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Roaming in thought over the Universe, I saw the little that is 
        
Good steadily hastening towards immortality,

And the vast all that is call'd Evil I saw hastening to merge itself 
        
and become lost and dead.

Walt Whitman, from “Leaves of Grass”

1.

The sign for my office was custom made according to my very own design. The UN emblem, placed at the top, was engraved into a bright brass plate that glittered of gold, and an inscription printed in two languages, Russian and English, appeared below: “The United Nations. Information and Investigation Service. Mission in Petrograd.”

The sign undoubtedly would make quite an impression on visitors if it weren’t for two conditions. First, the brilliant placard beams out from a door belonging to a small apartment. The flat itself is located in the stairwell of a plain five-story building that was thrown up on the edge of the city more than a hundred years ago, some time in the middle of the previous century (though modest, the brick building, reinforced by an external frame during the epoch of the National Revival Government, is quite sturdy). And second, I’ve never had – and probably never will have – any visitors in my office.

I am the office’s sole employee. What’s more, my service is pure sinecure, since I have absolutely nothing to do. Of course, I know that identical offices, manned by retired police officers like myself, exist in all of the Russian Confederation’s large cities. I know the Service’s charter and the contents of all the conventions signed by Russia. And I know that, if need be, all domestic military organs and police departments are required to assist me in any investigation. So far, no situation has arisen that would necessitate their aid.

All of us Service representatives spread throughout Russian cities are required from time to time to send overviews and reports to the Administration in New York. So we send these documents, adding information from newscasts and Internet newspapers (the most hardworking, people like myself, also look through the rare old-fashioned print newspapers). And the Administration busily receives all this rubbish that, if somebody in New York so desired, could be processed by a simple continuously operating scanner.

For some reason, though, they don’t want to economize in New York. I have no desire to contemplate why this might be. Why do they even pay us (even if it is such a pittance)? Why do they only hire retirees from Russia’s police force, the Ministry of Internal Affairs (there’s not a single former military person or employee from the Ministry of Defense among us)? Let somebody else ponder these questions. For me, only two important things are important: employment and a paycheck. “Cogito, ergo sum: I think, therefore I am,” Descartes said four hundred years ago. I’ve never read Descartes, but grandpa Vitaly often repeated this phrase. I memorized those words and sometimes repeat them in my own manner: “I get money, therefore I exist.”

I’m required to be in the office by nine (just in case New York suddenly decides to call). Every day I leave my car in a concrete lot that was poured near our five-story apartment building. The lot is located right where another five-story building used to stand, but became utterly dilapidated and eventually was demolished. I ascend a narrow stairwell, politely greeting neighbors I meet. They are all employees of the small and tiny firms that also rent out other apartments as offices. They welcome me with eyes just like mine, eyes refusing to mock our squalor, a squalor that contrasts with the boastful inscriptions and luster of the signs on our doors.

Each of us earns his daily bread in his own individual way, but we’re all rolled into one ball of twine. In this current era, when genetic medicine has made us either half-immortal or completely immortal, when nobody knows his real age or how many years are before him, we have nowhere to escape from one another.

Entering my office’s small lobby, I slam the door behind myself. I’ve been living in a hotel since I divorced my last wife. It’s comfortable, nothing to complain about, but a hotel just isn’t a home. I always get the feeling that my real home is this apartment-cum-office: to left of the lobby is a small bathroom, followed by a tiny kitchen and then, one after another, two adjacent rooms. The first room, a bit larger than the other, houses my desk and computer, along with bookshelves crammed with real paper books. They were left behind by grandpa Vitaly, later brought over here by me. In the second much smaller room is a couch for relaxation. You could booze it up with friends in such an office. But I never do so because I have no friends. You could bring women to such an office, which I do every once in awhile.

A large black-and-white photograph hangs on the wall behind my desk. It’s a nighttime view of Petrograd from the 1970s. Back then, two names ago, the city was still called Leningrad and grandpa Vitaly was about twenty-five years old. He sat in his laboratory morning until night, just like an alchemist, plunging the plexus of the flaming snakes waving across oscilloscope screens. He was driven to extract his very own philosopher’s stone: high-temperature superconductivity. On weekends, he abandoned the city to go rock-climbing and play guitar around the campfire.

I like looking at that photograph: chains of lights along the riverbanks, chains of lights along the bridges; Peter and Paul Fortress illuminated by light projectors below, the Stock Exchange and Rostral Columns reflecting the mirror-black Neva. In my eyes, the old white ball-shaped streetlamps and the projected white radiance are far more beautiful than today’s multicolored light stripes. Sometimes it seems to me that I’m a man from last century.

I was born in February 2020. That means, according to a purely arithmetic calculation, I’m now sixty-five years old, soon to be sixty-six. This is my calendar age, or CA, as denoted in short form. But Russia entered the zone of genetic prophylaxis when I was exactly forty, so I’m not sure how much I’ve aged biologically over the past quarter of a century. I’d estimate five or six years. Those who are younger than me are not at all interested in their biological age, but I need some kind of reference point, like it was in the old days. I’m probably not far off in saying that I look and feel like a physically healthy forty-year-old man from the previous mortal times.

It’s strange how we slipped into the immortal era without really noticing! Physicians say the average lifespan so far has only been doubled: to a hundred and forty or a hundred and fifty years. This is a trifling increase in cosmic measurements, miniscule even when compared to terrestrial nature. We haven’t approached the lifespan of trees: an ordinary pine tree lives four hundred years, while a sequoia lives for two thousand. But psychology is stronger than arithmetic. Having extended, albeit just a little, our natural lifespan, we have crossed a certain psychological threshold.

There was a time when man – and I very clearly remember my existence in the previous epoch – continuously took stock of his life, measuring it not in the number of years gone by, but rather by the prospect of how many he had left. Grandpa Vitaly once showed me an old film about the sinking of the Titanic. In the previous era, each one of us was like the captain of the Titanic. Each of us, going through life day after day, knew there was a leak in the ship’s hold. However good the captain’s mood, however joyful he was that his ship moved swiftly and deftly answered the helm, he harbored a thought in the back of his mind: the leak continues to grow and the ship inevitably will sink.

Genetic medicine hasn’t only increased our life by a few decades – it has also produced a break in the captain-man’s consciousness. The break occurred when he realized that the leak in his ship, although not disappearing completely, had become less perceptible and, most importantly, pumps battled nonstop against the leak in the hold.

Scientific progress in biology and medicine marches on. Each person who has fifty, seventy or a hundred years left to live is convinced that new developments will appear that will extend human existence beyond today’s limits. Our mood isn’t troubled by thoughts of whether our life span will be extended by only a few additional decades or whether it will increase in a single leap of several times.

People are still mortal. People die in catastrophes. People sometimes die from disease when medicine – and this does happen – is late or makes a mistake. But that’s a completely different perception of death. Each of us carries his life around like a delicate vase, eternal but fragile, afraid of shattering it.

2.

I found my live-saving job in the Service by sheer accident. A year and a half ago, in the summer of 2084, I was sent to Africa to maintain order in camps for people living under UN wardship. As a rule, it’s assumed that only real police officers, people such as criminal investigators or patrolmen, are sent out on these types of assignments. I, however, was neither a criminal investigator nor a patrolman: I had sat out the previous thirty years in the scientific-technological department of the Petrograd police force. But my new commander detested me so much that he couldn’t even bear my company for the matter of months left until my retirement. If Africa hadn’t come up, then he would have sent me packing to Arctic Circle. Overall, I lucked out.

I wasn’t entirely lucky because, as it turns out, my first and last names are easy for English speakers to pronounce. In Khartoum, the five of us sent from Russia were introduced to Bennet, the chief inspector of the African camps, a man who always chose his own assistant. We lined up in front of him. But Walter Bennet, well-built, gray-haired and high-spirited (I later found out he was only five years older than me, according to his calendar age), gazed intently with his bright-blue eyes at the small screen of his pocket computer. Bennet tried reading out our last names, which tend to tie American tongues: Pereverzev, Korchmarev, Sharafutdinov, Serafimchenko. Finally, he exclaimed with a sigh of relief: “Vitaly Fomin!” That was the first time in my life I heard my first and last names stressed on their first syllables, so I didn’t immediately realize he was addressing me. I collected myself and stepped forward only after the Petrogradite standing next to me, Captain Dima Serafimchenko, gave me a sharp nudge.

Bennet looked me over from head to toe and then once again stared at his pocket computer.

“Your rank isn’t indicated here,” he said. “What’s your rank? Lieutenant? Captain?”

“I have no rank,” I admitted embarrassedly.

I understood English and could answer without too much difficulty. But my accent, of course, was barbaric. Just like any average Russian, I had to read and listen to English much more often than I actually had to speak in that tongue.

“Goddammit,” Bennet growled. “Are you a policeman or not?”

“Well, I serve in the police force,” I said. “But only in the technological department. I have no title. I’m not an officer. I’m an engineer, an expert.” I hung my head in recognition of my insignificance.

But Bennet looked me over once again and then suddenly waved his hand:

“Hell, I don’t give a damn about titles! I can pronounce your name, and you speak English. I’ll take you as my assistant! Go see Lieutenant Whiteman. He’ll give you your equipment. And if he asks for your title, tell him I have used my authority to promote you to the rank of major.

Lieutenant Whiteman’s quarters, located in the very center of the UN camp, were enclosed by a concrete wall that was crowned with a machinegun-equipped watchtower. On my way to see the lieutenant, I walked across a huge platform. There I was subjected to a double inspection. The first took place by the exterior door, where an electronic system read my identification and scanned my face and fingerprints. This process was repeated afterward on the platform by a large-faced, small-bodied guy wearing the uniform of a sergeant “IP” – International Police of the UN. Wrapping up the inspection, he made a call to Bennet. Only after a discussion with him did he finally unbolt the steel door leading to the interior of the equipment room. Inside, shielding his eyes from the sun streaming through the open door, Lieutenant Whiteman awaited me.

The lieutenant’s appearance strangely harmonized with his surname, although he wasn’t white. Rather, he was a good-looking, light-chocolate mulatto, tall and flexible, with prominent dark eyes and a small, neatly trimmed mustache. Only his teeth were white, blindingly white. He introduced himself in an extremely friendly manner:

“It’s a pleasure to welcome a colleague from Russia! I heard you’ll be working with Bennet. You got lucky!”

“Where’s the luck?”

“Well,” the lieutenant chuckled, “you’ll never get bored. Follow me! My sergeants usually distribute equipment, but in this case I’ll do it myself.”

I walked right behind him into a hangar made of semi-transparent plastic. Permeated by sunlight, the hangar took on greenish tint, making it seem as though we had arrived in some underwater kingdom. Hermetically sealed cabinets stood in a series of rows. The faint drone of air conditioners circulating coolness could be heard, and a light scent of oil hung in the air. Lieutenant Whiteman was in charge of the armory.

“Have you been to the camps before?” he queried.

“No, this is my first assignment.”

“Well, then you have a lot to see,” a slight grin ran across his pretty face. “What kind of weapons do you prefer: laser or ordinary firearms? 

“Ordinary firearms,” I said.

I had never fired a gun in thirty years of service, although I had heard things from acquaintances who had dealt with the consequences of gunshots. Our Russian cops were pretty skeptical about bullet-free laser weapons. They didn’t particularly trust a gun that converts a flash of energy into a light ray. True, laser guns permit you to take aim at any distance, giving you complete accuracy without the need to consider a curved trajectory. But they just don’t inflict much of a wound. Their precise, instantaneous light needle pierces the human body all the way through, in the process cauterizing the punctured skin and thereby stopping the blood from flowing out.

Whiteman nodded his head:

“I completely agree with you! You feel more confident with a good old bullet in the chamber. Those mojahedin old-timers on the whole are gentle folk, but we have some problems at times. In just this past year, twelve UN workers have been killed in the African and Asian camps.

“Yes, I know.”

Whiteman looked at me attentively and again gave a friendly smile:

“Well, let’s not talk about depressing stuff. Which do you prefer, Mr. Fomin: a revolver or a pistol?”

“A pistol.”

