.

In the morning John wakes first. He
carefully folds back his side of the blanket, leaving her covered,
and slides to the edge of the mattress, preparing to prepare for
work. She wakes, turns over. They look at each other.

The blanket, folded down near his waist, is
not hiding his chest. She is looking at it, and he can see that
she’s looking at it. Broad, hard, defined, smooth, almost no hair.
Her gaze moves down to his belly, muscular yet vulnerable with its
shallow navel and a fine trail of dark hair running away under the
covers. She puts her hand on the blanket where it rises and falls
over the center of him. She looks up for a moment to let him read
her face, to read his. Then she looks back down and pulls the
blanket back.

She has exposed another inch or so of that
little trail, hiding now under the white ribbed snugness of his
underwear. She stares at the topography of that white landscape,
the long rounded crest of hill that starts suddenly just below the
elastic band, curving slightly into a soft swelling mass and
dipping away over the horizon between his legs.

“Is it always like this
when you wake up?”

“No.”

She lays her hand on it. The vulnerable
belly flexes. She looks up to his face. Alarm. Confusion.
Excitement. She moves her hand up a little. Down a little. The
belly is bouncing fast and shallow. Up, down, first with the touch
of a spirit that might not have been there, then with delicate
softness, then with questioning firmness.

“Is that okay?”

“What are you
doing?”

“I want to learn how to
touch you. Am I hurting you?”

“No.”

“Are you afraid I’m going
to hurt you?”

“No.”

“It seems strange. I've
hardly touched you. I want to learn. Does what I’m doing feel
nice?”

From behind his look of uncertain fear he
smiles.

“Yes,” in a gentle voice
that puffs out on a pant.

She goes on touching him, varying the path
and power of her touch, watching his face and gauging his breath by
the clenching, rising and falling of his belly. She explores the
firm length of him and the delicate softness below. Then her hand
leaves him and she teasingly fingers the very edge of the elastic
striping across his abdomen.

“I’d like to see you.
Touch you,” she says, looking up at him.

His hands go down to his hips. He studies
her face for a moment, then pulls his underwear down on this
thighs. Prometheus unbound. She stares at that strange, exciting,
frightening, gorgeous configuration of flesh. Then she carefully
begins to touch it. Her eyes go from his cock up to his face with a
little look of surprised wonder, then turn back to the task at
hand. She asks and he tells her what feels best. She does it to the
death. A flex. A flex. A flex. Pearlescent threads and droplets on
his belly and chest and neck. He watches as she takes some with the
tip of her finger, looks at it, then makes it disappear between her
finger and thumb.

He looks at her for a long time, then
touches her cheek and invites her into a kiss.

“Will you let me...would
you like it if I touched you the way you've touched me?”

She hides her face against his shoulder and
quietly answers, “No.”

He cradles her head against his arm—pulling
her to him would risk getting her dirty—and says, “It's good, you
telling me no. I hope you know that I'm your friend. You don't have
to play at being my lover to keep me on your side.”

He presses a kiss to the crown of her head,
and starts to rise.

“John.” He lies back down.
Meets her eyes. “I didn't do that just now to...manipulate you. I
wanted to. Part of me...I'm curious. And I...like you. I woke up
feeling your body, your warmth. I woke up wanting...something.
Maybe it's dumb, because we've fucked—does that sound
ugly?”

“No. Not when you say
it.”

“Maybe it's dumb, but it's
hard for me to let you touch me. It makes me feel vulnerable. But
when I touch you, when I hear you, see your body shudder, I
feel...strong. A little in control, I guess.”

“It's not dumb. I
understand. I enjoy giving you pleasure—or imagining I am,” he
kids, smiling, “but I never mean to push you.”

Eva nods. John snatches his watch from the
nightstand and checks the time.

“I'm late.”

He gives her a smile, then speeds through a
shower. He does not say goodbye as he goes, but she sees him pause
by the door and gaze at her a moment before he knocks and mumbles
to the guard outside. The bolts scrape back and the door opens,
closes, and the bolts slide home again.

 



CHAPTER FIVE

 


The cameras are rolling.

With a coquettish grin Eva pushes John back,
and crawls onto his lap as he drops down onto the love seat.

She is nearly writhing under his mouth when
he brings his hand to her knee and lightly draws it up her thigh.
Then over, down, up again, along the underside, palming the
contours of her ass, then tracing a delicate fingertip along the
crease where thigh and pelvis meet. Their bodies close and warm,
their kiss a tender union, her breath growing each moment quicker,
husky.

“I want to,” she breathes
between kisses. “Can we? Like this?”

