
  
    
  


  
    
      Two mob guys, looking to hide out, are directed to a secret location where they think their identities will be hidden. Little do they know that they are about to be transformed down to their DNA and reconstructed into BRIDES FOR SALE!
    

  


  Part One

   

  “LOOK AGAIN, ANDREI,” DMITRI SAID, pointing at the computer screen in front of them. “I’m telling you, this cannot be correct.”

  “What’s wrong with it?” Andrei asked, sipping his tea loudly.

  Dmitri raked a hand through his thinning hair. “The money, Andrei, the transfers.”

  “To the Cayman Islands account?”

  “Yes, dammit, look,” Dmitri said exasperatedly. “Right here.” He pointed hard enough to rock the flat-screen monitor on its stand.

  “Okay, okay, don’t get upset,” Andrei said, putting a calming hand on his friend’s shoulder. “Eight million Euros, give or take, transferred on the eighteenth of March to this account, which got transferred to another account on the twenty-first of March, and then… whoa.”

  “Yeah,” Dmitri said. “Whoa.”

  “It’s five million Euros short,” Andrei said. “Where did it go?”

  “Exactly,” Dmitri said, nodding. “Vanished. Poof.”

  Andrei stood straight, his paunchy belly swelling over his belt buckle. “What do we do?”

  Dmitri rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I don’t know, Andrei, I really don’t.”

  “You know who we work for,” Andrei whispered.
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  Dmitri looked around in sudden alarm, scanning the drab little cubicle farm around them for any ears which might have overheard. Only the soft clacking of keys, punctuated by the ringing of phones, and heads dutifully kept down on the day’s work.

  “Don’t say shit like that out loud,” Dmitri cautioned him, sotto voce.

  “If we don’t take this upstairs, you know what could happen,” Andrei went on in a subdued tone.

  “Yeah, I know,” Dmitri said, “but what if upstairs is the problem?”

  “Oh, shit,” Andrei said, almost dropping his teacup. “Then the last thing we should do is draw attention to this.”

  Dmitri didn’t respond, staring past his friend’s shoulder to the soft fall of snow through the window behind him, casting a cold gray light across the office. “We talk to Yevgeny,” he said distractedly.

  “Yevgeny? Why on earth would we do that?” Andrei asked.

  “Because if anyone knows the lay of the land around here, it’s him,” Dmitri told him.

  “He’s a thug,” Andrei said, hunching his shoulders. “A killer.”

  “Those are just rumors,” Dmitri cautioned.

  “Very believable rumors,” Andrei told him.

  “We have to tell someone,” Dmitri continued. “If two low level accountants like us can find this, then someone else could. Yevgeny will know who to tell.”

  “I hate talking to Yevgeny,” Andrei muttered.

  “Quit being such a baby,” Dmitri said. “We’re protecting ourselves.”

  Dmitri stood, carefully shutting down his monitor after navigating away from the offending spreadsheet. He slugged the last of his tepid coffee, stifling a belch, and grabbed his friend by the hand, steering him out of their shared cubicle and down the long aisle towards the elevator.

  Dmitri caught a look at their reflections as they passed the chrome-plated panels in the lobby outside. Himself, a lanky and pigeon-chested gawk with large, floppy feet and a beakish nose that gave him the unmistakable appearance of an ostrich in a cheap suit. Behind him stumbled Andrei, a potbellied snowman with thick rectangular glasses and a perpetual sheen of sweat on his wobbling jowls and double chin. They made quite the pair, a long-shanked ostrich of a man and his roly-poly counterpart, hustling along through the dingy light, waiting awkwardly for the elevator to arrive to whisk them upstairs into the opulent halls of power.

  The elevator doors squeaked closed before them, leaving them huddled in a corner opposite one of the stern-faced secretaries who gave them a disdainful look over the top of her horn-rimmed glasses. In other circumstances, Dmitri would have allowed himself a lingering look at the pert little bottom in its tight serge skirt, or the little hint of teasing cleavage peeking between the open buttons of her snowy blouse. Instead he turned his attention to the whispered conversation with his friend.

  “You think Yevgeny will believe us?” Andrei asked.

  “Why wouldn’t he?” Dmitri answered. “It’s all there, in black and white.”

  “He wouldn’t think we… I mean, he won’t be worried…”

  Dmitri squeezed his eyes shut. “You think he might take this as a blackmail attempt?”

  Andrei nodded sullenly.

  Dmitri rubbed the back of a neck suddenly shot through with knots of tension. “We’ll just have to make sure he knows different,” he said at length. “We’ve always been honest, hard workers...”

  “They wind up floating face-down in rivers the same as anyone else,” Andrei interjected.

  The doors dinged, far more merrily than either of the two men felt, and the secretary exited with a final look of superiority over her slender shoulder. Two other men entered, in tailored suits, looking important. Diamonds glittered on their fingers as they gestured grandly, talking about the previous night’s UEFA Cup Qualifier against Sweden. Andrei and Dmitri sank into sullen, anxious silence.

  The elevator finally arrived at the floor below the top, looking over their own drab corner of Moscow with the arrogance of meters. Even the carpet and paint of this rarefied floor seemed more expensive, more important somehow than the lower levels. A palpable air of betterness permeated the air, a sense that important people belonged here, more than the peasants below. Dmitri and Andrei straightened their ties and smoothed their clothes subconsciously.

  They hurried along a thickly-carpeted hallway, past offices and storerooms staffed with men and women just a bit more glamorous and attractive than the floors below. Dmitri fully expected to be stopped by Yevgeny’s stunning blonde assistant at the door to his corner office, but her desk stood empty. Behind it, the door to Yevgeny’s office stood open and the whirring of an overtaxed paper shredder overlaid soft, hurried conversations.
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  Dmitri tugged Andrei forward by the elbow, pushing open the glass and polished wood door to reveal a chaotic dance. Yevgeny, his impressive bulk in its tailored suit balanced on his leather chair, passing down file folders to his assistant and two others who fed them alternately into his fireplace and the shredder. Yevgeny looked at the newcomers in alarm, reaching beneath his jacket in panic, before recognizing them and relaxing somewhat.

  “Dmitri? Andrei? What the hell are you two doing here?” he asked breathlessly.

  “Yevgeny,” Dmitri said. “What is going on here?”

  Yevgeny gestured with a sunken-knuckled hand for the younger man to shut the door. Dmitri complied as Yevgeny clambered down from the precarious chair and sat, mopping his brow.

  “It’s a disaster,” the older man said. “A takeover.”

  “Takeover?” Andrei said. “What are you talking about?”

  “You know who we work for,” Yevgeny said.

  Dmitri nodded. The worst-kept secret in the little out-of-the-way financial firm, that the whole enterprise existed solely for the purpose of laundering vast sums of money for Sergei Kavlov, one of the most notorious drug dealers and human traffickers in the Eastern bloc. The plutocrat ran several such firms across Russia and the Ukraine, moving immense sums into and out of his offshore holdings. Anyone who crossed Kavlov usually wound up disappearing. No less than two dozen murders somehow involved his dreaded name.

  “Mazdalov is making a move on him,” Yevgeny whispered. “The state police are involved.”

  “The Militisiya? I thought Kavlov owned them,” Andrei said.

  Yevgeny chuckled humorlessly. “So did Kavlov,” he said.

  “Mazdalov must have bought the Federal Security Service,” Dmitri opined.

  “He didn’t need to buy them,” Yevgeny corrected. “Federal Security Service used to be the KGB, remember? Mazdalov worked for them for decades.”

  “What’s happening, Yevgeny?”

  “Mazdalov wants to use the courts,” Yevgeny said. “Kavlov wants it all destroyed. All his holdings moved to secret numbered accounts. He’s leaving the country, probably someplace warm, and taking everything with him when he goes.”

  “And us? What about all of us?” Dmitri said.

  “Sacrificial lambs,” Yevgeny said. “Those of us who won’t testify in Mazdalov’s ridiculous public trial will most probably be killed. The less we know, the less valuable we are to him. Mazdalov intends to liquidate us all and install his own people in Kavlov’s network, keep it running.”

  Andrei paled visibly. “So, you’re saying…”

  “I’m saying, Andrei, that you and Dmitri should head home and pack your bags,” Yevgeny said. “Get out of Russia. Tonight, if you can, no later than tomorrow.”

  “But I don’t even have a passport!” Dmitri cried. “I’ve never even been outside of Moscow.”

  Yevgeny shook his head. “Then it sounds like you’re fucked, my friend.”

  “Yevgeny, you have to help us,” Andrei said, clutching his hand. “We’ve always been friends, right?”

  “Friends? That might be a stretch,” Yevgeny said, levering his sizeable bulk out of the chair.

  “Please, Yevgeny, please,” Dmitri said.

  “Fine. Okay, I like you boys. You’re good boys,” the older man said, his eyes softening with a hint of sentimentality. “I got you these jobs, yes?”

  “Three years ago,” Dmitri said.

  “We’ve worked hard,” Andrei said. “You promised us we’d go far.”

  “Right, right, I remember,” Yevgeny said sadly. “I guess I owe the two of you.”

  “We’re begging, Yevgeny. Neither of us has family, no money…” Andrei said, on the verge of tears.

  “All right, all right,” Yevgeny said. “The two of you have to disappear. Fast.”

  He walked to his desk and took up a golden pen, scribbling quickly on a scrap of paper. “This is the address of my good friend, Yuri. He specializes in helping people who need to vanish. He’s one of Kavlov’s, he’s loyal. You can trust him – to a point. He’ll help you get out of Russia, make sure no one can find you.”

  “We can’t afford to pay him,” Andrei said.

  “I’ll take care of that,” Yevgeny said. “He owes me a favor. I’ll call it in. You boys, you go home. Take only what you can carry, leave everything else behind. Go to this address and Yuri will help you. Don’t argue with him. Do what Yuri says, and everything will be all right.”

  “Of course,” Dmitri said.

  Yevgeny straightened. “I suppose this is goodbye.”

  “I suppose so,” Andrei said. “Thank you, Yevgeny.”

  “Don’t thank me yet,” Yevgeny told him. “It’s the least I can do. I brought you boys into this.”

  “Is there any way we can find you, after?” Dmitri asked.

  “Don’t even try to find me,” Yevgeny said. “I see anyone from this life, once I get where I’m going, I put a bullet in their head. Understand? This life is over.”

  “I understand,” Dmitri said, swallowing hard.

  “Now go,” Yevgeny said. “Mazdalov’s men are already on their way. If they catch you, not even Yuri can make you disappear that fast.”

  Dmitri shook Yevgeny’s hand, feeling the storied strength in it, the iron fist that broke so many men in Kavlov’s name during his rise to power. Andrei did the same, and the two younger men left the office, trying hard not to break into a panicked run.

  * * * * *

  Thankfully, neither of them needed to wait on a bus or a train, since Andrei’s uncle willed him a dilapidated Opel after his death a few years prior. The well-used engine sputtered to life on the third try, begrudgingly in the bitter cold, and the two men huddled in their thick coats as the heater struggled to compensate. Ordinarily they waited a few moments, letting the car warm up to a comfortable temperature, but not today. Andrei floored the car out of the snowy lot and onto the motorway, both men looking in every direction they could, looking for the stereotypical black Land Rovers which usually carried members of the Federal Security Service or the large American SUVs that Mazdalov’s goons favored.

  They drove in circles for a while, with the naïve conceit of losing any tails they may have picked up, as though the geriatric Opel with the rusted hood wasn’t easy to spot in traffic. Finally, their excitement and nerves gave way to a leaden exhaustion and acceptance. They argued a bit about the best route to the address given them by Yevgeny, then headed towards the old industrial park where the address lay, weaving through the snowfall and the sparse traffic for the better part of an hour.

  Andrei guided the car into a spot outside what looked like an old laboratory, drab gray concrete reeking of Soviet-era cheerlessness. Dmitri poked his head through the creaky door, looking around at the empty lobby, occupied by only a dusty wooden desk and a few crooked paintings.
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  “Hello?” Dmitri called, stepping inside and rubbing his arms briskly from the cold.

  Andrei stepped in behind him, closing the door. “You’re sure this is the right place?”

  “It’s the address Yevgeny gave us.”

  “There’s nobody here,” Andrei pointed out.

  “Should we look around a bit?”

  A door at the rear of the vestibule opened, flooding the front room with flickering fluorescent light. A rakishly skinny man, smooth-shaven with squinty eyes behind thick glasses, peeked around the doorframe.

  “Yes?”