“What kind?”

“Something light. I don’t want to pack around excess weight in this heat.”

“I recommend a nine millimeter with a shortened chamber. What do you think?” asked Whiteman. “Okay, we’ll pick one out in no time!” He dug through one of the cabinets: “Take a look. How does that fit you?”

“Perfect.”

“Great! Now we’ll attached a computerized sight, custom made just for you. Are you familiar with this toy?”

“I’ve heard about it, but I’ve never seen one. There are practically no weapons in Russia anymore. And computerized sights are especially rare.”

“It’s the same way in the States,” Whiteman attested. “Armed crimes are disappearing in all civilized countries. Consequently, police are being disarmed. Whatever they may say, the world is moving in the right direction, toward safety and immortality. Right?”

I shrugged my shoulders:

“If you don’t consider the camps and protectorates.”

“That’s a fair observation!” Whiteman agreed. “And considering that you and I are located in the zone of exception to the rules, let’s wrap this up and adjust the gun to its new owner. Take a seat, Mr. Fomin. Give me your right hand. Now your left,” he said as he fastened bracelets with wires around my wrists. “That’s it. You can get up. Let’s go check the sight.”

We exited the hangar and stepped into the scorching African sun.

“The sight is set to your biotic waves,” Whiteman said. “Nobody else can use this pistol.”

“Very good.”

“I’ve introduced a certain task for the gun sight,” he continued. “It has to be accurate enough to shoot a person up to fifty meters away and at an arc of thirty degrees. Right in the chest. Any objections?”

“Why would I object?”

“Well, some guys want the sight set for the head. But I prefer the chest. There’s a hundred-percent probability of a hit. And our wards here don’t wear flak jackets.”

“Sounds fine.”

“In the event of a skirmish,” Whiteman said, “all you need to do is grab your pistol and point it in the direction of your opponent. The gun will do the rest itself. Just look, I’ll move around while you point the pistol at me. Don’t aim. Just hold it at your waist and that’s it. Do you see? Now I’ll take a few steps from side to side…”

I knew the gun was on safety and the chamber was empty. Nonetheless, I was overcome by a terrifying sensation as the pistol, equipped with the computerized sight, transformed into a living creature and started stirring in my hand, guiding the barrel after Whiteman’s every step.

“Enough,” I said. “I get the picture.”

“Just don’t forget the most important thing,” Whiteman again smiled widely, his moist white teeth shining brightly in the sun. “The pistol will do everything for you but one thing: you have to pull the trigger yourself. Everybody decides for themselves at the last second whether or not they want to shoot.”

“Yes,” I said, “of course.”

That next morning I stood at the aerodrome and waited for Bennet. We were scheduled to take an initial inspection flight. I was wearing a new sand-colored “IP” uniform that fit me like a Hussar’s saddle fit a cow. My shoulders were adorned by major’s stripes (Bennet wasn’t joking!), but the holstered pistol weighed my belt down (with its computerized sight and spare ammo clip, the weapon weighed much more than I had hoped for).

Bennet showed up without a gun and wasn’t even wearing a uniform. Instead, he was dressed in shorts and an untucked white shirt. After greeting me and curiously examining my equipment, he led me across the airfield. All the UN servicemen we passed greeted Bennet, some of them saluting him in the military fashion. He merely nodded his head nonchalantly. Like a shiny reflection of his greatness, I walked ceremoniously at his side.

We stopped beside a small two-seat helicopter.

“Can you fly such a bird?” he asked.

“No.”

“Well, then I guess I’ll have to,” Bennet snorted.

We entered the cabin from opposite sides: Bennet sat in the left and I took the right. The second I managed to fasten my safety belt, he let the motor roar. I waited for Bennet to turn on autopilot, but he made no move to do so. Instead, he abruptly engaged the manual control, throwing the helicopter into such a sharp ascent that it seemed my insides would rupture.

It was immediately clear this wasn’t simple bravado. Bennet was testing me. Many people, of course, are afraid of flying. Genetic prophylaxis and life extension have instilled people with a panicky fear of all risk. As a result, several airlines have gone bust in recent decades, once-crowded airports now stand empty, and flight schedules have become skeletal. Railway and navigation companies, however, have blossomed into magnificent flowers. Cozy trains and comfortable ocean liners have captured almost all the former flyers as the speed of travel has dropped sharply. But what’s the point in hurrying when everyone has so much time ahead? And what’s the point in travel itself when we have computers and the Internet?

Yes, Bennet clearly was testing me. What’s more, we flew over a UN protectorate zone, where any one of the compound’s vagrants could have been some aging mojahedin just waiting to fire his machine gun or let loose a shoulder-launched rocket at our helicopter.

Bennet suddenly sent the copter into such a steep turn that it seemed as if the earth had reared up on its hind legs. I was thrown back and hung sideways from the safety straps. With the quickness of a hurricane, the yellow-green hills that lie below me to the right seemed to be only a few meters from my numb shoulder.

Bennet, now seated above me, simply  laughed:

“Are you scared?”

“Not at all. I love flying.”

Amazed, he leveled out the helicopter.

“Really?”

“Really. There was even a time I used to go hang-gliding whenever I had some extra money.”

“Have you ever tried parachuting?” Bennet was interested.

“No, never.”

“Why not?”

“I’m afraid of parachuting.”

He broke into laughter and swooped the copter into a furious turn to the other side.

Bennet’s questions seemed infused with the ulterior motive of eliciting and immediately judging my responses. To the less perceptive, however, it would have looked like empty chit-chat just for the sake of passing time on a long boring flight.

We continued talking casually about the types of hang-gliding and competitive air-ballooning until Bennet suddenly fell silent. His face became serious. He gripped the steering control more tightly and used his chin to indicate the direction we were headed: toward a camp that appeared on the horizon.

From the height of two thousand meters, the camp resembled a hothouse farm. Rows of residential pavilions made of semi-transparent plastic gleamed in the sun and looked like covered greenhouses. The size of this “farm” was staggering, extending across the desert for several kilometers before disappearing into a sultry haze.

According to an established procedure, every UN camp was named after its first superintendent. The one we approached was Camp Sisneros, indicating that the camp was founded by some Latin American or Spaniard named Sisneros.

Throughout the flight, I felt an urge to ask Bennet one question: why in the hell did he need an assistant like me? I was a complete amateur, not even fit to serve as his bodyguard. There was another question, probably quite inappropriate, I wanted to ask him: what was the purpose of this inspection? Computers at the Khartoum headquarters probably receive a constant stream of detailed information on what goes on in every single African camp, right down to the menu of every camp’s cafeteria and the condition of each resident’s health.

But I only asked:

“How many people, um, live in Sisneros?”

Bennet shrugged his shoulders and focused on his steering:

“It’s a standard camp,” he answered. “Five million wards, ten thousand service personnel.”

We started a slow descent, casually circling the camp. It was as if Bennet wanted to give me a chance to examine the camp more closely.

This camp was nothing like the Stalinist or Nazi camps shown in history films. It wasn’t surrounded by a barrier topped with barbed-wire, and there were no watchtowers. The camp was enclosed only by a black-green hedgerow. There were no guards at the camp’s borders. Such precautions were unnecessary because it was impossible to leave this place and overcome hundreds of kilometers of sweltering semi-desert with virtually no water. But even if the camp were surrounded by blooming gardens and fresh spring water, none of the wards here would try escaping.

Flying around the camp, Bennet steered the helicopter with an almost geometric precision, keeping a few hundred meters from the exterior hedgerow (perhaps it was prohibited to fly any closer). The helicopter descended further. From this vantage point, the camp’s inhabitants looked like ants busily wandering among the passageways separating their glassy pavilions. Right below us, thickset concrete cupolas of an electric power station seemed to swim past us. To the side, square green fields nourished by an artificial irrigation system stretched beyond the horizon. Trucks and tractors crawled like ladybugs through the fields. Most of the food for the camp’s population was grown on site. I caught a quick glimpse of endless straight lines of what initially appeared to be identical tree stumps. They looked like the remainders of a perfectly planted and subsequently evenly cut forest. I assumed it was a cemetery. There was no crematorium in Camp Sisneros, since the local wards respected their ancestral religion and buried their deceased in the earth.

A landing strip rushed by beneath our helicopter. Two giant-winged Boing cargo jets, each weighing one and a half thousand tons, rested on one side of the strip. Behind the Boings were a few smaller airplanes, along with about ten helicopters. Bennet hovered directly in front of the command center, a glass tower topped by a light-blue UN flag. He gracefully landed the helicopter and switched off the engine.

We unbuckled our safety belts and opened the doors. The African heat poured into the cabin. I unfurled the collapsible ladder and lowered myself onto what seemed like a frying pan: the aerodrome’s red-hot concrete burned my feet even through my shoes.

A group emerged from the tower to meet us. A ruddy-faced colonel led several officers (among whom, I noticed, were women).

Bennet shook the colonel’s hand and said:

“Hi, Mickey!”

“Hi, Walt! Another scheduled inspection? Are you going to collect complaints from those old folks again? Let’s step inside the staff headquarters first. Have a rest, take a shower.”

“Mickey,” Bennet said, “I’m not satisfied with you.”

The colonel sighed:

“I understand.”

“Too many suicides, Mickey. Two and a half thousand in the past month alone! Your stripes will be torn off if they find out about this at the Security Council. And I’ll be sent to New York so they can cut me up with a rusty saw right in from the of UN building.”

“Hell,” the colonel exclaimed, “I can’t stop those damn Arabs from hanging themselves! How many times have I requested permission to install observation devices in their living quarters!”

“Mickey,” Bennet said, “don’t fancy yourself a commander in some concentration camp! Those people aren’t prisoners – they’re wards. The law says they’re entitled to all human rights, with the exception of genetic medicine. Don’t even think about spying on them and trampling on their right to privacy! Find other methods. Give your psychologists a kick in the pants!”

The colonel could only wave his hand wearily.

“Yes,” Bennet suddenly remembered, “I haven’t introduced my assistant. This is Major Vitaly Fomin, an attaché from Russia.

He again mispronounced my first and last names, stressing the first syllables of each one, but I was already used to it.

Our hosts smiled at me politely. I smiled back at them.

Two covered jeeps drove up to us.

“Mr. Fomin,” Bennet said, “according to instructions, you are required to accompany me everywhere, but I have to leave you for about three hours. I’m going directly to the staff headquarters. In the meantime, have a look around the camp. This is your first time here – you’ll find it interesting. Mickey, give him an escort!”

“For God’s sake. Lieutenant Nielson!”

A large busty woman with short blonde hair came out from behind the colonel’s shoulder. She had limpid eyes, and her eyebrows were just as light, almost as if they didn’t exist. I have to admit that big women are my weakness, but this one didn’t even have a hint of beauty. The masculine features of her wide face in no way harmonized with her sumptuous figure. Her white-yellow hair, styled in a boyish crew-cut, and the “IP” uniform added no degree of charm. Nonetheless, I couldn’t help but wonder: what was her calendar age?

Bennet, the colonel and the rest of the officers walked over to the first jeep, while I followed Lieutenant Nielson to the second. She took the driver’s seat, pointed me to passenger’s side and then immediately switched off the auto-navigator:

“We are only allowed to drive on manual control in the wards’ residential zone. By the way, my name is Friddy.”

The jeep’s air conditioner kept us cool, and the scent of pine forest filled the cabin.

“‘Friddy,’ ‘Mickey,’” I said, “are you guys playing in some kindergarten?”

“We’re more like a big friendly family,” she answered, stepping on the gas. “You can’t even imagine how we live here. The heat, those terrible old people, their never-ending deaths, suicides. On top of that, we have to obey our own seniority system. It’s enough to drive you crazy. You’re only here on a short-term assignment. Just a few months, then you’re back home. But try serving here for two years like the rest of us. I’m sure you’d turn into ‘Vitty’ in our company. Or else you’d make an escape.”

“How long have you been here?”

“I’ve been here for three years,” she said. “I’ve only flown out of here twice for rest and relaxation.”

“I don’t understand. Everybody else doesn’t like the place, but you do?”