She reaches between them, cradles his cock
against her naked belly, moving her body against him as she watches
him, then goes for his mouth again, still sliding her belly up and
down the underside of his cock. Her hand deserts his cock so she
can capture his head between both palms, holding him captive, her
kisses almost fierce, her whimpering sighs leaking from between
their mouths as she chafes her sex against his. Rising up on her
knees she shifts her hips—a little this way, a little that
way—until things align. Holding her breath, then, she sinks down,
only letting out a little squeak when she hits bottom. In his arms,
against his body she shudders and, their kiss broken, her
expression suggests she's startled. John watches her for a second,
then averts his eyes, as he always has since she told him not to
watch her.

“Heh,” she laughs
breathily near his ear. “It feels different like this. Like,
completely different.”

Quivering, gripping John against her, Eva
starts to move, making her little excited noises almost from the
start. When she loosens her desperate grip on him, John presses a
little kiss to her shoulder. Then, when he brushes his lips against
the smooth curve of her breast she rakes her fingers into his hair,
taking him prisoner again, demanding more. He kisses, licking,
sucking, provoking louder, more plaintive sounds and frenzied
movements—small, but desperate.

She leans back and he releases her flesh
from his mouth. John's hands slide over her back. She watches his
face as she fucks him. He keeps his eyes closed. Eva cups her palms
over his eyes.

“Open your eyes,” she
whispers.

A moment later she hinges her hands away
from his face and their eyes meet. The palms shutter closed over
his gaze again, then open once more, and she laughs. Kisses each of
his eyebrows.

“It's all right,” she
says, her voice soft. “You don't have to look away.”

For the first time she lets him watch her
pleasure. It comes quickly, and it rolls over her, long and gentle.
She hums her climax against bitten lips, then stills, shuddering,
then starts moving against him again, her little flexes almost
invisible as she milks a few more spasms of pleasure from their
connection. Then she collapses against him and he wraps his arms
tight around her, now and then kissing her shoulder, her neck. When
she begins to stir again he loosens his hold on her.

“Do you
want me to try to make you come?” she asks, “Or should we do
something different, now?”

He laughs. “Try, nothing.”

She smiles, tips her forehead to his,
watching his face as she writhes over him.

“Faster?” she
asks.

“No, no. But can we...” he
pants, then with his hands suggests an altered angle to her hips.
“Does that work?”

“That works,” she breathes
back.

Rolling, rolling, her hips work over him,
John's breath catching, speeding, filling and going heavy with low,
rough sound. She kisses his parted lips, cradling his head in her
hands as he clutches her against him as he stiffens and shudders
and growls out his climax.

“Do you know the big
picture?” she asks him later, between mouthfuls of corn, beans, and
rice.

“The big
picture?”

“Smith's grand scheme. The
long-term plan.”

With visible effort, John goes on facing
her.

“No.”

“If you asked him, would
he tell you?”

“Maybe. Yes, I think
so.”

Later they are lying in bed, still as two
spoons in a drawer. Then something makes Eva stir. Reaching back,
between them, she curves her hand against the hardness she finds,
stroking him gently, wordlessly. When he's breathing hard she draws
her hand back, then rolls over to face him in the dim moonlight
slanting through the window. She draws her thigh up, over his,
pressing her groin against his, brings her mouth to his. Panting,
he gives in to her kiss, and everything else.

“I like being with you.
Always, but especially when it's just us,” he tells her
after.

“Me too,” she answers, lax
and damp and panting. They curl up into each other's warmth,
nuzzling and caressing and kissing. Little by little they calm,
sinking down into the dark quiet.

“Eva?” he tries in a voice
too soft to disturb sleep.

“Hmmm?”

“There's something...I'd
like to tell you something.”

“What?”

“I was married. When it
happened.”

In a soft voice after a long silence Eva
says, “You loved her.”

“Very much.”

“Were you together a long
time?”

“Five years.”

“And,” Eva starts, then
stops, then starts again in a voice hesitant and low, “did you have
kids?”

“Amy and I had a little
girl. Juliette.”

“John...”

“You don't have to say
anything. I just wanted you to know. So if I'm a little weird
sometimes, distant, or reclusive, you know it isn't because of
you.”

They are quiet a long time. Then Eva says,
“It must be so strange, so sad for you, this farcical little
domestic arrangement Smith's imposed on you.”

“What's strange is that
Smith could force me, practically at gunpoint, into the bed of an
eighteen-year-old girl, and that this girl—god, you were really
just a kid when you were left all on your own—that you should be
this scary-smart, unbelievably strong person who's somehow managed
to hold on to her dignity through an arrangement degrading beyond
anything I could have imagined, before. And that after everything
I've been through, I'd find myself here, with you, feeling so . . .
much.”

“Do I remind you of her?”
Eva asks.

He laughs softly. “In most ways, you
couldn't be less like her. Except that you're both smart. And kind.
But in very different ways. It's strange, how we can be drawn so
strongly to such different kinds of people.”

“Do you feel
guilty?”
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