  “Uh… we’re looking for Yuri,” Dmitri said. “Yevgeny sent us.”

  “Ah,” the man said. “Yes. This way.”

  He beckoned them forward, into another empty room. The man offered no further information, leading them down a short flight of concrete steps and stopping at a metal door. The skinny man slid a key card through an electronic reader. The lock clanked loudly, echoing, after a loud electronic beep.

  Behind the door, a warm and brightly-lit lab setup sat. Polished chrome tubes slithered around the walls, leading to a central cylinder marked prominently with radiation trefoils. Computer monitors with indecipherable graphs and gauges stood on tables all around the room.

  The door clanged shut behind them, and Dmitri and Andrei found themselves feeling very nervous.

  “Now we can talk,” the skinny man said simply. “I received the call from Yevgeny. I’m Dr. Yuri Medleyev. Yevgeny told me to expect you.”

  “He said you could help us?” Dmitri asked.

  “I think so, yes,” Yuri replied. “I have methods to provide you with completely new identities, even down to your fingerprints and your DNA. Erase any records of your old existence, and ensure you clean travel papers and passage to the United States.”

  “All that?” Andrei asked, disbelieving.

  “Yes, all of that,” Yuri confirmed.

  “We couldn’t begin to afford it,” Dmitri said.

  “That will work itself out,” Yuri said. “Yevgeny made all the arrangements.”

  “But how will we live in the United States?” Andrei asked. “No job, no money…”

  “If everything works as it usually does, your needs will be provided for at the other end,” Yuri told him.

  “How?”

  “The method varies,” Yuri said. “It’s completely legal, don’t worry.”

  “I don’t see how that is possible,” Dmitri commented.

  “Of course you wouldn’t,” Yuri said. “But regardless, the process works. I’ve been using it for years with total success. Yevgeny trusts it, he’s sent me several clients over the years. If you don’t trust me, fine. You can leave the same way you came in. Good luck with Mazdalov.”

  “No, no, it’s fine,” Andrei said. “What do we do?”

  “You left everything behind?” Yuri asked. “Mobile phones? Identity papers?”

  “All at the office where we worked,” Andrei said. “I only have car keys and a little cash.”

  “Good, good,” Yuri said. “Everything else, we can provide. I have temporary quarters in the back. Nothing fancy, just beds and blankets and a bathroom. You should go, make yourself acquainted with it. You’ll be there for a few days. Relax, take a hot shower. Find something to eat. I’ll be a few moments, getting ready.”

  “Ready for what?”

  “To change your identities,” Yuri said. “It’s medical, but minimally invasive. A few injections.”

  “And it will change our fingerprints? Our DNA?” Andrei asked.

  “Yes,” Yuri said. “I don’t have time to explain the process. You’ll have to trust me. Or if not me, Yevgeny.”

  “Yes, yes, you’re right,” Dmitri said.

  Yuri’s tone softened a bit. “You’re nervous,” he said. “Understandable. Look in the cupboard in the kitchen, next to the dorms. You’ll find a bottle of vodka in the refrigerator. Help yourselves. Perhaps a drink might help calm your nerves.”

  “You’re very kind,” Andrei told him.

  “Now go, please, I have many preparations to make,” Yuri bade them.

  “You do this all alone? No staff?”

  Yuri sighed, obviously annoyed at how they ignored his blatant dismissal. “I have others,” he said woodenly. “But I don’t need them for the beginning stages of the process.”

  “Oh,” Andrei said. “So, I suppose we should leave you to it.”

  “Yes, you should,” Yuri spat bluntly.

  “Thank you, Yuri, you don’t know what this means to us,” Dmitri told him, offering his hand. Yuri stared at him curiously for a moment, then took his hand and shook it timidly, then turned Dmitri physically and pointed to the sloppily-painted, rusting metal door in the far wall of the lab.

  Andrei and Dmitri swallowed their remaining questions and went back, deeper into the complex.

  * * * * *

  “You believe this, Dmitri?” Andrei asked, looking around at the bare concrete walls of the little dormitory.

  “He seems for real,” Dmitri said, pacing nervously, puffing distractedly on a cigarette and filling the claustrophobic little cube with billowing smoke. “Yevgeny said he uses him to get lots of people out of Russia. You know as well as I do, Yevgeny doesn’t keep people around who can’t deliver on their promises.”

  “He doesn’t seem just a little bit… off to you?”

  “Andrei, you seemed a little bit off to me the first time I met you,” Dmitri teased. “This is part of a criminal enterprise. People like Yuri, Yevgeny… they don’t last long by giving away secrets or trusting others. Give Yuri time. Yevgeny says he can do what he claims.”

  Andrei sighed heavily. “I suppose so.”

  “What choice do we have now?” Dmitri continued. “You think we’ll get better treatment from Mazdalov?”

  “We have inside information,” Andrei said. “We could prove valuable.”
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  “We don’t have any value, not to somebody like Mazdalov,” Dmitri argued. “We barely had value to Yevgeny. Kavlov didn’t even know we existed. We’re no better than maggots to these men. Killing us would mean nothing more to them than swatting mosquitoes.”

  Andrei rubbed his temples. “You’re right,” he said. “I know you’re right. I just hate it.”

  “We both knew something like this could happen, working for Kavlov.”

  “You warned me, I remember,” Andrei said.

  “We’re here. It’s our only remaining option. We try to run on our own, ignorant as we are, and Mazdalov will catch us,” Dmitri explained. “If we try to leave now, it’s entirely possible that Yevgeny will kill us, just to keep word of this place and Yuri from getting out.”

  “So we’re stuck with this decision?”

  “It’s the only option we have that doesn’t lead to a gruesome death, Andrei,” Dmitri said.

  “So what happens if Yuri turns on us?”

  “There are two of us,” Dmitri said. “I think we could get away. Then we just do our best.”

  “Okay,” Andrei said. “But I don’t want some argument about it, Dmitri. No debate. So if either of us says something like, ‘there’s a storm coming,’ then we attack Yuri and run for it. Agreed?”

  “A code word? Really? You watch too many movies,” Dmitri chuckled.

  “I’m serious, Dmitri.”

  “Fine, fine. We go on ‘I think there’s a storm coming.’ Agreed.”

  “Good,” Andrei said, yawning. “I hope Yuri is ready soon. I’m exhausted.”

  “He said it would only be a little while,” Dmitri reminded him.

  “That was hours ago,” Andrei said. “There’s a possibility this could just be bullshit.”

  “I doubt it,” Dmitri said. “Yevgeny doesn’t fuck around, not with stuff like this.”

  “Sure, sure,” Andrei said. “I’m just ready to get this over with.”

  “Yeah, me, too,” Dmitri agreed.

  Almost on cue, they heard the hallway door open and footsteps echoing on the concrete floor. Yuri stepped through the door. “Gentlemen, everything is ready. I apologize for the wait.”

  “No problem,” Dmitri said.

  “If you could accompany me back to the lab, we can get started,” Yuri told them.

  The two men followed meekly, their confusion and panic leading them to place a foolhardy trust in the man recommended to them by Yevgeny, back down the short narrow hallway and into the brightly-lit laboratory.

  “If you could both please disrobe,” Yuri said without preamble, gesturing towards an empty space in the center of the room. Andrei and Dmitri complied, wordlessly, taking off their cheap clothes and folding them neatly on a low bench nearby. They stood, shivering and shifting from foot to foot in their nudity, while Yuri walked around them in slow circles, taking arcane measurements with strange-looking devices.

  “What is this?” Dmitri asked. “What’s happening?”

  “Ah,” Yuri said, seeming honestly surprised that Dmitri could speak for a moment. “Yes. Well, I need to take some baseline measurements from you both. Heart rate, blood pressure…”

  “Why? What does this have to do with our fingerprints?” Andrei asked.

  “I’m causing mutations,” Yuri stated simply.

  “Mutations?” Andrei asked, backing up a step.

  “Hold still, please,” Yuri cautioned.

  “What do you mean, mutations?” Dmitri asked, grabbing the smaller man’s wrist.

  “Please remove your hand,” Yuri said, a sense of real danger entering the soft voice. Dmitri pulled his hand away instinctively.

  Yuri stepped back, placing the device he’d used to scan them on a table among many others. He made some notes on a clipboard before looking back up at them, adjusting his glasses on his nose. “I was one of the original scientists to enter Chernobyl, after the disaster,” he said flatly. “A fascinating place. We discovered so much while we were there.”

  “Chernobyl?”

  “That much raw radioactivity, it changes the properties of basically everything around it,” Yuri said, a hint of a smile on his normally emotionless face. “Even the soil changed. Things we had never seen, things no one had ever seen.”

  Andrei began gathering up his clothes. “This Is over, Dmitri,” he said nervously. “I’m getting out of here, I’ll take my chances at the border.”

  Yuri chuckled, a very dry and humorless sound. “Over?” he asked. “No, indeed, it’s only just begun.”

  “What do you mean?” Dmitri demanded.

  “The mutations are beginning,” he told them, pointing across the lab. The large metal cylinder, decorated with its radiation warnings, stood open. An innocuous-looking lump of gray metal sat inside on a pedestal.

  Dmitri gasped, and something akin to a groan escaped Andrei’s lips. “What have you done?”

  “Interesting thing about mutations,” Yuri told them. “They only need to change one cell inside the body. Our own natural process of renewal causes them to spread.” He walked to the cylinder, and the strange substance inside, and closed it tightly, running his fingers lovingly down the side of the polished metal once he finished.

  “You sick bastard,” Andrei accused.

  “Sick? Perhaps,” Yuri said. “I have my own mutations. You could call that being ‘sick.’ But soon, you will be just like me. You’ve both been exposed. I suggest that you put your clothes back on and go back into your rooms. The mutations won’t stop, just because you leave. You might want to consider staying on, you’ll need some help in the days to come.”

  “What did you do to us?”

  “I’ve told you, repeatedly,” Yuri said patiently. “Caused mutations.”

  “You said you were going to change our fingerprints,” Andrei whined.

  “And your DNA,” Yuri told them. “And I have done that.”

  Dmitri raised his voice, trying to draw himself up to his most fearsome. “What is going to happen to us?”

  Yuri sighed. “You aren’t very bright, are you?” he asked. “Perhaps that’s for the best. Mutations. That’s what’s going to happen to you. Mutations.”

  “What mutations?” Andrei asked.

  Yuri clapped his palm against the surface of the table. “Finally, a quasi-intelligent question,” he said. “As I explained before, your fingerprints and DNA will change. But one can’t alter DNA without altering the organism, I thought even you two could understand that. Your DNA is changing, and soon your bodies will change to suit it. It’s a biological imperative, you see.”

  “What I see is a psychopath who just exposed us to radioactive materials,” Dmitri said. He picked up some implement from a table, unsure what it was or what it did, only that it looked capable of inflicting damage to the human body. “You’ve killed us.”

  Yuri took on a patient, lecturing tone. “Please put that down, it’s quite sensitive,” he said. “No, I haven’t killed you. If you hadn’t noticed, I was exposed to the same material in the room with you. It’s not deadly, it’s been thoroughly tested. It only causes mutations. Very specific mutations.”

  Dmitri hefted the lab implement warningly. “Explain what you mean. Right now.”

  “Dmitri, I don’t feel so good,” Andrei said softly, somewhere behind him.

  “Ah,” Yuri announced. “Onset. Dizziness, nausea, confusion – all documented. To be expected.”

  “I said tell us what’s going to happen!” Dmitri growled.

  “Very well, very well,” Yuri said. He set down his clipboard and began unbuttoning his shirt, shifting his rumpled necktie to one side. The opened buttons revealed a cotton undershirt. From there, Yuri’s hands went to work on his belt and the button of his trousers.
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  Yuri stood back from the table, to provide the two men with a better view. With one hand, he lifted the cotton undershirt to reveal a slender, hairless chest capped by two small but very lovely breasts, capped with large pink nipples that stiffened in the chilly air. Below, he reached beneath his boxer shorts with the other hand and pulled upwards, drawing up an elongated but unmistakable woman’s pussy beneath a little fringe of pubic hair.

  “Such amazing, wonderful things we found at Chernobyl,” Yuri said.


  Part Two

   

  DMITRI CLASPED HIS HANDS OVER the sides of his head, rolling around on the bed and burying his face in the pillow to try and drown out the perpetual sounds of Andrei vomiting in the small toilet across the hallway. He swallowed hard to push down his own gorge, but he’d long since run out of things to throw up.