“It’s a professional interest,” Friddy answered. “I’m a professional philologist-Arabist. I’m writing my dissertation. And then there’s the money. A single woman,” the word “single” was clearly accentuated, “has to put away some money for the future. My paycheck here is ten times bigger than at the university, so I extended my contract. Where are you from in Russia?”

“Petrograd.”

“Oh, that means we’re neighbors! I’m from Stockholm. I’ve been in your city. It’s beautiful.”

She had a certain charm in spite of the rude facial features, a soldier’s haircut and masculine hands that confidently guided the steering wheel. Her mighty breasts, protruding from beneath her uniform, also jumped out at the steering wheel as if to help navigate the vehicle. I suddenly wondered what would happen if I put my hands on her breasts: would she slap me in the face or not?

As if reading my mind, Friddy smiled:

“Try guessing my calendar age!”

“Thirty?”

“Thirty-five. Shall I guess yours?”

“Give it a try.”

She looked at me attentively:

“Hmm, I’d say about fifty.”

“Add another fifteen and you’ll be right on,” I said.

“Really? There’s no way to tell nowadays, but that’s no important. Genetic medicine has made us all equal!”

Friddy obviously was trying to tempt me. It was clear that everybody in this camp was pretty tired of one another, and I was a fresh body. I didn’t intend to give into to her, but I remembered that I hadn’t been with a woman in a long time. I pondered whether or not I should be picky? Did Friddy’s availability outweigh the shortcomings in her appearance?

I didn’t manage to make a decision: she made a sharp turn that sent me flying into her. My holstered pistol, squeezed between me and Friddy’s wide hip, jabbed painfully into my side.

“Genetic medicine has made us all equal,” I grumbled as I sat back up. “You forgot about the wards here in the camp.”

“Well, it’s their own fault,” she answered. “Have you seen them yet? Well, have a look and enjoy!”

We had already passed through the administrative block (which providently was not situated in the center of the camp, but rather at the edge, right next to the airport), and our jeep slowly entered a side street of the eastern town. The pavilion homes made of semi-transparent green plastic, crowded in at both sides, had intricately decorated facades. Rows of palm trees lined the sidewalks, their leaves swaying in wind that blew out from behind the screens of street air conditions. Lawns with flowers stretched out beneath the palm trees, forming what looked like brightly carpeted walkways. Numerous signs, written in Arabic and English, advertised stores and small coffee shops. Water gushed upward from a fountain in the middle of a public square.

The town’s toy-like refinement would have evoked admiration if it weren’t for the spectacle of its inhabitants. They wandered about and attended to their affairs, talked in small herds along the sidewalks, sat at tables outside the coffee houses and walked across the street, right in front of our slowly moving jeep. Just looking at them sent a terrible chill through my chest. A bunch of ancient faces, dark and wrinkled like a baked potato. Fading eyes. This giant gathering of elderly people who looked like the walking dead was explainable by the fact that not a single one of them had ever given birth to a child.
I tried to imagine these unfortunate people as they were a half century ago, back when they were young, full of strength and many of them fought fervently for their faith. They were inspired by a hatred of nonbelievers, people of other confessions who were defiled by sinful wealth and perversion, people worthlessly small in numbers, cowardly and doomed. They believed that they would go to heaven as a reward for their deeds. And now, feeble and ill, they have indeed lived to see heaven. This heaven, however, was built with the mercy of their victorious enemies.

My playful mood vanished, and I no longer wanted to flirt with Friddy. She also had fallen silent, but suddenly said in a hymnal tone:

“There were entire nations who led lives of iniquity. And where they are now? The Lord has destroyed them.”

“What’s that?” I didn’t understand.

“The Koran,” she answered.

Among the crowds were old women, some with faces cloaked by dark material and others with bare faces. Even those who stepped out of our way did so with an absent-looking visage. But sometimes it seemed as though the faces peering into our impenetrable windshield blazed with open hatred.

The majority of these old men and women, after all, were neither mojahedins nor terrorists in their former lives. The simply were born into and grew up in large families, which was natural for their people. They simply lived according their ancestral customs and, in their own turn, expected to give birth to several children. They didn’t understand, and that was their only guilt. I wondered if they now understand what had come to pass?

Friddy observed me askance. 

“Feel sorry for them?” she asked. “Do you think they would have shown us any pity if they had won? Exactly. But we’re tormented by a guilt complex and provide these old people with everything. The camp’s hospitals even take care of those who have fallen into complete dementia, tending to them until their final breath. By the way, the most compassionate are the Russian doctors.”

“Do they also take care of those who have not yet ended up in the hospital?” I asked, looking out at the crowds of people on the street.

“Yes, just like little children,” Friddy answered. “We hustle about to fulfill their every wish. We build shops for those who want to run small businesses, and then we have goods shipped in for them to sell. We’ve even created special money for use in the camps. We build workshops for those who want to work in a trade. Those who want to work in the fields are free to do so. Those who want to make love…”

“What?!” I was confounded.

Friddy started laughing:

“Yes, lovemaking is their chief recreation. We feed them too well. Their faith strictly regulates relationships between the sexes, but here in the camp all prohibitions have slackened. Some of these geezers are so filled with passion that it really cracks you up. We’ve got it all here. Happiness and disappointment. Jealousy and infidelity. The latest fashion is couple-suicide.”

“Couple-suicide?” I echoed. I suddenly recalled something I heard earlier today, something strange and incomprehensible.

“Yeah,” Friddy answered. “They can’t live without mysticism. This is their latest belief: if an old couple who love each other hang themselves, then they’ll end up in heaven together. You should just see how natural that happy couple looks dangling from a noose.”

“That’s enough, Friddy,” I pleaded.

She swayed her breast in indignation:

“What’s the problem? They hang themselves. Or they pay one of their own to snuff them out. It’s just another local business. After all we do for them. Ungrateful creatures! We should’ve left them where they used to live and let them die from hunger!”

“Friddy,” I said reproachfully, “you study their culture. How can you feel no pity for them? Is there not even one person among them for whom you have some sympathy?”

“There’s a poet who lives nearby on block fifteen,” she said. “He’s very talented, maybe even great. In any case, he’s the last of his kind. His name is Ali Mansur. He’s nice and funny and invites me to visit him. I use a lot of his writing in my disseration.”

“Sounds beautiful: Ali Mansur.”

“It’s a pseudonym. Poets love euphony. His real name is completely ordinary: Ibrahim.”

“What does he write about?”

“He writes about what he knows. About the loneliness of man. About the vanity of desire. About death. He’s an Eastern poet, and he has no right to genetic medicine,” Friddy let go of the wheel to stretch out and extended her heavyset frame. “Bennet said you’re free until three. It’s only one thirty. Would you like to come over to my place?” Her lips opened into a smile, revealing teeth that were large and white as piano keys.

“Friddy,” I requested, “Could we stop by and visit Ali Mansur? If he’s willing to see us, of course.”

She responded with a dissatisfied grimace.

“Please, Friddy! I’ve never seen a real poet! Let’s just stay there for a little while. And then we’ll go to your place.”

She shrugged her shoulders and turned away from me. The jeep picked up speed.

Ali Mansur greeted us politely and simply, lacking any Eastern ceremony. At first glance, I didn’t see anything specifically Eastern in his appearance (dressed in a track suit, he looked like any gray-headed European) or in the arrangement of his apartment. I gazed curiously around the poet’s living quarters: glass shelves with aging paper books in Arabic and English lined every wall. On his desk was a computer as ancient as the books.

Friddy had not doubts the lonely old man would be glad to see us. However, she let him know right away that we couldn’t stay long and that we had come by only to satisfy my whim:

“Ali, please meet our guest from Russia who wanted to have a look at you.”

The old man bowed and smiled, but I noticed he sneaked a glance at my uniform, stripes and heavy holster. It seemed to me that, as the word “guest” was pronounced, a spark of mockery flashed in his light-brown eyes – just like a reason-endowed lion trapped in a zoo might look at a curious visitor standing on the other side of the cage.

“I’ve read about Russia and watched Russian films,” the old-timer said. “I’ve always been interested in frost and snow. I wanted to spend a little time in some Northern country, Russia or Sweden, but the doctors forbid me. I had heart bypass surgery last year, but the doctors unfortunately can’t give me any guarantees.”

“Spend some time in Russia?” I was surprised. “Do you mean to say that you’re allowed to leave the camp?”

“Of course,” Friddy answered for him. “But only with an escort. And why not? The administration always fulfills the wishes of a ward such as Ali.”

“So that means,” I couldn’t quite understand, “that the rest also have the right to leave?”

“The rest don’t want to!” Friddy cut in.

The old guy smiled.

“Could I read some of your poems?” I asked.

He again bowed in the most benevolent manner, and I once again sensed contemptuous sparks flashing from his eyes.

“Old poems,” he said, “are like grown children: they have a life of their own. Such a comparison, I hope, doesn’t shock you. It comes from the mouth of a man who wasn’t allowed to have real children. Just as a mother lives with cares of a newborn baby, a poet lives with thoughts of new verses. They are still in manuscript form. If you wish, I’ll read them myself. But please help me, Friddy – I don’t trust machine translations.”

He opened a folder, picked out a sheet of paper and looked over the writing. He suddenly set the paper aside, threw back his head and began reciting poetry, loudly and by heart. He was overtaken by a completely different voice, shrill, ringing and guttural. Friddy listened closely with great curiosity and muttered a translation:

When the omnipotent Force

That some call Mother Nature

(And others call God)

Created Man

In order to recognize Her,

She inflamed him not only with reason,

But also with unquenchable yearning

For superiority over his brethren.

A necessary but treacherous gift!

This very flame,

Scorching souls of human beings,

This flame of eternal struggle

Of nation against nation,

Of custom against custom

And of each man against everybody else –

This flame

Gives energy for cognition and development.

And simultaneously,

With an insurmountable heat,

This flame sets a fatal limit.

And the victors in the last war,

Victors who are destroying my unfortunate nation

For its childish pride,

For its desire to be superior,

A nation who scorned wisdom

And trusted blind faith and its multitude –

Those victors are destined for a short while

To gratify their own pride.

The omnipotent force

That some call Mother Earth

(And others call God)

Allows Man the powers of cognition,

But will never permit

Human beings to erect a tower of knowledge

In order to reign over Her.

And that very flame

With which the victors

Burned my nation,

The flame of internecine struggle,

Dying out for awhile in the soul of each one of them,

Will flare up again,

Destroy their short-lived unity

And devour them.

But on the emptying Earth

The omnipotent force

That some call Mother Nature

(And others call God)

From our common ashes

Will create a new Man

Who will recognize Her…

The old man halted his impromptu recital and breathed heavily, fitfully. In spite of the room’s coolness, beads of sweat covered his face. He sat down and winced. Smiling guiltily, he reached for his medicine and tossed a pill in his mouth.

After Friddy and I left his house and sat in the jeep, she said:

“That old-timer is going crazy. Of course, I won’t include this latest opus in my dissertation.”

“I didn’t notice anything crazy.”

“Because you don’t know Arabic. A simultaneous oral translation relays only a shadow of meaning. Brr, his howling gave me chills all over my skin!”

“Where does the old man publish his poems?”

“For the most part, he just reads them in coffee houses. He also posts them on the ‘net, but only on the ‘net within our camp. There’s no connection beyond to the worldwide Internet.”

“Friddy,” I said, “the old man himself will never get out of this camp, so why not at least let his poems out of here? There are new Arabs, immortal just like us. Sure, there aren’t many of them, but there are some. All the wards will die out, the camps will be shut down, and those new Arabs will live with us in one world. So why not publish his works among them? They could preserve his poetry.”

“The new Arabs resemble Americans even more than Swedes or Russians do,” Friddy said dismissively. “They don’t give a damn about poetry! Out of all the new nations, I only respect the Chinese. They didn’t hand over their elders to the camps. Twenty million new Chinese support twenty million of their elders. That’s great because they saved us effort of taking care of them!”

Glancing at her watch, Friddy drove the jeep much faster than she had earlier. The old people loitering in the roads scrambled out of our way. It wasn’t hard to guess what she had in mind: she was hurrying to take me back to her place. But my thoughts were elsewhere.