  An industrial clock, beneath a wire cage, announced another hour had passed beneath the flickering fluorescent light in the hallway. Seven hours, now, since the madman Yuri exposed them. Dmitri entertained the idea of killing the man, but that was before the sickness took hold, leaving he and Andrei as weak as newborns. Yuri physically dragged them back to bed with seemingly no effort.

  The image of the perfect, attractive little pussy emerging from behind the waistband of Yuri’s boxers and the delectable little breasts from beneath the cotton curtain, haunted his mind. From their first meeting, Yuri gave no clue whatsoever that he was anything other than a he, not the barest hint that anyone spoke to them other than a lifelong male. It made no sense, defied every sense that Dmitri possessed, to believe Yuri was transgender, a female passing as a male.Which left the outlandish conclusion that whatever that bastard brought back from the radioactive wasteland of Chernobyl changed him. Turned his cock into a pussy, made breasts sprout from his chest.

  Something that would now happen to Dmitri and his friend Andrei.

  The passing of the hour meant another visit from the Ogre, an immense beast of a man in surgical scrubs who came in and measured their blood pressure, pulse and to take a vial of blood. Dmitri rolled over submissively. He’d tried to fight, a few times earlier, and the big man brushed aside his efforts with laughable ease. The giant, silent man stood over him for a few moments, long enough to gather what he required, and exited as silently as he entered.
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  The horrifying retching from the bathroom stopped, and Dmitri heard a tortured moan.

  “Andrei?” Dmitri croaked. “Andrei, are you all right?”

  “It’s bloody,” the soft voice moaned. “So much blood.”

  Dmitri gathered every last ounce of his remaining energy and levered himself out of the bed. He staggered between the walls, using them alternately for support, and made the best time he could down the short hallway to the small, unadorned bathroom.

  A large, spreading puddle of bright red spread around the room’s solitary toilet, between the knees of Andrei who clutched the sides of the porcelain for balance. Large whitish blobs floated in the pool of blood, bumping into one another and sliding crazily on their path to the floor drain. The chunks agglomerated around the drain, forming a huge, stinking dam.
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  “Oh, my God,” Dmitri breathed.

  “I think he killed me,” Andrei moaned. “I can’t stop. I can’t stop puking.”

  “Andrei, what did you eat?”

  “A piece of fucking toast, the same as you. You were standing right next to me in the lounge when I did it,” Andrei sobbed, pressing his head into the porcelain.

  “Then what is this shit?” Dmitri demanded, trying to fight the rising tide of panic in his voice.

  “I don’t know,” Andrei said. “But it feels like it’s being ripped out of me. God, this hurts so much.”

  Dmitri ignored him, slamming the palm of his hand on the wall and raising his voice in a hoarse cry. “Yuri! Get in here, you fucking asshole! Yuri! Andrei is dying, Yuri!”

  The silent Ogre entered the room, pushing Dmitri gently out of the way and looking down on the sprawled form of Andrei. He scoffed. “He’s not dying,” the Ogre said in a surprisingly quiet voice.

  “Look at all the blood, man,” Dmitri said. “And what is that white stuff?”

  “Body fat,” the Ogre replied simply.

  “How can he be puking up…”

  “It’s body fat,” the Ogre repeated. “Completely normal.”

  “How in the hell is this normal?” Andrei groaned.

  “If maybe you exercised, before, or said ‘no’ to dessert a few times, this wouldn’t be happening to you,” the Ogre said with wry amusement. “Stop whining like a little baby. This is the easy part.”

  “Easy?” Andrei said, eyes widening in horror.

  “Once you lose the body fat, then your body starts on losing the bone and muscle,” the Ogre said.

  “Bone? Muscle?” Dmitri breathed.

  “You do listen,” the Ogre said. “Now be quiet. Yuri grows bored with your moaning and weeping.”

  “Fuck Yuri!” Dmitri hissed. The Ogre’s backhand caught him just above the jaw, blurring his vision and driving his head painfully into the concrete wall. Dmitri slid down the wall to land in a huddled heap on the floor. The Ogre looked at him with open scorn, just shy of a laugh, and stepped over Dmitri’s legs and out the door into the hallway.

  “God,” Andrei said. “How am I not dead?”

  “It gets worse,” Dmitri wailed. “He said it gets worse.”

  “He also made it clear what he will do to us if we keep making noise about it,” Andrei reminded him.

  “If I ever see Yevgeny again, I swear…”

  “You’ll what?” Andrei laughed mirthlessly. “You’ll throw up on his Italian shoes? Bleed on him?”

  Dmitri sighed in defeat. “Let’s get you back to bed,” he said. Even with his diminished strength and the dizziness left over from the Ogre’s clout to the head, Dmitri could notice how easily he helped lift his once-portly friend from the floor. He feebly tried cleaning up the caked blood and gobs of fat from his friend’s legs and belly, to no avail. Andrei’s skin hung off of his frame in bags.

  Dmitri steered the ailing man into his dorm room and deposited him unceremoniously on the bed. Andrei flopped there, listless and moaning. Dmitri turned to leave, taking a hesitant step on his left foot. A sickening, slurping crunch answered the motion, and Dmitri’s leg buckled beneath him, driving him painfully to one knee. Dmitri gritted his teeth, but found he lacked the energy to return to his own room, instead half-sitting, half-collapsing onto the cold concrete.

  His ribs crunched and buckled beneath his weight, causing paroxysms of pain to shoot through the length of his body, escaping through his still-gritted teeth in soft moans and sharp hisses.

  “Dmitri?” his friend called.

  “It hurts,” Dmitri managed to moan before his shoulder seemed to dislocate of its own accord, then reduce itself, sliding back into its socket with a wet grinding sound.

  “Try to breathe,” Andrei said. “It helps.” The words followed Dmitri down into a fretful darkness.

  * * * * *

  The clock behind its wire cage showed several hours had passed, but whether it had been three or fifteen, neither Dmitri or Andrei could tell. Dmitri choked, spitting out a wet gob of mush roughly the consistency of corn meal into a large puddle of it on the floor next to him. Sometime during their unconsciousness, the Ogre had visited and begun infusions of IV fluids on them. Dmitri briefly considered yanking the catheter out of his forearm out of spite, but decided against it. The Ogre would only come back in and begin another.

  “Andrei,” he called softly. His friend stirred on the bed, groaning softly and coughing.

  “I’m here.”

  “Are you all right?”

  “Define ‘all right,’” his friend answered grumpily.

  “At least we’re still alive,” Dmitri offered.

  “Fantastic,” Andrei said. “I’m thrilled.”

  “I’ve been trying to think of a way out of this,” Dmitri said.

  “Why? You heard Yuri. The damage is done. Even if we get out of this place, whatever he exposed us to will finish what it started,” Andrei riposted bitterly.

  “But we’d be free,” Dmitri said.

  “To what end?” Andrei said. “To puke ourselves to death in some alley? Or wind up having our brand-new pussies raped to death by one of Mazdalov’s squads, before they dump us in the country?”

  “Listen, dammit!” Dmitri barked. “Stop acting like a panicky little child and think!”

  A long pause answered from the bed before a much more subdued voice said, “You’re right. Go on.”

  “We have to stay here until the danger has passed, you’re right,” Dmitri said. “But look at Yuri. He seemed completely healthy. We have to assume that we will eventually be in the same shape.”

  “Fair enough,” Andrei answered.

  “But so long as we stay connected to a facility that Yevgeny has a stake in, we’re in danger,” Dmitri went on. “We have to get away, once we’re healthy. I think we should try and run for Poland.”

  “Poland?”

  “I have some acquaintances there,” Dmitri said. “No one that anybody would know about. An ex-girlfriend from my college days. She and I kept in touch, she should be able to give us a place to lie low until we can get the money together to head for someplace better. England, maybe, or Germany.”

  “Then what?”

  “We blow the whistle. Think of all the people out there who would want to know about a place like this, a discovery like this. The British MI-6, German GSG-9, the American CIA…”

  “And they would protect us, yes?” Andrei asked.

  “In exchange for what we know, I think they would.”

  “We’d be lab rats for the rest of our lives,” Andrei said.

  “Better than whatever Yevgeny has planned for us. Or Mazdalov.”

  “True,” Andrei said. “But you said lie low in Poland until we have the money? Where do you plan to get all this money?”

  Dmitri snarled weakly. “We may have been low-level accountants, but we still had access,” he said. “Account numbers, passwords. I personally know the accounts where Kavlov stashed millions in Euros, British pounds and American dollars all over the globe. Numbered accounts, Andrei, no identity checks. A few wire transfers into accounts that we set up, and it’s payday. We can go anywhere in the world we want, first class, on Kavlov’s dime.”

  “That only leaves the problem of getting out of here, past the Ogre,” Andrei told him.

  “I’m open to suggestions,” Dmitri said.

  A wizened, shrunken hand appeared over the side of the bed to tap its fingers on the rail. Dmitri smiled, well aware of his friend’s nervous habit when he concentrated on a particularly knotty problem.

  “This is a medical facility, right?” Andrei asked. “The Ogre, he has medical equipment. For drawing blood and the like. Needles, IV bags, bandages.”

  “Yes,” Dmitri said.

  “So it stands to reason there would be a stockpile of medicines,” Andrei said. “I can’t imagine everyone who’s ever stayed in this hellhole would have been very happy about Yuri’s treatment of them. And these aren’t five-star accommodations. It’s more like a prison. You’d think someone who came here would have needed to be sedated, yes?”

  “Yeah, that makes sense,” Dmitri said. “I don’t think anyone would come here willingly. I think this is a place where Yevgeny and Kavlov sent people they needed to go away.”

  “So we cooperate,” Andrei said. “Play the game, whatever it may be. Get healthy, but we keep our eyes open. Find where they keep the medicines. Not even the Ogre could stop us if we sedated him. We could take whatever keys or pass-cards we needed right out of their pockets. Walk out.”

  “I agree,” Dmitri said. “Good thinking.”

  “Unless Yuri’s watching and listening to us right now,” Andrei suggested darkly, “in which case he’s hiding all the sedatives and medications right this second.”

  “If he can hear us, then why send the Ogre every hour?” Dmitri said. “I haven’t seen any cameras.”

  “We’ve been a little preoccupied to look, then, too, haven’t we?” Andrei said bitterly.

  “I suppose we have,” Dmitri finished sadly.

  “We have to assume he knows we’re thinking of escape, cameras or no cameras,” Andrei went on.

  “That’s only sensible.”

  “In which case, he’ll have taken precautions. The Ogre, for all his size, is still just a man. We have to look carefully when he comes next time. Look in his pockets, check him over as best we can. I’ll bet you he carries something. A syringe of sedative, maybe, or a taser. Something nonlethal, something we could get away from him and use against him.”

  “That’s brilliant,” Dmitri said. “We’ll need to stick together. Neither of us could take care of him alone.”

  “Not before, and certainly not now. We’d need one to distract him and the other to make the move.”

  “So we stay together,” Dmitri announced. “Joined at the hip.”

  “I always wondered what kind of a roommate you’d make,” Andrei teased gently.

  * * * * *

  The clock made its dreary cycles behind its cage, making both the men a bit drowsy and irritable as the time passed. The Ogre came every hour on the hour, seeming to be more machine than man with his ability to remain unchangeable without sleep. Hours passed like syrup, drawing out, making each second feel like a minute. Dmitri and Andrei passed the time as best they could, gaining energy after the worst of their ordeal seemed to have passed.

  The horrible corn meal vomit – what they now knew to be their bones and muscles, their bodies ridding themselves of extra mass at the diabolical demand of the radiation – stopped after about twelve hours, leaving the men drained and much, much shorter. Dmitri barely topped 155 centimeters, down from his former gawkish altitude of 184. Andrei stood only a little taller, closer to 160 centimeters, but lost easily a hundred and fifty pounds in the hours just following their exposure. Neither of them could have weighed more than fifty kilograms soaking wet now, their excess flesh hanging off of them like obscene draperies.
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  They cased their quarters for cameras and microphones several times, but found nothing except a venerable closed-circuit camera looking down the hallway, its wires dangling uselessly from below it and the lens smeared nearly opaque with years of disuse. Once satisfied that they dwelt alone, they went over their plan in more detail. They slept fitfully, still leaden with exhaustion from the sickness. Even silly word games, remembered from childhood car and train trips, could not fill the meandering hours. Boredom took its toll, even measuring the passage of time by Ogre visits.

  Meals arrived – some sort of flavorless paste, hot and nourishing but hardly tasty – and weak tea, every four hours. The men ate ravenously, uncaring of what drugs or foreign substances might be inside. Somehow, unspokenly, the two men seemed to have accepted their fates. Their plan called for them stay with Yuri and the Ogre, so stay they did. Besides, they’d opined in one of their hushed conversations, if either of them decided to stop eating, it would probably summon the Ogre with a gag and a rubber hose.

  Their monotony lulled them, easing the passage of the hours a bit, but making the new arrival of the Ogre – at seventeen minutes past the hour – a deadening shock.

  “Stand up,” the Ogre announced as he barged into their room.

  Dmitri and Andrei struggled to their feet, now dainty and seemingly too small to support them, dropping the playing cards they’d made from toilet paper in the middle of their game. They swayed – still weak and unsteady – but managed to approximate a ragged attention.

  A woman entered behind the Ogre. Tall, broad-shouldered and stern looking, possessed of a hatchet face and cold, beady eyes. She peered at them dispassionately, like a rich woman might examine cuts of meat in a butcher’s case, pulling down her wire-rimmed glasses to get a better look. She walked in slow circles around each of them, clicking her tongue, poking and prodding them in various places with the end of a fountain pen.

  “The treatment has been ordered, for the skin?” she asked in a hard-edged contralto.

  “Yes, ma’am,” the Ogre muttered. He seemed a bit cowed. What kind of person could make such a behemoth look as though he’d been caught tracking mud on her clean floors?

  “And the facial reconstruction? The ankles?” the woman pressed.

  “Tomorrow morning,” the Ogre replied. “Yuri – Dr. Medleyev, I mean – only wants to put them under anesthetic just the once, you see.”

  “Of course,” she said. “The man is nothing, if not thorough. Thank you, Sergei. That will be all.”

  The Ogre actually bowed his head a little at her curt dismissal. “I’m just up the hall, if you need me.”

  The Ogre shuffled away, leaving Dmitri and Andrei shifting from foot to foot on the cold floor in front of the strange woman. She scrutinized them for a few more uncomfortable moments before stepping between them and turning smartly on her heel to face them both.
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  “My name is Olga Lemenova,” she said. “You may address me as Ms. Lemenova.”

  “I know that name,” Dmitri muttered. “From Kavlov’s accounts. You’re… you’re the Dollmaker.”

  She looked pensive for a moment. “Some people use that name to describe me,” she mused. “I rather dislike it. I trust I shall not hear it again?”

  Dmitri dropped his eyes to the floor by way of agreement.

  “As I was saying,” she continued. “My name is Ms. Lemenova. I will be in charge of you two for the foreseeable future. Is that clear?”

  “Yes, ma’am,” they muttered.

  She clucked her tongue disapprovingly. “It falls to me to make proper young ladies of you both,” she announced. “When you answer me, I expect a curtsy.”

  “Did you say ‘young ladies?’” Andrei asked. Ms. Lemenova’s hand flashed, faster than either of them could believe, spinning Andrei around in a tight pirouette, clutching his jaw in agony.

  “I did say young ladies, young lady,” Lemenova reiterated, massaging her knuckles gently. “And you will learn quite quickly that a young lady never speaks out of turn.”

  A million questions battered the insides of Dmitri’s skull, yearning to break free into the outside air, but he held his tongue, fearing the devastating backhand. Lemenova saw him restrain himself and nodded in satisfaction.

  “You know my name,” Lemenova said, “but may not be aware of your own.”

  She stepped directly in front of Dmitri. “You are Svetlana,” she announced, then sidestepped in front of Andrei. “And you are Tatiana. Is that sufficiently clear?”

  Dmitri struggled not to answer honestly. “Yes, ma’am,” he said softly.

  Lemenova raised an eyebrow at Andrei. “And you?”

  “Yes, ma’am,” he said. He attempted a clumsy curtsy.

  “Very good,” Lemenova said. “You two have potential.”

  She clasped her hands behind her back and paced in a slow circle. “Dr. Medyelev has you scheduled for procedures in the morning,” she told them. “I’m sure he will make allowances for your recovery. But I expect the two of you to report to my office at the end of the hall by five o’clock the same afternoon. I do not tolerate tardiness.”

  She turned on her heel suddenly to face them, making them both jump and stifle a startled yelp. “You two kittens now belong to me,” she said in a voice fairly dripping with menace. “The sooner you learn to accept this, the easier your lives will be.”

  She left them, still standing at stunned attention, her blunt heeled shoes clacking loudly against the concrete. Neither Dmitri or Andrei dared to move, scarcely even to breathe, until they heard the door slam shut at the end of the hallway.

  Andrei sagged against his bed. “Good God,” he breathed, massaging his jaw. “She hits harder than the Ogre does.”

  “She’s the Dollmaker,” Dmitri breathed, eyes wide and staring.

  “Who is this Dollmaker?”

  “I was never sure,” Dmitri said. “But from what I understood from the accounts, she made an immense amount of money for Kavlov. Millions of Euros. I know she used to be KGB, like Mazdalov. And she worked in interrogation. I heard some stories, and even if they were only half true, she’s still a monster.”

  “She still works for Kavlov?”

  “I doubt she holds any loyalty for him,” Dmitri said. “She only worked for him as an independent contractor. Never in any of his official holdings.”

  “So, maybe she’s with Mazdalov?”

  “Who knows? She keeps to herself. No one knows much of anything about her, except that she’s cruel and sadistic and gets results.”

  “Why do they call her the Dollmaker?” Andrei asked, almost trembling.

  “I never found out,” Dmitri said.

  “I always heard that people like her made more money off of their reputations than any actual skill,” Andrei said, trying hard to brighten the pallor fear descending on them both. “Do you think maybe it’s those stories you heard that are making this seem worse than it actually is.”

  Dmitri fixed his friend with a level stare. “Do you really want to put that theory to the test?”

  Andrei’s gaze fell. “No,” he said. “She scares me, Dmitri.”

  “Me, too,” Dmitri said.

  “Do we really have to start calling each other girl’s names?”

  “She said we have to,” Dmitri answered.

  “I’ll feel silly,” Andrei said.

  “I don’t think she cares,” Dmitri told him. “We’ll have to deal with that as it arises. For now, I’m much more concerned about this surgery that Yuri has planned for us.”

  “Facial reconstruction? Why do we need that? Your face looks fine, Dmitri.”

  “And yours, too,” he answered. “But he did promise to erase our identities. Maybe that means our faces, too. Not even recognition software will be able to spot us when he’s done.”

  “New names? New faces? What’s going to happen to us? To who we were?”

  “Those men are gone,” Dmitri said. “Lost.”

  “This was never part of the deal,” Andrei complained.

  “You want to ask if we can call Yevgeny? Lodge a complaint to him?”

  Andrei seemed to deflate a little, the curtains of loose flesh pooling around his extremities. He shook for a moment, then sniffed loudly. Wet tears clung to his eyelashes.

  “I’m sorry, Andrei,” Dmitri said, putting a hand on his friend’s shoulder.

  “Andrei? You mean the dead man?” his friend sobbed. “No, there’s no Andrei any more.”

  “I suppose you prefer Tatiana, then,” Dmitri said roughly.

  “Do you think that bitch is going to give us a choice?”

  “Outwardly, probably not,” Dmitri said. “But she can’t touch what’s inside of us. We do what she says, we play by her rules. We be the perfect little dolls for the Dollmaker, precious little Svetlana and Tatiana, but inside… we keep Dmitri and Andrei alive.”

  “How do we do that?” Andrei asked plaintively.

  “We hang on to something important,” Dmitri replied.

  “There’s nothing important about either of us,” Andrei said. “Sad little men, leading sad little lives.”

  “Then not us,” Dmitri said. “Something much more important than us.”

  “What’s that?”

  “Revenge, Andrei. Revenge on Yevgeny. Revenge of Lemenova, on Yuri, even on that big gorilla who takes our blood every hour,” Dmitri hissed. “Hang on to that. Keep it safe, keep it burning. We will live through this, we will keep ourselves alive, and we will find those bastards and make them pay.”

  “You know, neither of us ever told the other one ‘there’s a storm coming,’” Andrei commented, rubbing the flaccid, swaying skin of his chin.

  “There’s no need for that any more,” Dmitri told him. “Now, the storm’s coming for Yevgeny. For all of them.”

  “Yeah,” Andrei said. “I like that.”

  * * * * *

  The Ogre arrived after their evening meal – at least, they thought it was evening – with a small tray bearing two small paper cups, each holding five tablets. The Ogre handed one cup to each of them and offered them a challenging look, daring them to resist. Dmitri and Andrei swallowed the pills dutifully, washing them down with the last of their water from dinner. Once he had collected the empty trays and cups, the Ogre gestured for the two saggy-skinned men to get in their beds. Wordlessly, the oversized man buckled restraints around Dmitri and Andrei’s wrists and ankles, then fastened some sort of virtual reality headgear over their faces. The headsets covered their eyes and ears completely, blocking out all light and noise and leaving them alone in total darkness. Only the lumpy mattresses and scratchy military-surplus blankets reminded them of the outside world.

  Neither of them had any idea whether the Ogre remained in the room or not, so complete was the sensory deprivation from the headsets. A strange, disconnected feeling began to grow in their minds, as whatever psychotropic drug administered in those pills slowly began to take effect and warp their senses. Dmitri called out for Andrei, hoping his friend might be able to hear him, but had no idea whether Andrei did the same from four feet away.

  A bright flash of light and harsh buzzer assaulted his senses, shattering the dark silence and stunning him. Then another. Dmitri felt his body tense, awaiting the next one, but no discernible rhythm governed them. Then, with the next flash, an image, too quick to see. Dmitri felt his mind trying to interpret what the headset had shown him, but another flash and another image cut that effort short.
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  Dmitri knew he howled in pain and anger, but no sound returned to his ears.

  The brutal sensory assault continued for a while, hammering at him, wearing him down, leaving him no way to gauge the passage of time. His body tingled and trembled, his only connection to the world beyond this horror, and he cherished each sensation of the itchy woolen blanket, every lump in the mattress, every subtle shift of the metal bedframe beneath his diminished weight.

  “Please,” he begged, but never heard himself say it.

  Somewhere, in the maelstrom of light and noise and color, Dmitri found that hard knot of resilience inside himself, the determination to make Yevgeny pay for this torture, him and all his misbegotten henchmen like Yuri and the Ogre and the Dollmaker. Someday, he vowed, it would be them strapped to beds, howling like animals, begging for an end.

  Somewhere, beneath the headset, Dmitri’s face broke into a rictus smile, evil and chilling. That desire to get even, to visit this agony on others, spread through him like a wildfire, suffusing his body to the roots of his hair, to the tips of his fingers and toes, making him tingle with the power of it.

  Andrei, he thought, tired of yelling for ears that could not hear him, I hope you found what I found. Hang on, Andrei. Don’t let them break you. I don’t want to do this alone.

  Across from him, Andrei clung to the thought of his friend, hoping Dmitri proved to be stronger than himself. The sensory barrage and the strange, edge-of-his-memory images chipped away at him, causing hot tears to cut streaks down his face. He tried to turn his head and squeeze his eyes shut, but the light and noise always found its way in, burying those images inside his consciousness to do God knew what to him over time.

  If he only knew the plan, the endgame, that Yuri and the Dollmaker wanted. He knew – he could sense – that his body became more feminine with each passing minute. He could feel his foundation shifting underneath him, the very ground beneath his newly-delicate feet, as a lifetime of he and him slowly gave way to a future of she and her.

  He’d tried to keep Dmitri from knowing that a part of him welcomed it, just wanted to get it over with. The waiting and suspense did more to damage and torture him than the change itself, it seemed. He’d even found himself idly wondering if he’d be pretty a few times before clamping down on such feelings. No, Dmitri needed him strong. Unwavering and committed. Andrei hoped he could deliver on his promise, even when the unnerving, hazy image of Tatiana took him over and made his life hers.

  Andrei’s fingers balled up in the woolen blanket, squeezing hard, dumping frustration and helplessness into the crushing of the stiff fabric. He arched his back, thrashing his head, whimpering and screaming as the light broke into his mind, smashing aside any wall he tried to place in its way.

  Wait, Andrei thought, easing his body back down onto the uncomfortable mattress. This is not what we planned. We never intended to fight this. Dmitri said so himself. We were going to play along. Wait for our opportunity. We can’t physically resist what’s being done, so we only hang on to the parts that matter. Dmitri. Our revenge. Ourselves.