“Friddy,” I asked, “what is Ali Mansur’s calendar age?”

“Our wards have no calendar age,” she answered. “They simply have an age. He’s seventy-five or seventy-six. I don’t remember exactly.”

I was lost in thought. When genetic prophylaxis arrived in Russia, it was used by everybody, just like in Western countries. Of course, the elderly, unlike the youth, couldn’t count on a dramatic extension of life. But even old people who were ill and doomed to die within the next few years, if not months, lived another five, ten or twenty years after undergoing the prophylaxis. 
“Friddy,” I said, “Ali wont’ last much longer. I remember those signs of illness from my own grandfather.”

“And so what?”

“Friddy, if the old man is so beloved by the administration, why couldn’t they give him a prophylaxis? He’d live another five or ten years and write another book of poems. The world order wouldn’t be destroyed.” 
“What?” Friddy was astonished. “Give a ward a genetic prophylaxis?! Not even your Russian doctors who sob over those mummies in the hospital have ever thought of doing such a thing. Have you gone crazy! We can’t break the law. If we make an exception for one brilliant ward, another ward will be declared brilliant, then another and another. If you open the tap just a bit, you’ll unleash a worldwide flood. Perhaps you miss the terror? Not me. The new order, whether it’s good or bad, all the same is order. And this order can be maintained on just one principle: no exceptions! 
The camp’s streets ended, and we once again entered the administrative block. Friddy stopped the jeep:

“The staff headquarters are over there across the square. Do you see the flag? That’s the building where I live. So are you coming over?”

“I barely have any time. Less than an hour.”

“Let’s go!” she commanded.

The interior of the building that housed Friddy and the other officers looked like a second-rate hotel, much like the one I inhabited in Peterograd. I saw rows of numbered rooms and walls decorated with holograms of sunny seacoasts and mountainous landscapes. The hallways and lobbies were overgrown with the foliage of inescapable gardens of palm trees and flowering bushes.

The elevator had taken us to her floor when I suddenly remembered what troubled me. Perhaps it was just a trivial detail, but the detail’s incomprehensibility irritated me. It was like one of those details that, according to Friddy, threatened order. If not world order, then the order in my head. I needed to check something before meeting with Bennet. And I needed to do it alone, with nobody looking over my shoulder. 

Fortunately, at that moment, I saw a door with an image of a small man.

“Pardon me,” I said, “but I need to use the men’s room. It’s urgent.”

Friddy started laughing:

“There’s a toilet in my room. Just wait a minute.”

“I can’t wait!” I moaned.

Friddy, fidgeting, stopped outside the door.

I dove into men’s room and closed myself in a stall. I had to hurry, so I used my free hand to grab my pocket computer as I took care of intestinal business on the toilet. I hooked up to the Internet. Faster, faster! I found the UN homepage: structure – protectorates – camps. Finally, I found Camp Sisneros: built in 2076-78, first commander – Filipe Sisneros, former Minister of the Interior for Uruguay. No time for a history lesson! Here it is, the latest information about the camp, released yesterday at midnight, New York time: total number of wards – four million and eight hundred thousand… No, I need statistics for last month! Here there are: number of wards admitted… Admitted? Well, yes, they are taken to the camp once they turn sixty years old; the chronically ill are sent there earlier. I, however, wasn’t interested in the number admitted, but the number of losses. Here it is!

My eyes were glued to the little screen. The overall number of deaths for last month was 29,353. Causes of death. Causes… Cardiovascular disease. Understandably, the majority died from heart attack. Oncological disease. And, of course, lung cancer would be common in a place like this… I finally found what I was looking for: suicide – 416. Only four hundred and sixteen? Wow! Further: accidents – 97. Even if all those “accidents” were uninvestigated suicides (for instance, some ward, preparing for the other world but not wanting to hang himself, crawls on top of a roof and takes a leap without leaving a note), the sum total still amounts to five times less than the number mentioned by Bennet at the aerodrome!

I switched off my computer and returned it to my pocket, zipped up my pants and exited the men’s room. Back in the hallway, Friddy awaited me with a determined look.

“Let’s go!” she said in a low voice.

We entered her place. There were only forty-five minutes left until I had to meet Bennet, and I needed ten or fifteen to walk back to the staff headquarters. That meant we had no more than half an hour. Friddy clearly wasn’t about to waste a second.

 Friddy unfastened her holstered pistol and tossed it aside.

“Let’s get in the shower,” she said. “It’ll be faster that way. And better.”

“Friddy, understand…”

She stretched out her hand and resolutely grabbed for my belt.

“Friddy, dear…”

“Oh, you fool,” she cooed in a breathy voice as she forcefully pulled me against her body. “Oh, you fool!”

Friddy embraced me and pressed me into her huge, burning body. I felt like an ant drowning in hot pitch. Her bottomless mouth feverishly and painfully inhaled my lips like a powerful suction pump. Worse of all, Friddy’s upper lip covered up my nostrils, suffocating me. Her hand confidently slipped below my belt. Friddy obviously intended to molest me. And after a few energetic manipulations of her strong fingers, I sensed that Friddy’s scheme had every chance in the world of being crowned with success. She apparently decided to ignore the shower and simply aimed to toss me on the bed. 

At that very instant, my pocket computer, almost crushed between my chest and Friddy’s mighty bust, started beeping. And then Bennet’s voice intoned bluntly:

“Mr. Fomin! Judging by the signal, you’re already somewhere near staff headquarters. I request you to make haste. I need your assistance. Urgently”

I pealed out of Friddy’s embrace and grabbed my pocket computer. With difficulty, my numb lips enunciated:

“I’m on my way.”

Friddy furiously stamped her heavy leg.

“Damn, let him wait!”

“How can I do that, dear? We’re officers. Service above all.”

She grabbed me by the shoulders:

“Are you running off because I’m not beautiful?”

“No, of course not!” I cautiously removed her hands from my shoulders (shoulders that, thanks to Friddy, were now probably covered in bruises), pulled myself to her moonlike head, petted her straw-colored crew-cut, stroked her fat cheek, gazed into her watery eyes and, stepping away, said in a heartfelt voice: “You’re wonderful.”

“You’re lying!” she screamed. “I understand everything! Of course, beauty costs money. Fine. I’m setting aside my pay. After a year, I’ll return to Stockholm with a fat bank account. I’ll rebuild my face in the finest plastic surgery clinic – I’ve already chosen a model. I’ll tighten up my figure. You’ll see what I’ll become… No, I’ll call you before then! I’ll fly to see you during my vacation!”

“I’ll be waiting,” I cooed, making my way to the door. I was sure she’d never call. I just had to make an effort not to be left alone with her again during my remaining time in Sisneros.

I remembered something as I opened the door:

“I’m sorry, dear, but there’s one trivial question about service.”

“Damn service all to hell!”

“It’s nothing, really. It’s just that there’s something on my mind today that I can’t grasp. Bennet said that, if the Security Council finds out the number of wards committing suicide, then there’ll be big problems for him and you all here in the camp.”

“Yes, of course.”

“But how can they not know? After all, there’s the Internet.”

“What?” Friddy’s fury seemed to dissolve, as if my question amused here. “Don’t you understand? No, really, don’t you understand?” She started laughing. “Oh, you fool! Who do you think is going to send that information to the Internet?”

“You. Do you mean to say…”

“Well, of course! Nobody needs problems. We count the suicides as deaths from one of any number of diseases. If only suicide were our main problem! Why do you think Bennet runs around the camps on personal inspections?”

“I thought it was part of a ritual for the sake of the victors’ conscience, like assisting the wards’ entrepreneurial spirit or caring for them in camp hospitals.”

“Rituals are rituals,” Friddy said, “but our top commanders need real information. They have to know what is really happening in the camps. How can that be established? Besides personal inspections, could there be another way?”

I was silent.

“Why do you think Bennet sent you away for a few hours?” Friddy laughed. “You didn’t understand? Oh, you. My honest Russian fool!

Bennet met me at the headquarters with an anxious look:

“Did you manage to have lunch, Mr. Fomin? No. Then listen: down the corridor to the left are some vending machines with sandwiches, hotdogs, coffee and juice. I’ll give you ten minutes to grab a bite. Then we’re headed to a meeting with the Elders Council.”

Back in the car, chauffeured by a sergeant, I asked Bennet:

“Who thought up the name ‘Elders Council’? Everybody in this camp is elderly.”

Bennet thought for a second and then started laughing:

“Indeed, it’s an absurd name! We never even noticed. You’re a witty man, Mr. Fomin.” He explained: “The council is a self-governing organ. We must teach the wards about democracy.”

“Is it worth the effort? They don’t have much time left to put your lessons to use.”

“Yes, it’s worth it!” Bennet said decisively. “Democracy is a self-sufficient value. By the way, what do you think about the camp?”

“If you look around and don’t think about anything, everything is just great, a triumph of humanism.”

“And if you think?”

“It’s horrible.”

“You Russians are sentimental people,” Bennet grinned. “However, when you guys find yourselves in a situation where there’s no way out of working, you work no worse than others. But, Mr. Fomin, you gave a very precise definition of what’s going on here: a triumph of humanism.”

“You should hang that slogan outside the camp’s cemetery.”

“We’ll raise it in place of the headquarters when the last ward dies and the camp is leveled from the face of the earth. But, hey, just think: if we likened humanity to a unified organism, who were our wards when the Contraceptive War started a half century ago?”

I shrugged my shoulders:

“They weren’t all terrorists.”

“Those people were cancerous tumors that spread swiftly,” Bennet said. “The fact that only some cells turned in to tumors and were more active while others remained calm means nothing.” He thought for a moment and then continued: “The analogy, of course, is relative. Today, genetic medicine doesn’t even allow tumors to begin developing. But we’re talking about the past. Just think, what resources were at the disposal of civilized countries back then? Their patience was powerless. Neither persuasion nor assistance helped stop the reproduction of backward nations and the terrorism they generated. We could’ve carried out a surgical operation – burned the entire multi-billion mass to ash with nuclear weapons. But such an operation would’ve killed us, too. There would’ve been no life left on Earth. Do you agree with me?

“Yeah, I agree.”

“If you remember,” Bennet continued, “back then a lot of voices in the West called for Christian non-resistance. If we had listened to those voices, we would’ve been defeated by those people who are our wards today. They were boiling with rage and youthful strength. You can’t defeat a cancerous tumor, Mr. Fomin! Cancer is a suicidal parasite that kills its host organism. Do you think those people would have prospered after destroying the civilized billion and multiplying its own numbers to fifteen billion? How could they have prospered with their medieval mentality and innate intolerance that deprives them of scientific-technological progress?”

“I don’t think they would’ve prospered.”

“They would’ve annihilated themselves, Mr. Fomin! If we would have let them win, every single one of those mummies that elicits such pity from you,” Bennet motioned to the world beyond the windshield, “would have died off a long time ago. They all would have died young. They would have died suffering – from civil wars, from disease and, in the end, from starvation because they couldn’t even feed themselves. Just think about that. Then have a look at the comfortable camp hospitals and even the camp cemeteries. Yes, Mr. Fomin, we overcame that worldwide cancer in a humanistic way. We halted the multiplication of cancerous cells. That was the best solution for everyone, including them.”

After a moment of silence, Bennet asked:

“Are you familiar with the concept ‘end of history’? Our philosophers predicted it a good hundred years ago, at the end of the twentieth century. They prophesied that history would end with the universal victory of democracy and free trade. The philosophers should have added immortality, since it was already clear where science was heading. They didn’t think it out fully, but life has set them straight. We can now confidently say: the long-awaited end of history will finally arrive after the last wards, those born right before the war, have died off. Essentially, the end of history has already arrived for the majority of Earth’s immortal inhabitants. Do you think many of the them even remember those elderly people living out their days in protectorates and camps? Exactly! At best, the immortals only have a vague idea about the UN’s special services, let alone about the hospital orderlies and night-shift janitors who, somewhere beyond the civilized world’s horizon, still rummage about among the final human excrement from the past. Does such a comparison shock you, Mr. Fomin?”