  Taking a deep, shuddering breath, Andrei did something he wouldn’t have thought possible. When the next brutal, mind-shattering flash of light and noise came, he let out his breath and relaxed. He let it flow through him, didn’t try to stop it or turn away.

  The pain seemed fractionally less. Somehow easier to digest, and it faded away more quickly. Easier still when the next one arrived, and easier for the one after that. After an unfathomable stretch of time, the flashes and the buzzes stopped hurting at all. Andrei accepted them as his new reality.

  Dmitri, he thought, I wish I could tell you how to do this. I hope it doesn’t hurt you. Stay strong, my brother.

  He took a short moment, absorbed yet another flash and image, then corrected himself.

  My sister, I mean. Stay strong, my sister.


  Part Three

   

  THE NIGHT PASSED, SOMEHOW, WITH Dmitri trapped in his individual hellscape and Andrei in his own, only feet from one another but somehow on other sides of the universe. Neither man knew for certain if he had slept. A faint odor and chill told them they’d wet their beds at some point, but no memory of the release remained.

  The lights and sounds and images gave way to a discernible pattern after a time. The noise and harsh light battered at them, bringing fresh agony with every visitation, but at random intervals between the assaults there would be little islands of calm and peace. Some sound played – something soothing – and an image would pass before their eyes, not as fast as the others but hardly long enough for their abused minds to process. Dmitri seemed to remember they were pictures of beautiful girls. Once the curiosity of why Lemenova would show him such an image passed, then the panicked wonder of what the image might be doing to him, how it fit in to the pattern of torture, he subtly and quietly began to associate the images with peace. And end to the pain. He began to long for them, just the tiniest glimpse of tanned skin, soft hair, makeup, eyelashes. He missed them when they left him.

  Andrei, for his part, took the entire ordeal into himself, relaxing around it, letting it permeate him totally. When the time finally arrived for the Ogre to come in, remove the headsets and unbuckle their restraints, Andrei felt a profound sense of peace. The Ogre helped them to their feet unsteadily – they had to grasp the rusting bedframes for support – and bagged their sweat- and urine-soaked bedding for the laundry. He took each of them by the elbow, one in each hand, and half-dragged them along the cold concrete of the outside hallway and up the short flight of stairs. Dmitri stumbled and fell, but the Ogre hauled him mercilessly back to standing.

  The noisy lock echoed in the narrow hallway, and the Ogre fairly pushed them through the door and into the brightly-lit laboratory beyond. Two surgical tables dominated the center of the room, surrounded by a clear plastic tent to keep it sterile. A large team of staff waited there, in gowns and masks and caps, readying instruments and making careful notations on computers. The Ogre pushed the men forward roughly, pointing to the surgical suite. Resigned to their fates – Dmitri defiantly, Andrei submissively – they steadied themselves on the lab tables and wended their unsteady way towards the center of the room.

  In the midst of the bustle, Yuri stood, also in a gown, cap and mask. His dead eyes seemed to brighten when he saw them – more toys to play with – and he gestured to the tables. Taking a deep breath, Dmitri glared unadulterated hatred at the doctor, but climbed onto the table dutifully. Andrei spared Yuri the withering stare, instead just finding that island of utter peace within himself and clambering up beside Dmitri.

  The team went into action, preparing them for whatever surgery Yuri planned. No one gave any indication that Dmitri nor Andrei even existed, to be honest, besides asking about drug allergies. No word of the outcome, no nothing, leaving no doubt in either man’s mind that whatever Yuri planned was going to happen, no matter what they wanted or thought.

  Somehow, in the middle of the chaos, Andrei’s hand found Dmitri’s and gave it a gentle squeeze. Dmitri couldn’t turn his head – some kind of surgical appliance kept his gaze firmly fixed on the ceiling, but he returned the pressure gratefully. Andrei may have said something – impossible to tell through the movement and rush around them, plus the persistent ringing in his ears from the previous night’s torture – but the human contact meant more to Dmitri than words ever could. One of the surgical team noticed, after a long but grateful span, and separated their hands, but the lingering touch stayed on their skins, comforting them long past the moment of being forced apart.

  Pokes and prods and stings – all outside of their fields of vision – followed, then a cold rush up their arms, then nothingness. Dmitri dimly remembered one of the surgical team forcing his teeth apart and shoving something into his mouth, but after that memory evaporated.

  * * * * *

  They awoke an unknowable time later, in their own beds in the lightless dormitory beyond the door. Lingering pain returned along with awareness, in increments, until Dmitri could clearly discern that his face ached and stung terribly, his scalp and ears, and his ankles and the arches of his feet felt like they had been burned. Little pinpricks of stinging pain dotted his flesh from head to toe, on his front and his back, but something different lurked behind the pain. Something new.
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  His hands moved stiffly – so much aching, making the slightest movement difficult and painful – and he felt heavy, moist bandages on his face. He moaned, and the sound froze him in horror. Instead of the soft, singsong baritone he recognized as him for his entire adult life, the moan that reached his ears seemed small, breathy, almost sexual, in a high soprano more suited to a little girl than anything else.

  “Oh, God,” said the strange, girlish voice. “My voice.”

  Another bubbly, perky soprano sounded from next to him. “It sounds fine, Dmitri,” Andrei told him in a very similar, childish high voice. There was no mistaking the Lithuanian accent, the slow and considered cadence of the familiar Russian syllables. Andrei’s voice. Forever changed, to a girlish simper that no man would ever take seriously. A voice eerily similar to his own, now.

  “I sound like I breathed helium,” Dmitri growled. Even the growl sounded adorable. No menace, no threat, no power remained in that silly, simpering voice. Only giggles and soft sighs would ever sound right from a voice like that, ever again.

  “It’s what we have,” Andrei said, sounding impossibly optimistic.

  “Can you see the clock?” Dmitri asked.

  “Three,” Andrei said. “Lemenova expects us in two hours. Can you sit up? Stand?”

  “I think so.”

  Dmitri faced a world of pain, his own body fighting the movement, groaning and hissing in his new, chirping voice as he fought through the post-operative pain into a sitting position. What little he could see of his skin beneath the flimsy hospital gown he wore showed a webwork of little scabs, puncture wounds by the look of them, marking a grid across him. But the loose, baggy flesh which hung from him in disgusting draperies now stretched taut and smooth and hairless, clinging to the shifts of the muscles beneath them. A glance up at Andrei told him the same effect happened to his friend, now possessed of taut, smooth skin like his own.

  Dmitri tried to put his feet on the floor and whatever had been done to his ankles and feet caused him to yelp, drawing his feet away as if the floor was searing hot. Hot tears stung the corners of his eyes behind the bandages.

  “I can’t stand,” Dmitri panted. “Whatever he did to my feet…”

  Across the room, Andrei struggled to sitting. Bandages wrapped his entire head, leaving only a narrow slit to reveal his eyes and nostrils. Andrei’s voice sounded muffled behind the bandages around his mouth, but Dmitri could clearly see the same recoil when Andrei attempted to put his feet onto the floor.

  “This is bad,” Andrei told him. “If we can’t walk to Lemenova’s office, she’ll send the Ogre. She’ll beat us. I don’t think I could take a beating right now, Dmitri. I really don’t.”

  “Me, neither,” Dmitri answered, starting to get used to his new voice and hating that fact.

  “How will we walk?”

  “We won’t,” Dmitri said. “We’ll crawl.”

  Andrei sniffled a little. “I suppose we have to. I wanted to face her on my feet.”

  “They’re not going to leave us anything to fight back with, Andrei. You have to know that by now.”

  “I do,” Andrei said. “Whatever happened to us last night, it has my brain all scrambled.”

  “What was that?” Dmitri asked.

  “I don’t know, but it was awful,” Andrei answered. “And I have the feeling that it won’t be the last time we go through it. I’m not sure how, but I think that is a part of something, something bigger.”

  “Lemenova did say she meant to make us proper young ladies,” Dmitri said.

  Andrei shook his head slowly. “You know what will happen to us if we don’t use the new names,” he said softly. “I don’t want to, Dmitri, I really don’t. It feels like I’d be doing something terrible to you, if I called you that. But I don’t think I can take a beating.”

  Dmitri sighed, then nodded. “I understand,” he said. “I feel the same way. Would it help if I gave you permission? If we made it a promise, between us?”

  “It might,” Andrei replied.

  “Very well,” Dmitri said. “You have to call me ‘Dmitri’ at least once a day. Even if you whisper it in my ear, okay? Don’t let me be forgotten down here. But the rest of the time, I want you to call me Svetlana. Except for that one time a day, my name is Svetlana.”

  Andrei’s eyes – what Dmitri could see of them, hooded behind their mask of bandages – seemed to fall for a moment, but then raised again to meet his own. “And you have to call me Andrei, once a day. To keep my memory alive. But in all other cases, my name is Tatiana. You have to call me Tatiana, because it’s my name.”

  Dmitri tried to make light of the solemn, defeated feeling descending on his heart. “Well, then, that wasn’t so hard, was it?”

  “If you say so, Dm—Svetlana,” Andrei – Tatiana – said softly.

  “We can do this,” Svetlana said. “I know we can.”

  “Not alone,” Tatiana told him. “Svetlana, we have to stick together. They separated us, last night, with those horrible helmets. And again, in the surgery. If they keep us apart, we won’t be strong enough to fight them. We’ll lose ourselves.”

  “We’ll think of something. A rhythm to tap on one another’s beds. We can tie a string between our fingers, anything to remind us that the other one is there,” Svetlana told his friend. “Maybe it will be something we can hide, that the Ogre won’t take away. Maybe not. Maybe it will have to be something different every time.”

  “Okay,” Tatiana breathed, nodding. “Okay, we’ll figure it out.”

  “Of course we will,” Svetlana said, as resolutely as his ridiculous bimbo voice would allow.

  “What do you think that Lemenova has in store for us today?” Tatiana asked.

  “No idea,” Svetlana replied. “I couldn’t begin to guess. That woman is deranged. I can’t think like her, because I don’t ever want to think like her.”

  “All I know is that I will probably do whatever she tells me to do,” Tatiana said. “All she would have to do is thump me and I would fall down, crying. I hurt all over.”

  Svetlana’s heart broke a little. A strong desire built inside him, to put his arms around his friend and provide comfort and closeness, but the four feet between their beds might as well have been miles for as far as his abused feet could carry him. Instead, he settled for words.

  “I know you do, Tati,” Svetlana said, dropping effortlessly into the diminutive nickname. “But you are strong, do you hear? Stronger than these bastards know. You may fall, you may cry, you may obey to stop the pain, but they cannot reach what’s inside you. You can keep that safe from them, no matter what they do.”

  “Can I?”

  “I know you can,” Svetlana said. “I believe in you, okay?”

  Tati snorted. “Why did you never tell me this when we were free?” he asked. “There were times, before all this happened, when it would have been very nice to hear.”

  Svetlana shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know,” he said. “I always felt that way, I just never said it. I suppose I never thought it needed saying before.”

  “It did, Svetka,” Tatiana replied, using his own nickname. Svetlana felt a little surge of happiness at the sound of it, even though he much preferred to have it shortened to ‘Lana’ instead. But it served as a reminder of Tati’s Lithuanian upbringing. A connection to their past. Something Lemenova couldn’t take.

  “Then I’m sorry,” Svetlana said. “I always meant it.”

  “Promise me, Svetka, that you won’t wait to tell me these things any more,” Tati said, a slight edge of a whine tinging his chirpy, childlike voice. “Tell me as soon as you can. We can’t know what will happen tomorrow. Every little thing you say to me like that, it helps me. Gives me strength.”

  “I promise,” Svetlana said solemnly. “Will you do the same?”

  “I will,” he said.

  Svetlana looked at the clock worriedly. Before, he tried to will the minutes and hours to go faster. But now, knowing that Lemenova and whatever fresh misery she created awaited them at the end of the hall, he tried to make the hands of the clock slow. They marched on, heedless of his desperation.

  “We should go,” Svetlana said.

  “I don’t want to,” Tatiana whined.

  “Neither do I,” Svetlana said. “But we must. You can do this. I know you can… Andrei.”
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  The ghost of a smile, just a tugging of bandages, crossed his friend’s face before he clambered down onto his knees, groaning in pain. Svetlana followed, taking his friend’s lead, and they began the show and very painful process of crawling across the chilling concrete towards their latest torture.