“Well, I’m not sure…”

“I’m proud of my service,” Bennet said. “After all, somebody has to do this work. I’m not upset that the average person in New York, Tokyo, Moscow or Santiago has no idea about our work over here. They just live – without any social, national or religious upheavals. They live in a peaceful world with a uniform legal system and open borders, with the free circulation of people, capital and information. They live practically without aging, without the fear of disease or death. Yes, Mr. Fomin, this is the end of history!”

The Elders Council meeting made no impression on me. Gathered in a small hall, a few dozen old-timers (who, by the way, seemed more youthful than the lingerers I saw out on the streets) took turns addressing Bennet. The discussion was conducted in Arabic. Bennet, pressing his pocket computer to his ear, listened to an automatic translation and then used the computer to respond. I also could have switched on my pocket computer, but I just wasn’t interested.

The interesting part started after the Elders Council meeting, when we exited the building and Bennet unexpectedly proposed:

“Let’s walk back instead of taking the car.”

“Walk through the camp?!”

Bennet looked at me curiously:

“Are you afraid, Mr. Fomin?”

“Not enough to forget my duties. If I’m not mistaken, I’m supposed to guard you. Where shall I march, in front of you or behind?”

“Just walk beside me. But don’t forget to look from side to side.”

We started walking. The stroll, of course, gave me no pleasure. I wouldn’t call what I experienced fear, but I definitely didn’t feel at ease. It’s one thing to drive along the camp streets in a hermetic automobile with impenetrable windows, but defenselessly walking through the flood of locals is a different matter altogether. Bennet and I stuck out like sore thumbs. I physically sensed that a wave of recognition rolled out before us, forcing the elderly wards (do they just loaf about?) to slide out of our way like a shadow. Stepping aside, they conspicuously made pains not look in our direction. Nonetheless, I felt with my skin their observing eyes. I caught pieces of their conversations that rustled and died away as we approached. I inhaled the camp’s peculiar scent – the dreary sourness of ancient sweat and a hint of disinfectant mixed with the aroma of flowerbeds, spicy food and hot coffee. If history indeed has reached its end, it ended with this strange scent – the scent of doomed, ebbing life.

His head raised in confidence, Bennet strode through the crowd like an ocean liner’s stem breaking waves. I, however, walked by as if stepping through a minefield. I was struck by the presentiment that we were about to run into some unavoidable big problem. I calmed down and relaxed a bit only after Bennet shortened our path and turned off the enlivened street to an empty square. As it turned out, the serenity was short-lived.

Trouble awaited us in the square. An empty alley led us to the bush-encircled square with multicolored benches. If there had been any children in the camp, this area would have served as an ideal playground. For want of children, a few elderly men stood around one of the benches. Them seemed to be wrestling with one another or engaged in some similar game. But when I looked closer, I understood to my horror what was going on: two old men were strangling a third. More precisely, one of them, a healthy fellow, puffing and reddening from exertion, straddled his victim and did the strangling. The second just held the victim down with a tight grip, although the doomed man gave no resistance. Two more old men in dark attire, unnoticed by me at first, stood by and calmly observed the murder.

“Freeze!” I yell out in Russian.

I’m not sure why that comical policeman’s shout burst from my chest at that moment of shock.

“Free-eze!” I yelled again, barging in just like a dimwitted cop in some comic film who suddenly finds himself caught in the middle of a drunken brawl.

The executioners released their victim. Gasping for air, he stood up for a second on trembling legs, then collapsed on his side in the sand. I started making my way toward him when something flashed in the air and a rock the size of a chicken egg hit the ground by my feet!

I didn’t expect it myself, but I reacted immediately. I reacted exactly as required by my duties – I used my body to shield Bennet. To onlookers, this probably looked quite funny: it was impossible for Bennet to be sheltered behind my back. He was taller than me by a head and twice as broad in the shoulders. But the events clearly did not seem funny to the gloomy old men, who, heaven only knows where from, suddenly started coming out of the bushes and on to the square. No less than twenty of them appeared. They formed a circle around the fallen man, covered him from us and silently, slowly advanced in our direction. Retreating, Bennet and I took off down the alley. Behind my back, I heard Bennet hastily saying something. He probably was calling patrol. I’ll be damned if there was a single stone in the entire camp. There were only concrete, plastic, artificial soil for the lawns and, in rare cases, sifted sand. That meant the quiet old-timers had completed secret outings beyond the camp’s perimeter, out into the desert, where they stocked up on ammunition.

Another stone flew past. The old men pushed forward. Bennet bellowed above my ear:

“Get ahold of yourself and stop them!”

As if in a dream, I pulled my pistol from its holster and, aiming the barrel at the ground, switched off its safety. I engaged the bolt. Shoulder to shoulder, the old men advanced toward us. They didn’t look at us – they just stared at the ground beneath their feet. That perhaps explained why their stones didn’t fly too accurately, although there was something frightening in their blind, silent movement.

I couldn’t believe myself, but I raised my pistol. The gun immediately grew animated and, guiding the barrel, stirred elastically in my hand. I remember what I was thinking: how could the pistol pick out an individual target in such a compact formation? I felt the tight resistance of the trigger beneath my finger. The pistol carried fifteen rounds, and there were another fifteen in my spare clip. There were twenty to twenty-five old men. I could have shot them all in less than a minute, scattering them on the sand, where they’d die, choking in blood.

The old men continued moving forward. I tried to find the red-faced strangler among them. I could have brought myself to shoot that one. But he was nowhere to be seen. Whatever, the pistol itself picked out a target, independent of my will.

“Fire!” Bennet screamed. 

At that moment, a stone hit me in the knee, causing my eyes to darken in pain. What happened next was not a deliberate act, but a burst of blind rage. I jammed my pistol back into its holster and, with the ancient battle cry of my motherland – “bitch! whore!” – grabbed a stone from the ground and let it fly into the crowd. I attacked one of the geezers; he howled just like a cat and began retreating, which inflamed me further. With the frantic speed of a machine, I started picking up rocks and throwing them. The old men winced and covered themselves with their arms. I set upon them, brandishing another rock in my clenched fist and straining my throat with furiously foul language, which destroyed their order and sent them running. In their confused retreat, the old men kicked up dust and trampled the bushes. When the dust settled, only the half-strangled man we had saved remained. He was still resting on his side, raking his arms and legs in a vain attempt to get to his feet.

I heard the roar of a helicopter hovering above us. Four patrolmen dressed in full ammunition, looking like spacesuit-clad astronauts, descended from a ladder dangling from the copter. They made their way toward us.

A lieutenant, the patrol commander, anxiously listened to Bennet’s story.

“Can you search for the attackers?” Bennet asked. “You will recognize them by the wounds inflicted by my assistant.”

The lieutenant cocked his head in doubt:

“I’m afraid nothing would come of it, sir. They won’t go to our doctors. They’ll heal their wounds themselves with some homemade lotion or other folk medicine. We have no right to pull them out of their houses and conduct compulsory inspections.”

Bennet pointed at the old man lying on the ground:

“Question him when he comes to.”

“That’s hopeless, sir. He’ll claim that strangers attacked him, although he actually paid for the pleasure of being choked. If you had managed to shoot even a couple of those old apes during the attack, we could’ve easily identified the bodies. And everything would’ve been done according to the law.”

An ambulance emerged from the alley. The old man we saved was loaded inside. The air patrol took Bennet and me out of the square and delivered us to land patrol. The land patrol commander addressed Bennet from the cabin of his armored jeep:

“Have a seat, sir.”

“No,” Bennet said stubbornly. “My assistant and I will complete our walk.”

“But I’ve been ordered to deliver you headquarters under my armed guard.”

“Then drive behind us!”

We continued our stroll. News of what happened, it was obvious, had been delivered throughout this part of the camp: everything around us had died down. There was not a soul on the street that Bennet and I walked down. Abandoned cups sat on tables outside coffee shops; doors to the coffee shops were shut tight. I couldn’t shake the unpleasant sensation that the wards were observing us from behind every window we passed. In order to confirm my suspician, we’d have to walk right up to the semi-transparent windows and literally stick our noses against them. Bennet, to his credit, would have considered such behavior childishness. He walked sullenly, right down the middle of the street. Limping slightly from my bruised knee, I stayed right at his side. The armored jeep rolled slowly behind us.

“I’m unsatisfied with you, Mr. Fomin!” Bennet suddenly declared.

“I don’t understand. I fulfilled out my duties honestly, and you were not at all harmed, unlike me.”

My knee really hurt.

“Mr. Fomin, you were supposed to shoot!”

“We were attacked by half-witted old men. It wasn’t necessary to kill them in order to avert danger.”

“Yes, but now we won’t find the criminals because of you.”

“What’s there to the look for? Everybody here is a criminal. They all hate us.”

“Mr. Fomin, you were supposed to shoot!”

I exploded in anger:

“If you like shooting so much, why don’t you carry a gun? Why don’t you shoot them?”

“Because a UN general, an American at that, can’t shoot!”

“But a temporary Russian major can?”

“He’s required to shoot!” Bennet shouted. “The Russian is required, the Uruguayan Sisneros is required! We saved you in the Contraceptive War. We destroyed your enemies. We gave you equal credit in the war, made you victors, gave you immortality! You got it all for nothing! So if you’re going to reap the benefits of the new world order, then kindly assume your share of the responsibility! Try to understand that!”

“You, with your general’s stupidity and American arrogance, are the one who can’t understand what any Russian police sergeant would understand!” I yelled back. “Those old men wanted me to shoot them! That’s what they wanted most!”

Bennet faltered, but I had more to say. And I said more than I should have:

“I’m curious: if I had snuffed out a dozen of your wards, what would have their deaths been classified as?”

Bennet went silent, gave me a strange look and asked in a tender tone:

“Do you have some interesting information, Mr. Fomin?”

I turned cold. When we were at the aerodrome, I thought Bennet had voiced the number of suicides especially for my ears. After all, everybody else was aware of the figure.

“What information do you have, Mr. Fomin?” Bennet softly insisted.

I kept complete control of myself. If life teaches you only one thing, it’s caution. I wasn’t about to play games I didn’t comprehend.

“No, I have no information,” I answered. “And if something appeared strange to me, I wouldn’t rack my brains trying to figure it out. In the end, I’m just a temporary attaché. Besides, professionals serve here. They have better insight.”

Bennet nodded his head in approval:

“I knew you were a smart guy, Vitaly!” This was the first time he called me by first name. His good mood resurfaced: “Don’t let my abruptness offend you. You’re a good man. You fought bravely against those old bandits!”

“Yeah, I suppose,” I growled. “We sing a song to madness.”

“What?” Bennet was taken aback.

“Just a saying of my granddad’s,” I explained.

“I hope he didn’t think it up himself.”

“It’s a line from one our great writers!”

Bennet shook his head:

“I’ve heard that Russian literature is the world’s most original. It seems that I haven’t be fooled.”

I was preparing to defend the honor of my native literature, but Bennet started laughing and slapped my shoulder:

“You’re a good man, Vitaly! Don’t be angry with me. What do you say we go throw back a shot after our labor and victory?”

“I only drink beer in heat like this.”

“We’ll start with beer,” Bennet said in agreement. “But whisky is just the thing after the sun goes down and it cools off. You’ll see!”

3.

I clearly remember when I was six or seven and how grandpa Vitaly and I used to eat dinner in front of the television. Grandpa explained to me:

“Since Gorbachev’s Perestroika, I always eat dinner while watching the latest news. Forty years in a row now. I can’t change this habit. It’s a reflex I have, just like a Pavlov dog.” When I little kid, I misunderstood “the latest news” as “the last news,” meaning there would never be any more news or events. Of course, I didn’t know what Gorbachev’s Perestroika was, let alone what a Pavlov dog was. But my grandfather always treated me as an equal, although I often acted up while sitting at the table:

“I don’t want potatoes again!”

“Fine,” grandpa submitted to my complaining. “Tomorrow we’ll have oatmeal.”

“I don’t want any more oatmeal!”

“What do you want, then?” grandpa asked in a severe tone. “Pineapples? We don’t have enough money to buy pineapples.”

I didn’t know what pineapples were, but I understood the meaning of “not enough money.” Granddad and I lived alone on his meager pension. We didn’t even receive the tiny child welfare that was intended for my support: my father always drank the check away. I fell silent.

The television broadcasted the same images every evening: explosions, explosions and more explosions. Explosions on streets, explosions in supermarkets and explosions in subway stations. Explosions in New York, Paris, Hamburg and Milan. Smoke, destroyed walls, glass shards, motionless bodies of dead victims and trembling survivors bathed in blood. Confused policemen searching for phantom terrorists and emergency medics carrying stretchers. Planes loaded with cluster bombs taking off from air-craft carriers and then more explosions raining from the sky: balls of fire and smoke erupting among green jungles or speeding headlong into mountainsides. 

This all seemed normal. Glancing at the TV screen, grandpa chewed his fried potatoes with toothless gums. He grew agitated and commented only when something extraordinary happened:

“Way to go, fellows! They’re even planting bombs in Mexico City! I guess jihad’s got everybody’s address!”

Or else he just shook his head sarcastically:

“Hmm, so they used phosgene! That phosgene isn’t very serious. What’s with them boys, don’t the have enough dough to buy sarin?”

“Grandpa,” I once asked, “what are terrorists?”

“Crazy people.”

“Are there really so many crazy people out there?”

“More than enough.”

“Have they ever blown anything up in Russia?”

“You bet they used to set off explosions here!”

“Do they set off explosions now?”

“No, not anymore.”

“Why not?”

“Because we’ve got a certain kind of government.”

“A good government?”

“Well, our government is…” he searched for the correct word. “Strong. You’ll soon enter school – they’ll explain everything there.”

Indeed, soon everything was explained. I started school in the final years of the National Revival Government (NRG, as abbreviated in newspapers and textbooks). That was in the Twenties. Back then, nobody would have guessed that those were the NRG’s final years. Portraits of the president, General Glebovitsky, hung in every classroom. The pictures always depicted him in a military tunic decorated with a lone insignia – a white cross. Our first readings consisted of tales of feats he accomplished while still a young lieutenant in the Afghan War.

In subsequent years, I became terribly confused by shifting attitudes toward the National Revival Government. It collapsed in the Thirties and was succeeded by the Second Perestroika era. With this change, the NRG immediately was branded a mafia organization that cloaked itself in patriotic demagoguery. The new authorities irrefutably proved that the NRG emerged from a symbiosis of special services operatives and one of the most powerful criminal business clans. 

Later, during the Contraceptive War, officials began discussing the NRG in respectful terms. Why? Because the NRG had entered the decisive battle against worldwide terrorism earlier than the West and, amid universal defenselessness, first displayed the methods necessary to defeat terrorism. And later still, during the Sixties-era of hope, when genetic prophylaxis and immortality were introduced to Russia, those very actions were officially condemned: it was unacceptable to battle savagery with an even greater savagery. Then, in the Eighties, the NRG once again was discussed in approving terms.

Ambivalent attitudes toward the NRG were voiced even when I was still in elementary school. Back then, boyish curiosity impelled me to eavesdrop on the muted discussions of adults who complained about the government’s epidemic thievery. These grownups said all the top ministers – even Glebovitsky himself – were involved in the pilfering. I also heard anti-government jokes repeated in whispers. But I attended an impoverished state school free of charge, a school where we had to repair dilapidated chairs and tables ourselves. Our pedagogues, poor as us students, told us about the NRG’s great achievements. They said we were very lucky to have been born in Russia after the NRG brought order to the land.

The NRG came to power promising to restore order in a country run amuck, a country where bandits and thieves lurked on every street corner. The NRG leadership fulfilled its promises, beginning with the swift eradication of crime. Historians may accuse the NRG of self-interest and cruelty, but it could never be charged with inaptitude in the art of punishment. Russia, from Ivan the Terrible to Stalin, has a history rich in extreme measures carried out by the government’s secret agents. But the country never had a government that planned its actions so thoroughly, in such absolute secrecy as the NRG. The suddenness, decisiveness and effectiveness with which the NRG carried out its schemes also were unprecedented.

In 2016, soon after NRG came to power, all police, military and intelligence departments were subjected to a ruthless purge. Several hundred officers and bureaucrats from those agencies were publicly accused of being mafia mistresses. Their courtroom trials rolled by at lighting speed, and their wholesale punishment served as edification for the rest of the population. Law enforcement agencies were cleansed of corruption, albeit temporarily, in Russia’s time-tested manner – through state terror.

But the criminals soon had their turn. Military academies were eradicated in order to strengthen police forces. Juridical procedures were exceedingly simplified for the duration of the “period of national salvation.” Mass arrests of people involved in criminal circles – and people with simply suspicious characters – were carried out according to databases prepared by police computers. The sentences of several thousand ex-convicts who had already served their time were revisited. And tribunals rubber-stamped verdicts of new severity: twenty years in prison or, much more frequently, execution by a firing squad.

In the Second Perestroika years, documents were declassified and participants in the events started talking, revealing that the condemned criminals actually never were shot. Rather, they were transferred to an aerodrome outside of Arkhangelsk. Their arms and legs were chained together. Weights were attached to their chains. Plastic bags were tied around their necks. They were stacked like logs into a transport helicopter and then tossed out above the White Sea. This procedure, called the “Chilean technique,” was carried out at night in order to avoid detection by Western intelligence. NRG officials considered this method, first of all, more humane than massive firing-squad executions, since these type of killings inevitably make a heavy moral impact on the soldiers pulling the triggers, and, second, more economically and ecologically prudent: the “Chilean technique” consumed minimal energy and didn’t require huge burials or crematories.

During the Second Perestroika era, several commentators argued that the terror of 2016 was in fact directed only at mafia clans and criminal groups not entering the NRG system. They said the NRG merely wanted to intimidate the country, but, as always in Russia, many innocent people suffered in that grand purge. In reality, that is probably what happened.

Our teachers’ faith was understandable: crime, after all, virtually disappeared. In the final years of the Twenties, we, the children of Petrograd, watched films from the beginning of the century about gang-related shootouts in our city. This documentation looked like footage from ancient history. We couldn’t believe that such violence actually occurred on the very same streets where we lived. (I’m sure there was a good reason for those films, those recollections of the past shown so often on free state television. The government propagandists knew their business very well.)

Alongside the campaign to eradicate crime, all political parties – except, of course, the one in power – were prohibited for the duration of that “period of national salvation.” Even the Stalinist and nationalist movements that so excitedly hailed the arrival of the NRG were banned. The most blustering of the leaders disappeared without a trace. Organization and order formed the basis of the NRG cult. The government tolerated no form of spontaneous or independent activity. And the government was particularly suspicious of any of its own members who dared demonstrate independent initiative because it was never clear whether or not they were sincere.

Most importantly, the NRG had no intention of sharing the wealth it had seized from the country. The government, moreover, actively strove to augments its wealth, which required not only a submissive population, but also a hard-working citizenry. The fascist and Stalinist ringleaders, along with their followers, never intended to work; they were useless for any kind of productive labor. They simply calculated on being remunerated for their “ideological proximity” to the victors – that is, payment for their yelps of welcome for the new authorities and damnation of their enemies. And they indeed received their reward.

Common people, as invariably happens in Russia under such circumstances, welcomed and hailed all of the government’s activity. Their warmest enthusiasm – without any exaggeration, in this case – was reserved for the extermination of the previous oligarchy and bureaucratic elite. Their elimination was conducted with vociferous exposures of financial affairs, publication of theretofore disclosed bank accounts and lists of confiscated valuables.

Some historians later asserted that the NRG’s activity was an inevitable reaction to the prolonged excess of Russian chaos. And a dictatorship in an aging, depopulating country could only appear in that form – excessively orderly, exceedingly organized.

Having stamped out crime, the government set about “liberating Russia from the Caucasus yoke.” That literary cliché has been stuck in my head since childhood. “Liberation” was considered the NRG’s number-one accomplishment, an achievement the rescued nation was required to exalt with praise.

First off, the Caucasus War came to an end. Having dragged on for twenty years, the sanguinary conflict was concluded after only a few months in a stunning manner. The government announced in the spring of 2017 that Russia was no longer in any condition to control the insurgent regions. The country’s armies were undermanned due to low birthrates, using nuclear or chemical weapons was out of the question (due to humanism, universal values), and the state coffers had no money to pay foreign mercenaries (the nation’s wealth was pilfered by the previous regime). In this situation, the only thing left to do was to retreat from the mountains to an advantageous line of defense and try to hold it against the onslaught of militant hordes. Highlanders who maintained loyalty to Russia were urged to abandon the mountains together with the army.

The military forces withdrawing from the Caucasus numbered fifty thousand. More than half a million refugees joined the retreat. Among their numbers were highlanders who had cooperated with Russian authorities and, following the victory of their fanatic tribesmen, were doomed to a terrible death if they stayed in the mountains.

The threat of epidemics always arises amid the displacement of such masses. Therefore, all soldiers and peaceful citizens in the retreating caravan received the necessary vaccinations. And it seemed completely logical that the hastily erected medical stations also vaccinate the local populations of the Stavropol, Krasnodar and Rostov regions being entered by the troops and refugees. This mass inoculation of southern Russia was carried out in a matter of days.

The displaced columns were still creeping along mountain roads, removing landmines, suffering ambushes and defending themselves when an event took place that, even against the background of bloody chaos, produced a sickening impression. Natural pestholes have smoldered in the Caucasus for centuries. Therefore, since the Soviet times, brigades of epidemiologists have toiled nonstop in those mountains to prevent outbreaks of plague. Beginning with the Yeltsin years, foreign specialists have assisted the Russian experts. And so amid the confusion of the exodus, one team of doctors – three Russians and an Englishman – were captured by militants.

It was never ascertained whether the doctors purposely stayed in the mountains to continue their work or if they just drifted away from the marching columns on accident. It was never fully established which militants finished them off: Chechens, some other locals or perhaps even Arabs or Afghans. However, by this time, the local mountain communities were the only people who differentiated themselves from one another. For the Russian population – not without the propaganda service’s assistance – the highlander peoples long ago had all fused into a single bestial physiognomy, bearded, with a frothing jaw and eyes inflamed by insane hatred.

In any event, the doctors were executed. They were decapitated. And video footage of laughing militants dancing around the impaled heads forced the entire civilized world to shutter. (A photograph of four impaled heads even appeared in our school textbooks. True, it was a very small photo, indiscernible in details, so as not to traumatize our childish psyches.)

Such incidents were nothing new to the Caucasus. Something similar occurred in the year 2000 under Putin, at the start of the second Chechen War: militants fired upon a carload of doctors from the Volgograd Antiplague Institute. At that time, however, the authorities were limited to muffled grumbling. Now the president himself, General Glebovitsky, addressed the Russian people and international community. With his customary statue-like body language and his fine, icy voice, he announced:

“Up to this point, in spite of our enemies’ savage cruelty, Russia has done everything possible to prevent plagues in the insurgent regions. But there’s a limit to everything. Beginning today, the National Revival Government dissolves itself all responsibility for further developments…”

At first, nobody in Russia or the rest of the world detected any special message in the president’s words, and life went on business as usual for some time. The troops, having withdrawn from the insurgent regions, occupied new lines – along riverbanks and advantageous mountain contours – and began strengthening their positions, obviously preparing for a drawn-out defense. Airplanes from Pakistan and the Middle East, loaded with weapons and mercenaries, began arriving on landing strips that had been restored by the militants of Dzhokhar-Grozny. It appeared that the war, having died down for a short while, would flame up with renewed strength. The West breathed a sigh of relief, expecting Russia once again to take the brunt of the onslaught of worldwide terrorism, and prepared itself to watch the next act of the endless Russian drama.

Then, suddenly, the stage on which that drama played out started crumbling headlong into nonexistence. That for which gloomy General Glebovitsky refused to take responsibility happened: a plague broke out in the insurgent regions that had been proclaimed the Caucasus Islamic Federation.  