  * * * * *

  “You made it on time,” Lemenova said, trying not to chuckle at the two stick-thin, crawling creatures who pushed their way through the unlocked door. “What good girls.”

  Both men panted, almost completely spent from the effort of movement, and sagged on their hands and knees before the haughty interrogator, staring at the floor.

  “Starting tomorrow,” Lemenova said, rising, “we will begin your training promptly at eight a.m. Every morning. You will not be late, you will not be absent, and you will not complain. Do you understand?”

  “Yes, ma’am,” they echoed.

  “What charming voices you’ve been given,” Lemenova remarked. “You learn to pout properly, and I can’t imagine the sort of man who could resist giving you anything you wanted.”

  The clicking of her high heels echoed on the concrete floor as she made a slow circle around them, oozing menace and sadistic amusement. “I dislike this sort of thing, you know,” she said conversationally as she paced. “Using force. We girls, we should never have to use force to get what we want. That sort of brutality, that lack of creativity, I prefer to leave to the men.”

  She squatted down, knees together, and raised Dmitri’s face with hard fingers beneath his chin. Their eyes met, and Dmitri found no pity there. Not even acknowledgement of his humanity. To her, Dmitri and Andrei were simply things. Projects. Problems to be solved. He felt helpless, entirely at the mercy of her hidden agenda, and swallowed reflexively.

  “You’re afraid of me,” she said in a dreamy voice. “You needn’t be.”

  She stood back to her full height. “I don’t want to hurt either of you. I only ask for your cooperation, that is all. I will never ask one of you to betray the other, to hurt the other, or to harm yourselves. No doubt you have heard about me, you knew that detestable name given to me. But those stories you may have heard, they are seldom true. I do not harm people unless they leave me no alternative.”

  She ran a hand across the back of Andrei’s neck, and he stiffened. “I much prefer us all to be reasonable. I have a job to do, a job I take very seriously, and one for which I am paid extremely well. I have a reputation to uphold, you see? I will produce my results, that is my purpose here. You can cooperate with me, work with me, and you will not be harmed. In fact, I occasionally even reward those who cooperate enthusiastically. Or you can defy me. Stand in my way. Many have, some even to great effect. But I will produce my results. It is entirely up to the two of you girls which way you want. Yes, I can be cruel. I can be vicious. Or you can choose to keep this civilized.”

  Andrei cleared his throat, waiting for permission to speak. A long silence stretched, their only indication that Lemenova wouldn’t strike at them for speaking a faint tapping of her toe.

  “We have discussed this, ma’am,” Andrei told her in a soft voice.

  “And?”

  “Svetka and I, we decided we would rather be civilized about this, as you mentioned,” he continued. “We don’t want to be hurt any more. But we have been very afraid. We don’t know what’s happening, much less why. It is the not knowing which has made us fight back. Not defiance – panic.”

  Lemenova pursed her lips. “You’re disarmingly honest,” she commented wryly. “And you, Svetlana? Do you agree as well?”

  “Yes, ma’am,” Dmitri said. “I resisted at first, but Tati brought me around. Neither of us wants to be hurt any more. We don’t want to be separated. But not knowing – it’s terrifying, ma’am. I don’t know of anyone who wouldn’t have fought against that.”

  “I think you may be right,” Lemenova said. “I’m glad you both decided to see reason.”

  “Thank you, ma’am,” Andrei said.

  “And that’s all it would take, you say. If I inform you, make this process not so much of a mystery, then you will stop being afraid and cooperate with me?” she asked.

  “Yes, ma’am,” they said as one.

  “A very reasonable request. Unusual, to be sure, but… I agree. If anything, it will be new to me, and I find that exciting. Tell me, girls… would you like to be able to stand up?”

  “Yes, ma’am,” they said in unison.

  “I think you deserve it, after such a mature decision. No reason to keep you on the floor like dogs,” she said. “I am going to summon my assistant, Zemka. She will help you find your feet again. It will be painful, yes, but not as much as before. You will be able to stand with much less discomfort.”

  Lemenova crossed behind her desk and pressed a button, which caused a soft buzzer to sound. The sound reminded them of the VR helmets enough to stiffen them both. They heard a door open and close, and the soft swish of nylon-clad thighs as a pair of very nice legs passed between them. Dmitri felt tugging and movement at his feet, causing him to hiss in pain, and then a little girlish whimper from Andrei when the same happened to him.

  “There you are,” Lemenova announced. “You can stand up now. Carefully. You’ll need to take your time and get used to this.”
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  The wet flop of bare feet against concrete did not reach Dmitri’s ears when he struggled to put his painful feet beneath him, instead hearing the scuff and clack of shoes. The shoes didn’t seem to cover enough of his feet, pushing and pinching in strange places and throwing his weight forward awkwardly. He managed to squat in a windmilling of stiff, sore arms and slowly straighten. His body weight settled on the balls of his feet, with a painful pinching of toes and a seeming inability to settle back onto his heels. Dmitri looked down, past the little hazy border of the bandage, and saw his petite, delicate feet now shod in women’s high-heeled pumps, with a pointed toe. His heels settled gingerly onto slender golden spikes, several inches above the floor, and an ankle strap dug painfully into the bandages around his ankles. Balance came after a short time, and the shoes became something approaching comfortable.

  Beside him, he saw Andrei making the same adjustments as he rose to his own full height, grabbing Dmitri’s shoulder for balance and grimacing in pain before easing down into the new form of balance.

  “Pretty, yes?” Lemenova commented.

  Knowing they would be punished for not answering, Andrei spoke first. “Yes, ma’am,” he said, peering at the black patent leather on his feet. “What size am I?”

  Lemenova chuckled richly. “Wonderful question, my dear girl,” she said. “I could give you the answer in European sizes, but that will not do you much good when you get where you’re going. In the United States, you’ll need a size six and a half. Svetlana will need a size seven.”

  “My ankles don’t hurt,” Dmitri commented softly.

  “Of course not,” Lemenova said. “Your feet have been modified, Svetlana. Tatiana’s, too. Men prefer women who wear heels, so we’ve modified you so that you can’t wear anything but.”

  “How high are these?” Andrei said, gingerly and carefully turning his foot to see.

  “Twelve centimeters,” Lemenova told them. “Five inches. You could go lower, but I would recommend no lower than three. Anything less will cause you extreme pain.”

  “And these are ours?” Dmitri asked, eyes downcast. “We can wear them back to our rooms, we don’t have to crawl any more?”

  “No, my little one, I won’t make you crawl,” Lemenova said. “Unless you make me, of course.”

  “I would never, ma’am,” Dmitri promised.

  “Then you may keep the shoes,” Lemenova told him. “Call them a gift. The first of many, I hope.”

  “Many?” Andrei asked.

  “Oh, you’ll find that I like to hold little contests,” Lemenova told them. “Award little prizes for good performance. I find it a charming way to motivate my charges. For example – your bandages will come off in about a week.”

  She leaned down behind her desk and lifted a box from the floor behind it, placing it on the desktop in the center. The beige box, marked across the top with ”Christian Louboutin” in golden script, looked innocuous enough, even though Lemenova ran her fingers over it covetously.

  “When the bandages come off, and we decide which one of you is the prettier, the winner will get these,” she said. “You do know about Louboutins, yes?”

  The two men shifted nervously, unaware but afraid to show ignorance.

  “Of course not, why would you? Your old selves, they would never know luxury like this,” Lemenova said. “You will learn much more as the days pass, but I will tell you that Christian Louboutin is one of the foremost shoe designers in the world. His designs are in great demand, and they are a mark of distinction for women, almost as much as a luxury car. They cost over two thousand Euros.”

  Dmitri’s eyes widened, and he heard Andrei gasp a little.

  “They will go to the prettiest girl beneath the bandages,” Lemenova told them. “Best of luck.”

  They dipped into awkward, clumsy curtsies. “Thank you, ma’am.”

  She clapped her hands in delight. “You remembered to curtsy! How lovely!” she cooed. “Such good girls Dr. Medleyev has sent me. Oh, this is going to be such fun.”

  * * * * *

  The next four hours passed both quickly and slowly, leaving them both panting and covered in sweat, their bandages sodden with perspiration and their ankles and feet throbbing with pain. They walked in endless circles, books balanced on their heads, their elbows restrained near their waists and their knees strapped together by elastic bands, forcing them to gesticulate their hands in big circles around hip level and take tiny, mincing steps. Lemenova watched from her desk as they bent, squatted, sat, stood and walked under the tutelage of the lovely young Zimka, who offered them gentle encouragement as they progressed. The loud clicks of their stiletto heels against the concrete floor echoed throughout the exercise, strange punctuation to their movements.
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  After the movement training, Lemenova put them to work lifting weights and working their lower bodies, causing fresh waves of pain and soreness after their surgeries. The awkwardness and difficulty of trying to exercise, paying attention to proper form the way Lemenova and Zimka instructed them, in five-inch heels only added to the misery and discomfort. Somehow, they persevered, fighting through the pain by encouraging one another in soft voices, only to end the session with nearly an hour of pedaling on stationary bicycles until their bandages began to cling to them and stink of perspiration.

  “Enough, I think, yes, Zimka?” Lemenova announced.

  “A good start, Ms. Lemenova,” the young, attractive woman replied happily. “I can work with this.”

  “Much easier than the last few to come through, yes?”

  Zimka laughed. “Yes, ma’am,” she said, amused. Dmitri immediately saw the reason for the chit-chat, that particular exchange where he and Andrei could hear. Zimka treated them with kindness, encouragement, she showed compassion where no one had before. Any hope of recruiting Zimka to their side needed to be crushed. In the simple exchange of reminiscence, Lemenova informed Dmitri and Andrei that Zimka belonged to her, that she had transformed others at Lemenova’s side and they had history together. Zimka would not be worked loose of her boss.

  Andrei sagged against the handlebars of the stationary bike, unused to exercise from his time before and struggling now. Zimka handed him a towel, which he used to mop the sodden bandages.

  “You did well enough,” Zimka told him. “Keep working hard. It will get easier.”

  “Why… why do we… need this?” Andrei panted.

  Lemenova clucked her tongue, but not in dissatisfaction. “I can see that our arrangement will be an adjustment for me,” she chuckled. “But I did agree to help you past this fear of the unknown, and I keep my promises.”

  She stepped around to the front of the exercise bike and placed her hands atop Andrei’s. “You need to exercise, Tatiana, because of your health. It’s that simple. I can’t let one of my girls into the world who can’t climb a flight of stairs without becoming winded, or who can’t dance the night away in a club. One who can’t keep up.”

  She leaned closer. “And I saw you, before Dr. Medleyev fixed you. A disgusting, obese troll. I will burn that tendency out of you, my little dove,” she said menacingly. “You will exercise. You will learn to love it, and you will keep it up whether I or Zimka are here with you or not. Because fat girls don’t get good husbands, do you understand?”

  “Yes, ma’am,” Andrei whispered, eyes locked in the viperous stare of Lemenova’s.

  “Say it.”

  “I must exercise,” Andrei rasped, ashen-faced. “Because fat girls don’t get good husbands.”

  Lemenova stood straight, a bright smile on her face, all trace of menace vanished in an instant. “There, you see? Not hard.”

  She walked back around behind her desk and pressed a button. “Sergei will be here soon to take you back to your room and change your bandages. I’m afraid Zimka quite ruined the ones you had on. You will get your evening meal after that, and then straight to bed. I will see you both again at eight o’clock tomorrow morning.”

  “Thank you both for a good day,” Zimka said brightly. “I appreciate your hard work!”

  The Ogre – Sergei – pushed through the door wordlessly, only this time sparing a hungry look at Zimka before turning to his charges. They stood, allowing him to catch them behind their elbows. The Ogre shortened his stride a little to compensate for the mincing sashay Lemenova drilled into them over the last few hours, and his irritation at having to walk so slowly delighted Dmitri and Andrei both.

  “I have permitted you both some more appetizing food for your dinner,” Lemenova said. “Dr. Medleyev’s paste gives your bodies what it needs, but lacks much in the way of taste. I hope you enjoy what I send you tonight.”

  “I’m sure we will, Ms. Lemenova,” Dmitri said.

  “And Tatiana, do be sure to push your plate away before you finish everything,” she said, that icy edge of cruelty coming back into her voice and eyes.

  “Yes, ma’am,” Andrei said with the requisite curtsy. “I wouldn’t want to get fat, and miss my chance for a good husband.”

  “Good girl,” Lemenova said. “Sergei, take them away.”