The epidemic was a new form of pulmonary disease transmitted via airborne droplets, through breathing, from person to person. The variety was unprecedented in its lethality, with an incubation period of only two to four hours, rather than the several days typical for such a disease. It had an almost hundred-percent fatal outcome within twenty-four hours.

According to witness reports, it was as if the insurgent regions were instantly plunged into darkness: video information from there stopped arriving on television screens. (Russian film crews didn’t stay in the mountains, but a few Western correspondents, working at their own peril, died quickly along with militants and the entire surrounding population.) Cries for help reached the radio only after a period of silence.

Nobody from the doomed regions was rescued. Protected by vaccinations, Russian soldiers held their part of the perimeter and prevented the plague from penetrating the plains of Russia and the coasts of the Black or Caspian seas. Behind them, regions with vaccinated populations guarded the country as a broad secondary zone of defense.

Georgia and Azerbaijan had to defend the remaining parts of the perimeter against their will. On the very first day of the epidemic, those two countries received the vaccination via helicopter from Moscow. But, not waiting to the vaccine’s arrival, Baku and Tblisi rushed troops the borders of insurgent regions. With the help of local militias, they created an unbroken line of defense and opened a hurricane of fire on anything they saw moving toward their borders.

The short incubation period, of course, played the major role. An infected person simply was in no condition to go very far. A single helicopter carrying the leadership of the militants and mercenaries managed to fly out of Dzhokhar-Grozny and hold out until Saudi Arabia. Not a single state over which it flew attempted to knock it out of the air. The helicopter even landed in Saudi Arabia. But nobody managed to get out: the second it came to a rest on the landing strip, the copter was surrounded and incinerated by flamethrowers.

No documentation or valid evidence surfaced to indicate that the Caucasus epidemic was an act of biological war. The NRG from the very beginning denied all accusations. So some Western experts are convinced that the pestilent microbe that wiped out the populations of the insurgent regions was artificially introduced from the outside? Well, it hasn’t been ruled out that it indeed was developed in secret laboratories in Pakistan or Iran and delivered to the Caucasus to be used against Russia, may the Lord protect her. And why were Russian soldiers and inhabitants of the border regions vaccinated especially against this form of plague? They weren’t inoculated especially against any one particular disease: the vaccination was comprehensive. Fortunately, it also proved effective against this epidemic.

Categorically denying any connection to the plague, the NRG never missed an opportunity to credit itself with ending war in the Caucasus. Something else was implied under the slogan “liberation from the Caucasus yoke” – something that began in Russia itself while machinegun fire still rang out, day and night, along the perimeter of the dying-out insurgent regions. It began with General Glebovitsky’s address to nation.

It was president-dictator’s most celebrated speech, etched into my mind after being replayed countless times on television history programs. The general was small, shriveled and straight, with tufts of silver hair and a motionless doll’s face. Proud of his resemblance to Suvorov, he didn’t sit but rather stood behind his desk in front of the television camera. His voice rang out shriller than usual:

“By the will of Providence, the war is coming to a close. But if exhausted Russia hopes to find peace and quiet, we must express our own will. We can no longer tolerate the fact that more than half of this country’s trade is controlled by ethnic groups who are financed by insurgent regions…

All the highlanders who abandoned the Caucasus along with the Russian army were given the right to settle anywhere in the country. We were happy to take them into our family of friends. But with this Russia is draining itself of assimilatory possibilities…

More than half of Russia’s citizens are pensioners. Russian families give birth to one or, at most, two children. But our newcomers, refusing to respect our values and laws, give birth to eight or ten children. Their numbers multiply with pretensions of taking over our expansive land. But that’s not all. Accustomed to living as slave traders, they also grow in numbers with the expectation that all of us Russians will turn into their slaves…

If this continues any longer, the Russian nation will become a minority in its own country, end up under the heel of merciless masters and disappear from the face of the Earth…”

Devoid of any expression or even a hint of artistry, General Glebovitsky was a unique orator. He spoke in a pronounced monotone, but his long, ringing phrases transfixed his listeners:

“If we linger for another few years, we will lack the strength to carry out the necessary actions…

Driveling Western humanists, those champions of abstract human rights, will start accusing us of all the deadly sins. It’s not enough that the West itself is in no condition to mount a real battle against terrorism – it also tries to bind the hands of those who combat this evil. But a short time will pass, and then even the West will understand that we are saving not only our future, but also their future…

Speaking for Russia’s National Revival Government, I declare the following: all immigrants from foreign Islamic countries are subject to immediate deportation to their own states. All of those born in the insurgent regions, except for those whose actions have proved their loyalty to Russia, will be interned and, after the epidemic has passed, returned to their home regions. Afterward, an indestructible border will be erected along the perimeter of the current anti-plague cordon…

We don’t need anything from the Caucasus. We don’t need the Caucasus’ lands. We don’t need the Caucasus’ oil. We only need Russia’s peace…”

The deportation, initiated that very day, was a bona fide masterpiece of organization. The main feature, however, was not the arrests or expulsions, which were executed according to a scheme worked out in advance. The core of the entire operation turned out to be the instantaneous repossession of property. All banks, commercial firms, markets, shops, factories and other enterprises owned by those who had been evicted were quickly taken over by previously arranged new owners. (Small stores, kiosks and cafes that didn’t excite strong appetites were distributed, with great pomp, to “representatives of the people.”)

The whole affair was made easier by the fact that ethnic gangs, providing a cover for their relatives’ businesses, had already been broken up during the earlier anti-crime campaign. Back then, a criminal’s ethnic descent was never played up or emphasized and the media announced the names of ethnic Russian and Muslim convicts in equal doses. The authorities clearly didn’t want to frighten off their latest victim in advance. Of course, some of the prominent bigwigs understood the march of events in time and preferred to flee, losing a chunk of their capital. But the majority of the businessmen from the Caucasus, along with Central Asian immigrants chiefly engaged in small-time trade, chose to remain in Russia. Lacking the armed protection of their clan gang members, they were easily plundered and lost everything. Thus, the NRG became the Russia’s absolute master and could milk the country without any impediment.

The “liberation from the Caucasus yoke” (understood broadly as Islamic and non-Russian) was welcomed with enthusiasm by great masses of the population. The joy of “liberated” common people poured onto television screens and newspapers in fervid floods. In the choir of doxology, nobody mentioned a word about the fact that a depopulating Russia, burdened by an excess of pensioners, had not only rid itself of a “yoke.” The country also had “liberated” itself from a few million workers, along with traders who settled with their goods in the country’s most distant corners.

General Glebovitsky accurately calculated the West’s weak response to the Russian affairs. Reaction was limited to muted grumbling about the “Moscow Christalnacht.” (France’s La Pen National Front, however, sent its kind regards to the Kremlin.) By the end of the second decade of the twenty-first century, the West had too many problems of its own to be concerned with Russia. Namely, the “worldwide intifada” had flared up. Chaos and terror steadily increased, as did the populations of backward countries. Two other factors, like two halves a critical mass, united at a historical moment and further hastened the planetary explosion.

First, a scientific breakthrough was achieved in the application of controlled thermonuclear synthesis (CTS). At that point, the worldwide demand for oil had not yet decreased, but energy corporations already had begun diverting streams of investment from the development of petroleum production to the sphere of experimental physics. The profits of Muslim petroregimes started slipping, and it soon became clear they would collapse in the near future. Along with the fall of these regimes, the West’s century-old economic dependence on Middle Eastern oil also would crumble. Over the years, this dependence forced the West to curry favor before oilfield owners to the point of not defending their coreligionists, bomb Yugoslavia, forfeit Israel and Macedonia and restrain retaliatory strikes against terrorists; but this dependence would come to a sudden end.

Science also prepared the second half of the critical mass. Work on the cloning of human organs, begun in the final years of the twentieth century, was incorporated into Western medical practice. “Spare parts” for humans were cultivated from the cells of the very people being treated, a process that precluded transplant rejection. The exchange of old hearts, kidneys and livers for new organs provided a cure for even the most dangerous diseases. Progress in cloning resulted in an increase of fifteen to twenty years in the average lifespan. This extension was small in comparison to the gains later derived from genetic medicine, but back then it was an immense breakthrough. The first step toward eternal life, everybody understood, had been taken. The most impatient people dreamt that immortality had already been achieved. 

Cloning technology, however, was extremely expensive in the beginning. In poor states like Russia, it was available only to a privileged group of the filthy rich. This order of things seemed natural and didn’t incite protests among the suppressed Russians. Citizens of Western countries, on the other hand, wouldn’t tolerate a situation in which life extension was available to only a select few. They were accustomed to an insurance system that, if not guaranteeing full equality for the entire population, at any rate didn’t permit blatant gaps in medical service. Nonetheless, it was impossible to spread the availability of life extension without a certain disparity – and the victims turned out to be immigrants. Their numbers had grown too high and attitudes toward them steadily deteriorated, not simply because of everyday racial animosity but also due to economic reasons. Too many immigrants worked in unskilled labor, which, with the unending development of technology, became less needed in advanced societies. State welfare for large immigrant families became a burden that weighed heavily on the budgets of Western countries. 

A coordinated multi-level medical insurance system was accepted in all countries of the “golden billion” – Europe, USA, Canada, Australia, Japan and Korea. Native inhabitants received the highest priority. But for immigrants – Arabs, Albanians, refugees from Africa and Southeast Asia – the availability of cloning technology depended on their date of naturalization. Exceptions were made for specialists engaged in science programs. The practical West never lowered itself to vulgar racism and valued talent independent of its ethno-geographic origin. Recent immigrants ended up the most disadvantaged, saying nothing about illegal immigrants.

The inevitable happened. Disparity in scientific development between the depopulating West and the billions-strong nations of the impoverished South evolved into inequality for the very right to life.

Critical mass was reached. If Russia, constrained by the NRG’s iron fist, existed relatively calmly in the Twenties, then the external world at that time was a surging explosion of hatred. Deadly shrapnel thundered throughout the streets of European and American cities.

Then, in 2027, the first industrial CTS electric power station was opened on the border of the US and Canada. 

(I remember how later, in the Thirties, we studied the power station’s structure in school, and Grandpa Vitaly, helping me prepare for a physics lesson, explained:

“Well,  you see, the whole secret of that chamber is in the super-conducting winding. We received those superconductors back in 1980, right before our laboratory was dismissed. Yeah, that’s right, back in 1980: the year Vysotsky died and Moscow hosted the Olympics. Two Americans snatched the Noble prize for that thing in 2015. That’s how far we were ahead of them.”

“Grandpa,” I didn’t understand, “why did they dismiss you all?”

“I guess we bothered somebody.”

“How?!”

“The very fact we worked was irritating,” grandpa answered seriously.

Noticing my confusion, he grinned:

“Eh, sonny! If we had only been allowed to work, you’d be living in the Soviet Union today under the most magnificent socialism. And I…” he concentrated, opened his caved-in mouth slightly and ran his tongue along his naked gums. “I would still have teeth today. Like this!” he said, indicating with his fingers a size of about five centimeters.

I giggled. Grandpa shook his bald head, furrowed his brow and grinned:

“Oho! If they had only let us work…”)

CTS electric power stations, unlike the previous atomic stations, were safe because they produced no radioactive waste. Their cheap energy could be used not only for providing cities and industries with electricity, but also for the electrolysis of water, resulting in huge quantities of hydrogen. The CTS-produced hydrogen fuel began replacing gasoline, kerosene and solar energy in automobile and aviation engines. The engines themselves required practically no overhaul to accommodate the new fuel, and their consumption of hydrogen was ecologically safe: the only exhaust released was pure water steam.

By the mid-Twenties, it was clear that the changeover to CTS energy and hydrogen fuel would slash the worldwide demand for oil by a factor of ten. Oil would be needed only as raw material for the chemical industry. This great transition, corresponding to its grand scale, required colossal investment and the coordinated action of all the world’s developed states. But the West’s economy, still weighed down by the ballast of trillions of petrodollars accumulated in the previous era, was not completely free to maneuver. Attracting the holders of that capital – sheiks, sultans, dictators and ayatollahs who often financed world terrorism in secret – into programs to reconstruct the technical bases of civilization was fraught with unpredictable consequences.