  * * * * *

  The Ogre changed their bandages quickly and efficiently – at least the lumbering behemoth of a man did have medical competency – but placed himself deliberately where neither of them could see the other bare-faced. He left their mouths uncovered this time, revealing huge swollen lips ringed with scabs, the large pouting ‘done’ lips they’d seen among the girls in the nightclubs, hanging around the rich men. Dmitri touched his lips gingerly, and they felt like balloons to him.

  Dinner arrived, this time on a rolling cart like hotel room service. A small table had been placed in the corner of their room, with two straight-backed chairs. The Ogre set two covered plates on the table alongside two rolls of silverware in cloth napkins, and a bottle of wine and a pitcher of water between the plates.

  He left as silently as he’d come, and the two men sat down, whisking away the covers from their plates to reveal grilled fish with some kind of yellowish sauce, rice, and steamed asparagus. The aroma struck them both almost physically, causing their eyes to close and rapt smiles to spread across their cartoonishly swollen lips.

  Dmitri unrolled his silverware and dropped the napkin into his lap. Andrei paused only to fill the glasses – both his own and Dmitri’s – with water and wine before taking up his knife and fork and setting to with a will. The meal was done to perfection – easily one of the finest either man had ever had – and it broke Andrei’s heart to push the plate away unfinished, but the fear of Lemenova’s retribution stilled his appetite. So much so that when the Ogre arrived while they sipped the last of the wine, he lifted the lid on a covered tray to reveal several tempting desserts that made Andrei’s mouth water, but he lifted a slender hand and refused.

  The Ogre poured them coffee and then offered an open humidor to them both. Andrei’s disappointment at not having dessert evaporated instantly as he selected a cigarette – one of the long, skinny ladies’ varieties – from the humidor and placed it between his swollen lips. The Ogre lit it and set a glass ashtray between them, leaving silently as Andrei sucked passionately on the cigarette, filling the little room with a billowing haze of smoke beneath the recessed fluorescent lights.
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  “Oh, dear heaven, this is good,” Andrei breathed, blowing out more smoke.

  “I think we passed her test,” Dmitri whispered.

  “I hope so,” Andrei answered softly. “I really did not want to pass on dessert.”

  “She was watching,” Dmitri said. “I’m glad you realized that.”

  “Or she just wants us to think that she’s watching,” Andrei said. “Either one is just as bad. I’d prefer not to have that horrible woman inside my head, but I don’t know if we’ll be able to avoid it.”

  “What now?” Dmitri said, peering around the corner, looking for the Ogre’s shadow or the sound of his heavy tread.

  “I suppose we go to bed, the way Lemenova told us,” Andrei said. “I’m hoping this becomes a routine. Something we can predict. Until we know what’s coming, we won’t be able to plan an escape.”

  “I agree,” Dmitri said. He sipped the last of his coffee and set the cup back in the saucer delicately, then raised his chirpy, girlish voice to its loudest. “Sergei? We’re finished, Sergei. Ms. Lemenova expects us in bed, we need you to come clear up!”

  Andrei dissolved into silent laughter. “That is perfect,” he said. “Did you see his face when he had to bring us dinner like that? And now calling him to come get the dishes?”

  Dmitri fought laughter of his own. “It’s the little victories, at this point,” he said.

  The lock clacked, the door slammed, and the heavy tread of the Ogre clomped down the hallway. He rolled in his cart, pushed it against the wall, and pressed another paper cup full of tablets into each of their hands. They swallowed them with the last of the water in the glass goblets and the Ogre gestured towards their beds. They obeyed, still swaying in their high heeled shoes, and climbed into the cots without removing the footwear.

  This time, the Ogre’s face split into a cruel grin of his own. He buckled them down roughly, pinning them to the mattresses with one large paw in the center of their chests, and then retrieved the VR headgear from his cart, advancing on them both, fastening them into hellish darkness.


  Part Four

   

  THE NIGHT’S VIRTUAL REALITY SEEMED different, somehow, despite the cruel joy the Ogre took in placing the headsets over their bandaged faces. The lights and noise still assaulted them, the buried images still implanted themselves in their brains, and the little islands of peace accompanied by images of pretty, sexy girls still soothed them, added to images of things like shoes, dresses, jewelry and purses. But now colors entered into the darkness, and soft words which seemed to occur to them more like their own thoughts than anything someone spoke.

  Dmitri tried to concentrate, but the nightly pills stole his focus and made him slack-jawed and punch drunk, unable to find anything to navigate by in the sea of images and sensations. All he knew was that there was as much pleasure – delight, warmth, happiness – as pain in this series.

  He actually awoke a bit refreshed, but his sheets and bandages still clung to him, sodden with sweat. He discovered with alarm that he vomited during the night, his chest and his bandages caked with last night’s dinner and the cloying smell of the wine.

  The Ogre stood over him, removing the headset and unbuckling the restraints. Dmitri picked at his sodden, stinking clothing with obvious disgust while the Ogre released Andrei from his imprisonment in the adjacent bed. They just had time to adjust to their newfound balance in the high heels – still on their feet from the night before – when the Ogre spoke, his gravelly voice shocking them, so used to his silence.

  “This way,” he told them. They followed, more curious than afraid, as he led them to a small room across the hall and unlocked the door with a swipe of his key card. The heavy lock clacked, echoing, and he brought them into a small bathroom. Two showers stood side-by-side against one wall, separated by a thick tiled wall, and a low counter with two basins stretched across the opposite wall. Dmitri saw room for stools to be placed below the counter, but none occupied the obvious spots. No mirrors hung on the walls, either.

  “In,” the Ogre said roughly, pointing. “Leave your clothes. Use the soap. You smell.”

  Less interested in the why as in the relief at being clean, they stripped out of their stinking hospital gowns and began working on the bandages. Dmitri cut his eyes over at his friend as they both undressed. Andrei’s body, devoid of its previous blubber, moved sleekly, ribs protruding from smooth skin, showing telltale signs of rounding at the hips. He tried not to notice that Andrei had the makings of a particularly nice ass.

  The Ogre separated them, making sure that neither could see the other when the bandages came off. Dmitri explored his face as best he could with fingertips, gingerly, since his face still ached and hurt beneath the slightest pressure. But other than the pillowy, drastically inflated pout of his enhanced lips, he could detect no real difference. Somewhere, over the course of his confinement, someone had shaved him bald. His fingers traced unfamiliar circles along his naked scalp.

  The water came on in a blast, ice-cold at first, making Dmitri recoil against the far wall, covering his chest and tucking one leg upwards reflexively. After a few moments, the water warmed, going past comfortable into the realm of actually hot, stinging his abused flesh and making his incisions and bruises ache terribly.

  Dmitri could not help but notice his chest, now that no cloth stood between him and the view. Little but noticeable mounds grew there, more pointy than round, capped by nipples at least twice as large as they had been the last time he’d looked. Those nipples stiffened reflexively beneath the spray, causing little swirling tendrils of pleasure that Dmitri had never felt in association with that part of his anatomy before. A quick swipe with his fingers gave him evidence that his cock still existed, but he noticed the difference in size and girth. Only a puny, flaccid and skinny thing remained, and his scrotum flopped emptily against his smooth thighs, warm and slightly sticky.
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  It’s happening, Dmitri thought, a part of him feeling as though it was dying. It’s really happening.

  “You have five minutes,” the Ogre announced over the spray of the shower. “No talking.”

  Dmitri grabbed the unmarked bottle on the little shelf beneath the shower head and the little pink bath puff which dangled beneath it. He poured a generous dollop of the strange, white cream into the folds of the puff and worked it into a thick lather, which he spread over his body. The sites of his surgery stung viciously, making him yelp and bite his inflated lip in pain. He longed to scrub, to sluice the pain and horror of the last few days off through brute force, but his skin could only take the barest of touches. Somehow, he managed to lather his entire body – including the agonizing process of cleaning his abused, lacerated face – and rinse himself clean in the allotted time, even managing a short few seconds of motionless soaking, balanced painfully on his tiptoes, devoid of the supporting heels, under the hot water before the water shut off automatically, leaving him dripping. He hugged himself, rubbing his arms briskly, as the chilly air of the outside fought back the warm embrace of the steam and sent chills through his body, pebbling his smooth skin. He’d never before stopped to appreciate his body hair, until he felt the chilly lack of it.

  A thin, scratchy towel flew over the tiled wall. Dmitri grabbed it greedily and wrapped himself, blotting off the cooling beads of water as he did. Shivering, he backed further into the stall, trying to enjoy the last little vestiges of steam, as the Ogre came in bearing a cloth-wrapped bundle. At least the hulking bastard thought to bring his shoes, which he slipped on gratefully, no longer tottering and fighting for balance, or hissing in shocked pain every time his heels dipped below a certain altitude.

  The Ogre thrust the bundle into Dmitri’s unprepared hands, making him juggle a bit. A bit confused, he opened the cloth wrapping, revealing a stretchy tube-like garment and three capped bottles.

  “Use the cleanser, then the lotion,” the Ogre said, pointing at each of the bottles in turn. “Arms, face, legs, body. After it dries, apply the powder, then get dressed. You have five minutes.”

  Dmitri tried his best to remember the directions, but the fear of physical violence that exuded from the Ogre like a stench drew his attention away. He looked at the three bottles, totally unable to remember which was which.

  Daring to try, he moved to the adjoining wall and stood on tiptoe, stage-whispering over the partition. “Psst! Tatiana!” he summoned, looking to see if the noise summoned the Ogre.

  “What?” his friend’s high, lilting voice answered after a moment.

  “I can’t remember which bottle is which,” he confessed.

  Tatiana let out with an exasperated but somehow loving sigh. “Start with the cleanser. Be careful, it stings like the devil,” he said.

  “Which one is the cleanser?” Dmitri asked.

  “Oh, Svetka,” Andrei said. “The cleanser is in the taupe bottle. The lotion is the mauve, and the powder is in the ecru one.”

  “Thanks,” Dmitri replied, looking down in recognition before stopping short. Taupe? Mauve? Ecru? he thought in dismay. Why would Tati use those words to describe the colors? And how in the hell would I know which one was taupe? I’d never even heard those words before today!

  Even as shocked as he was, Dmitri complied with the Ogre’s instructions and began smearing the cleanser onto his skin. Andrei hadn’t lied – the slick oily liquid stung almost bad enough to make him howl, but the sensation was thankfully short-lived. Next came the lotion, which stung as badly but in a different way, and seemed to soothe its own discomfort after a few seconds. Dmitri could almost detect a subtle change in his skin after he applied it, seeing the barest little hint of a healthy, youthful glow.

  He dumped a sizeable cloud of the powder out into his hand, using far too much vigor, and stood spitting and squinting in a billowing cloud of vaguely-pink particles. The powder seemed to almost melt into his skin, and made the stinging mess of his surgeries almost vanish, but Dmitri completely missed that in lieu of the cloying, floral scent. Something essentially, undeniably feminine. Girly.

  What’s worse, it smelled really good. A part of Dmitri wanted it on his body.

  He only just managed to tug the little white tube-dress up his rakishly slender body, trying hard not to notice the rounded curves of his hips or the little but undeniable bumps of his breasts as the clinging, stretchy garment hugged his contours. Dmitri dropped the flimsy towel to the floor just as the Ogre walked into the stall. Wordlessly, the giant man beckoned Dmitri forward, out into the little changing area outside the shower stall. The Ogre wrapped his face back in the bandages deftly and jerked a thumb over his shoulder. Dmitri clicked and clacked on his stiletto heels, sashaying the way he’d been trained, into the bathroom proper where Andrei waited, one hand on his hip and his legs shoulder-width apart in a sexy, runway-model pose they’d both learned yesterday from Zimka.

  “What time is it?” Andrei asked Dmitri brightly, his chirping soprano sounding chipper and adorable.

  “I saw the clock on the way in,” Dmitri said. “It was five o’clock.”

  “Five? Why so early?” Andrei asked.

  “Because Ms. Lemenova said five,” the Ogre grunted. “She wants you used to it. You’ll get up the same time, every day.”

  Oh, my God, Andrei thought dismally, thinking of his own mother and why she always rose at the crack of dawn. It’s to give us time. Time to do our makeup and hair.

  “Your breakfast will get cold,” the Ogre said. “Go eat.”

  “You’re not coming with us?” Andrei asked, a bit confused.

  The Ogre chuckled, a chilling sound. “Try to run away from me in those,” he said, pointing to their high-heeled shoes – pumps, Andrei thought, wondering why they were suddenly different from shoes in his mind. “If you try, I will catch you. You will not like it when I do.”