Thus, the countries of the “golden billion” carried out unified financial reforms, including the abolition of bank secrecy and the exclusion of almost all Islamic petrocapital from the new global projects. This was a shattering blow to the elite in developing countries.

Meanwhile, cloning technology continued to be improved and the contours of genetic medicine were seen on science’s horizon. The latter was potentially much less expensive than cloning and promised on incomparably greater life extension. The West had no desire to share immortality with the “Third World” and, as a result, dissolve like a pinch of salt into a human ocean. Laws were adopted that outlawed the transfer of medical technology to countries failing to effectively control their birthrates. This harmed the interests not only of Muslim nations, but also of India and China.

The “worldwide intifada” was replaced by an even more violent “worldwide jihad,” a war of terror pitting the entire billions-strong Afro-Asian world against the handful of developed countries surrounding them. Explosions were daily occurrences in Western cities, airliners shattered in the air, and commuters suffocated from poisonous gases released in subway stations. In response, helicopters with white stars and tricolor circles on their wings furiously bombed mountains, jungles, deserts and shanty towns. Grandpa and I observed everything on the evening news.

At that time, Russia remained practically unpunctuated by terror, for which we all were expected to praise the wise NRG. That was the only reason we had to appreciate the authorities. By the end of the Twenties, prices on Russian exports – oil, gas, lumber and metals – plummeted and rare earth elements were not yet demanded by the world. There was no unemployment in the country: unemployment was an impossibility in a land where the elderly made up more than half of the population and every pair of working hands was accounted for. But salaries, saying nothing about pensions, were miserly, and the prices of groceries constantly rose.

Oatmeal, macaroni, certain concentrates and moldy potatoes were sold relatively inexpensively at special commercial points for pensioners. They had to stand in huge lines, at times from morning until evening, to enter those stores. Sometimes I skipped school and stood in line for granddad. The old men and women surrounding me, afraid of cursing Glebovitsky in the company of strangers, grumbled beneath their breath. They recalled how well they lived under Yeltsin and Putin, a time when “darkies” sold goods abundantly and cheaply at markets and kiosks.

Grandpa Vitaly showed up with his pensioner’s identification card when I finally reached to the doors of the commercial point. I mutedly retold him what I overheard while standing in line. He chuckled:

“They hated the ‘darkies.’ And the Caucasians. And the Central Asians. They couldn’t have been happier when the ‘darkies’ were resettled.”

“Does that mean,” I asked, “they have all forgotten? Or are they lying?”

“They’ve not forgotten, and they’re not lying. That’s just the way people are. You’ll understand when you get older.”

Grandpa himself wasn’t able to stand in line because his legs would swell up.

But the NRG’s bureaucratic machine still worked properly. In 2030, we received official notice about my father’s death, along with his remaining documents – only two weeks after he was buried without a coffin in a common grave, in a section for the homeless in a cemetery outside of Moscow. The poor guy died of poisoning after drinking a dissolvent he mistook for spirit.

At the time, I was most struck by grandpa’s reaction. He didn’t cry. He read and reread the official notification a few times and set it aside. Then he opened our only closet. He dug through the closet for a long time, reaching its very bottom, under a pile of old shirts and sweaters. He pulled out a dusty old album I had never seen. He sat at the table and calmly, though slightly frowning, began turning the pages.

I came up to him and had a look. Very old black-and-white photographs lined the album’s pages. They were pictures of a boy. He appeared tiny at first, then he was photographed as a one-year-old. Then a bit older, four or five years old. Smiling, he had a gentle face and touching curly hair. I guessed who the boy was: my father as a child.

Grandpa calmly turned the album’s cardboard pages.

“Do you feel sorry for him?” I asked.

“Yes,” grandpa answered. “But there was nothing I could do for him. Maybe he wouldn’t have drunk himself to death if his mother hadn’t died. She was the only one who could keep him in line. But there’s nothing we can change now. Well, we’ll receive your child welfare next month. You’ll be able to eat an extra piece of bread each day – it’ll be easier for you to survive.”

I was silent as tear swelled up in my eyes. Grandpa, guessing my unvoiced question, quickly said:

“And me, too! I’m not going anywhere. How could I leave you? We’ll drag through together! I can’t die – I don’t have the right.”

Grandpa was bald. He had round, fading eyes, a big nose that protruded like a beak and a finely wrinkled neck. He looked like a bird, just like an old griffon I once saw in the zoo. He smiled and calmed me down, but I sensed neither calm nor security. I understood how weak and vulnerable we were, a ten-year-old child and an eighty-year-old pensioner. But we were together, just the two of us against the rest of the world. The only thing left for us was to hold on to one another.

The National Revival Government fell in the beginning of 2032. Actually, the government exited on its will – nobody forced it out. There were no demonstrations, no protests and no strikes. There was just a very cold winter and barely heated radiators, their joints oozing rusty drops of water. There was the steam of breath next to iced-covered windows. And out on the streets, there were endless, motionless lines of old people who waited in the bitter cold outside the commercial points to buy cheap oatmeal.

Then, during a broadcast of the evening news, it was casually announced that free elections soon would be held in Russia, after which the NRG would step down from power. New faces flashed on the television screen, and posters with portraits of the candidates appeared on walls throughout the city. The Second Perestroika, as it was called from the very beginning, had been launched.

Grandpa Vitaly walked around and spat:

“Damn, Russia is such a hopeless country! You can’t build anything in Russia. They tried building communism, but that fell apart. They tried building capitalism, but that didn’t work out. They gave fascism a try – again, that didn’t amount to anything!”

Some of the ringleaders who openly or secretly ran the NRG’s affairs moved overseas before it was too late, deciding there was nothing left to suck out of the country. General Glebovitsky stayed and died under house arrest. Refusing a cloned heart transplant, his final words were: “I don’t want to be healed by people I don’t trust only to be given over to a court whose legitimacy I don’t recognize.”

The new government intended to put some of the other NRG leaders on trial, but nobody ever appeared in court. Humanitarian aid started flowing in from the West (I still remember the taste of that canned meat). The words “rare earth elements, lanthanides” became symbols of hope. They turned out to be the most important components in the preparation of alloys – hydrogen absorbents. Porous as sponges, these alloys could soak up hundreds of volumes of gas per each unit of its own volume and then gradually release the energy while being used by an engine. This solution ended the need to transfer hydrogen in bottles, thereby precluding the danger of it leaking and explosively mixing with the air. An unbelievably large amount of lanthanides was required in order to provide automobiles, helicopters and ships with the engines that ran on the new fuel. For Russia, landlord of more than half of the world’s “rare earth,” this heralded huge profits.

People laughed at the NRG, whose nerves didn’t last: the poor fellows didn’t hold out until the economic upsurge. The population looked forward to discovering what prosperity would be like now that Russia was a free country and trusted by the West. But before the boom started, immediately after the fall of the NRG, terror struck Russia.

I recall how we adolescents ran to the sites of bombed-out apartment buildings. I remember destruction – the twisted, smoking cars, shattered windows and walls razed to rubble. Ambulances with blaring sirens and flashing blue lights squeezed through crowds that had gathered to view the devastation. Bewildered policemen stood beside shiny red puddles. All the misfortune we previously thought existed only in the West, everything we saw only on television screens, arrived to Russian cities and turned into an everyday horror.

Grandpa Vitaly lost his head. He got the crazy idea of walking me to school every day and meeting me after class. I was already thirteen. My classmates teased me, calling me “grandpa’s boy.” I got angry with grandpa: “Don’t you dare follow me! What can you do to help if there’s an explosion on the street? You’ll die faster than I will! Stay at home!”

He nodded his head in agreement, but when I left in the morning, he quietly followed behind me. And in the afternoon, as we poured out of the school in a crowd, I noticed him at a distance sitting on a bench, downcast and very small, with a round bald held that shined like a bowling pin.

I flew into a rage and ran off with my friends, knowing that grandpa’s old legs couldn’t keep up and he’d straggle home alone. To get back at him, I purposely wandered the streets until late in the evening and returned to see him, torpid with fear, sitting before a darkened television and a plate of untouched food. I yelled at him, demanding that he cease following me! He guiltily blinked his lucid eyes. And then everything was repeated the next day… Remembering all that today, I am struck by a feeling that couldn’t even be called shame – I’m overwhelmed by a rush of pain.

Videotaped statements from the ideologues of terror often were broadcast on television. Grandpa Vitaly called them all “sheikhs.” Some of the sheiks were very handsome: they wore tight, round turbans above well-groomed faces with smooth beards combed back to the very last hair. The spoke English elegantly. They calmly explained, with a hint of mockery, that they merely demanded justice. Their blocked petrocapital must be allowed into the construction of the new worldwide energy system, and any limits on the dissemination of medical technology must be removed immediately. All humans are equal before the Almighty, and Arabs, Africans and Indonesians deserve life extension no less than Europeans, Americans and Japanese. What is happening now is intolerable discrimination against the majority of the planet’s population by a tiny minority. The will of the majority is sacred! If Western leaders are such convinced democrats, as they’d have us believe, they must acknowledge that democratic principles should function without exceptions throughout the entire world.

Other sheikhs appeared on the screen – in wrinkled turbans, with haggard faces and shaggy, disheveled beards. They didn’t talk, they screamed. They screamed that Islam – and only the school of Islam they followed – was the salvation of all humanity. This world is rotten to the core! Hundreds of millions of true believers and billions of others who are close to the true faith live in poverty, starve, suffer and die from diseases. All the while a small cluster of Western nations wallows in luxury and monstrous debauchery. Those despicable people have gone so far as to try – in spite of their lack of faith – to transform themselves into diabolically eternal beings. This world is rotten, and it can only be healed by the cleansing flame of jihad! Those who accept the true faith will receive mercy; everybody else will be destroyed! When discussing humanity’s salvation, there’s no place for pity! And those who die in the name of the true faith will go directly to heavenly gardens of eternal bliss.

Russian television commentators explained that terror no longer entered Russia from the Caucasus, but rather from Central Asia. Terror, they said, was in its own way the price of freedom. The current democratic government, unlike the fascist NRG, would never fight terrorism using draconian methods. But perhaps some of you would like to seal off all our borders again? Or how about renewing the practice of indiscriminately snatching “suspicious-looking” pedestrians off our streets and sending them away in boxcars – some to their historic homelands in the south, others to die in the north? Moreover, Russia is simply becoming weaker with each year, home to increasing numbers of elderly and decreasing numbers of young people able to defend the country.

Analysts were found who laid out their salvation projects. Some of them reminded us that not only ten or fifteen million Chinese were living in our Far East – there were nearly ten times more of them than the remaining Russian population. The NRG couldn’t do a thing about the Chinese and preferred not to notice them. And the Chinese themselves, on guard against the NRG, kept a very low profile: they worked as farmers or local traders and traveled to the country’s European part only out of extreme necessity. “We need to face reality,” one analyst argued, “and give them all Russian citizenship. It’s not important what kind of policy Peking is pursuing today. The Chinese are disciplined people. When our ‘huáqiáo’ are given passports with the double-headed eagle, they will serve their new homeland faithfully. We’ll gain fine supplementary contingents for the army and police forces!”

The sheiks threatened and mocked, TV commentators gossiped, and explosions went off uninterruptedly. Acts of terror assumed such a terrifying everydayness that their enumeration, along with lists of casualties, was not mentioned in the beginning of evening newscasts, but rather at the end. The frequent explosions in European, American and Japanese cities warranted only brief mention. In the same manner, the Western community’s countless demands of their governments to put an end to terror at any price also were discussed only in passing. These demands, everybody understood, were nothing more than helpless cries of despair. Nothing could be done, and the horrifying undeclared war would only widen.

Then suddenly – unexpectedly and, at first, incomprehensible –  a war of a completely different type broke out. A war that changed the face of the planet more dramatically than all previous wars. A war that my grandfather always called the Third World War, but entered official history under a ridiculous pharmaceutical name: Contraceptive.
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