  Dmitri started to say something defiant, something to deny the fear he felt, but Andrei caught his arm and turned him around, walking out of the bathroom in a clicking of heels. “Pick your battles, kukolka,” he cautioned. “Now isn’t the time.”

  “I hate that fucker,” Dmitri growled.

  “I know, Svetka, I know,” Andrei said. “I do, too. We will have our day. But it’s not today, okay?”

  “Okay. You’re right, I know.”

  “C’mon, let’s eat,” Andrei said happily.

  Andrei threaded his arm through Dmitri’s, pulling him close and pressing a slender and somewhat intoxicating body against his arm. Dmitri could plainly feel the budding breasts with their prominent nipples pushing through the thin fabric of the little white dress into his upper arm.

  “I can’t believe they shaved us bald,” Dmitri muttered as they walked, his whisper easily lost beneath the echoing typewriter clack of their heels.

  “I know,” Andrei said. “I was furious. No wonder we’re so cold all of the time.”

  “It just makes me wonder what they have in store for us,” Dmitri said. “No doubt it will hurt. Everything else has.”

  “For some hair, it might just be worth it,” Andrei said brightly.

  “How can you be so cheerful?”

  “I don’t know. I just woke up in a good mood,” Andrei said.

  “And have you noticed? How you see colors, for instance?” Dmitri went on.

  “What do you mean?”

  “What color is the wall, there, Tati?” Dmitri asked.

  “I don’t know. Somewhere between charcoal and slate, I think, it’s hard to tell in this light.”

  “See?” Dmitri said. “The man I know, he just would’ve said ‘gray.’ They did something to us last night.”

  “If you haven’t noticed, Svetka, they do something to us every night,” Andrei riposted. “So we have more words to describe colors, now. It could have been worse.”

  “But how can they do this to us without our knowing?”

  “Who knows? Those helmets they lock us into each night, probably,” Andrei said. “Now, will you quit worrying? We have a long day ahead of us.”

  Quit worrying, Dmitri thought. I almost expected to hear that I’d get wrinkles if I didn’t.

  They re-entered their room, only to find it changed. The twin cots still lay side-by-side, but instead of the drab gray woolen blankets, a fluffy pink duvet adorned one and a lavender one lay across the other, with a little dust ruffle around the bottom and some thick pillows on each in matching pillowcases. A little stuffed teddy bear, clutching a red satin heart, sat on the pink bed.

  Across the room, in addition to their little table which now bore a little vase holding daisies, two narrow armoires stood. A thin rug lay over the floor. A bedside table sat between the two beds, holding an array of bottles – taupe, mauve, and ecru, Dmitri noticed with a sinking heart – and copies of Elle and Vogue.

  “Look how pretty!” Andrei said happily, taking a mincing running start and leaping into the middle of the pink bed, clutching the teddy bear to his chest. “So much better than before.”

  “At least it looks more comfortable,” Dmitri muttered, running his fingers across the duvet.

  “You are such a sourpuss,” Andrei said. “Lemenova did say we’d be rewarded if we cooperated. Maybe this is a part of that. Doesn’t it matter to you that we can finally be warm at night? That our feet won’t freeze off the moment they touch the floor any more? We earned this, kukolka. We worked hard for it.”

  “All we did was play along,” Dmitri said. “Do what she wanted.”

  “And we got something in exchange.”

  “I don’t want her thinking we can be bought so cheaply, Tati,” Dmitri said.

  “Y’know, you are being a real…” Andrei covered his mouth with both hands, eyes shocked behind the bandages. “Oh my God.”

  “What?”

  “I almost said bitch,” he confessed. “I almost said you were being a bitch, Dmitri.”

  “They’re getting to us,” Dmitri confessed.

  “But you don’t understand. Before, I would have called you an asshole. A bastard. A dickhead. You remember, I called you those all the time, when I teased you. Those should feel natural.”

  “But not this time,” Dmitri breathed. “Not any more.”

  “No,” Andrei said. “The first word to pop into my head was bitch. Not asshole, not dickhead. Bitch. After that, things like cunt.”

  “Andrei, do you… what do you see when you look at me?”

  “My best friend,” Andrei replied, taking Dmitri’s hand and squeezing hard. “My only friend.”

  “But past that,” Dmitri said. “If you were to look at me like you just met me. A stranger. What would you see?”

  “I’m not sure,” Andrei said. “I can’t see you as anything other than the only friend I have left. Family, almost. What are you asking me?”

  “Try this,” Dmitri said. “Imagine if I wasn’t here. Not in the room, I mean, somewhere else like the bathroom, and Zimka or Lemenova came in and tried to take my blanket. And you decided to stop them. What would you tell them?”

  “Uh…”

  “Don’t think about it, just imagine it and say what pops into your head, like before,” Dmitri instructed.

  “I would say, ‘don’t take that. You can’t have it. It doesn’t belong to you.’” Andrei said.

  “Would you tell them who it did belong to? What would you say?” Dmitri pressed.

  “I’d say, ‘leave it alone. That’s Svetlana’s,’” Andrei said, and his eyes widened visibly through the slit of the bandages. “I’d tell them ‘It’s hers.’”

  “Hers.”

  “I see you as female,” Andrei said. “When I look at you. I see a girl.”

  “That’s starting to happen to me, too,” Dmitri said.

  “I promised,” Andrei said, tears welling in his wide eyes. “I promised to call you Dmitri.”

  “But you don’t see Dmitri.”

  “No,” Andrei said, sobbing quietly. “I don’t. I only see Svetlana. My best friend. My sister.”

  “We can’t let them do this,” Dmitri said. “We have to hold on tighter. Remember who we were. You are Andrei Ivanovich Kruschneyev. My friend, that I’ve known since we were schoolboys. The one I drank with and chased girls with in college. We borrowed your uncle’s car – the same car in the parking lot upstairs, I hope – and went to Odessa over break in our final year. You fucked a girl from Minsk in our hotel room, I sat outside on the floor in the hallway drinking vodka.”

  “Dmitri, I barely remember that.”

  “You were pretty drunk,” Dmitri offered in a feeble attempt at humor.

  “No, I mean I barely remember that it was a girl,” Andrei said. “I can see it, but if I don’t concentrate, then it was a boy I fucked in that hotel room. I see us as schoolgirls together, even our uniforms were different. We took ballet together, even though I know we were on the football team. I have to claw to remember that I was goalkeeper. I see us at the barre, learning to plié. We dreamed about joining the Bolshoi, not the National Team.”

  “If you have to claw for those memories, then claw for them,” Dmitri said. “We cannot let them slip away.”

  “Do you see me as a girl?” Andrei asked.

  “No,” Dmitri answered, but he felt a hard pang of doubt. The body pressed into his arm as they walked along the hallway before had not been a male body. The scent of the powder from their baths had not been a boy’s scent. That foundation showed cracks and threatened to crumble inside Dmitri’s mind.

  “Why does that make me sad?” Andrei asked.

  “That I still see you as a male?” Dmitri asked.

  He nodded weakly. “You said you did, and I should have felt glad. Proud. But instead… I wanted to hear you say ‘yes,’ Svetlana. I wanted to hear you say you saw me as a girl. A pretty girl.”

  Dmitri wasn’t sure what drove him, but he sat on the bed and wrapped his friend in a tight hug. Andrei sobbed against his narrow shoulder as Dmitri rocked him gently back and forth, making soft shushing noises. Ordinarily, watching anyone cry made Dmitri acutely uncomfortable, but not now. He simply waited, making soothing noises, holding his friend close until the tears ran their course. And it felt like the most natural thing in the world.

  “Better?” Dmitri asked.

  “A little,” Andrei said, sniffling.

  “I didn’t know this would happen so fast,” Dmitri said, “but I suspected it would happen. Eventually.”

  “I didn’t,” Andrei said. “I’ve been too accepting. Too weak, too soft. I’ve been allowing this shit they’re doing to us to just flow through me, and it’s changed me. I should have fought harder, like you.”

  “No, you shouldn’t,” Dmitri said. “You’re not me, Tati. You’re different. You have your own ways, and I respect that. Don’t compare yourself to me. Don’t make yourself feel less. That’s what Lemenova wants. You are every bit as strong, every bit as fierce, every bit as tough.”

  “I don’t feel that way,” Andrei said.

  “Well, start,” Dmitri said with a soft chuckle. “Now hurry, we need to eat. We are due at Lemenova’s office in less than an hour, and you’ll want time to enjoy your cigarette.”

  * * * * *

  “Good morning,” Lemenova said brightly when they entered her office, at eight o’clock on the dot. “I trust the two of you are well rested?”

  “Yes, ma’am,” Andrei said, slightly ahead of Dmitri.

  “Very well,” Lemenova said. “This way. Sit, please.” She gestured to a small table surrounded by chairs. She sat Dmitri across the table from Andrei, and placed herself between them. She set a stack of cards face down in front of her.

  “I thought we’d begin with a little competition,” she said. “To see who absorbed the most from last night’s lesson. I hold up a card, and the first one to tell me what they see will get a point. Whoever earns the most points by the time I run out of cards will get the prize.”

  She held up the first card, showing a picture of a woman in a dress. Strange, unfamiliar words popped unbidden into Dmitri’s head, hazy and difficult to catch. Andrei chimed in almost instantaneously.
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  “A-line dress, princess waist, hand-beaded,” she said. “Cloche hat and solitaire necklace.”

  “Very good,” Lemenova said. “One point for Tatiana.”

  She held up the next card. Dmitri struggled once more, losing another point to Andrei’s answer as he identified the clothing and jewelry flawlessly.

  “Is there a problem, Svetlana?” Lemenova asked, a cold edge on her voice through the cheerfulness.

  “No, ma’am,” Dmitri said sullenly. “Well… maybe, ma’am. I know what Tati says is right. The words are all there, just on the tip of my tongue. I just can’t seem to make them come out.”

  “That won’t do,” Lemenova said darkly. “Do you think you might require some persuasion?”

  Andrei clutched Lemenova’s hand. “Please, Ms. Lemenova, let Svetlana at least try. I’ll sacrifice a point and sit this one out. Maybe if Svetka gets a chance to work it out on her own, things will start to come back.”

  Lemenova gave Dmitri a hard look. “Such a good friend you have, Svetlana.”

  “I know, ma’am,” Dmitri said. “More than a friend. Family.”

  “Very touching.” She held up the next card.

  Dmitri tried to grasp the foreign, arcane vocabulary rattling around inside his mind, stuttering and stammering. Andrei took his hand gently. “Relax, kokulka,” he cooed softly. “Don’t fight. Let the words come. You know them, I know you do.”

  Dmitri took a deep breath and closed his eyes, letting go of his desperate attempt to capture the words. Seemingly of their own volition, his swollen lips parted and he heard his girlish soprano say “Lycra bandage dress with pailette sequins, seamed stockings and four-inch open-toe pumps. Jimmy Choo, I think. Sequined Gucci clutch. Fascinator with dyed ostrich feathers and an acrylic rose tea ring.”

  Andrei clutched Dmitri’s hand and offered a bright smile behind the bandages.

  “Very good, indeed,” Lemenova said. “Your friend is good for you, Svetlana, I hope you know that.”

  “I do, I very much do, ma’am.”

  “Good. Now, back to the contest, yes? Next card.”

  * * * * *

  Even though Andrei won that competition and the two subsequent ones, at least Dmitri learned how to access the implanted vocabulary and skills sufficiently, using the technique Andrei suggested, well enough to make a decent showing and avoid any punishment. Andrei, for his part, seemed delighted with the prizes won in the contests, particularly the little leather hobo bag slung over his narrow shoulder. Lemenova issued them both purses, to be carried with them at all times, but Andrei’s showing in the contests allowed him to sling a genuine leather Fendi, as opposed to the generic and poorly-made bag which nestled in the crook of Dmitri’s elbow. Little pangs of jealously did crawl along Dmitri’s spine, but he forced them down. A determination to try harder at the contests remained, but Dmitri could chalk that up to his natural competitive streak.

  They finished the session by sweating and groaning beneath the weight machines and then on the stair-climbers, made even more difficult by the heels. Both of them fell once or twice in a sprawling heap, but gained no compassion or even a break from their taskmistress. Only a razor-sharp order to climb back up and continue their exercise. Dmitri’s legs trembled by the time Lemenova gave them the order to stop.

  “Well, Tatiana clearly had more knowledge,” Lemenova said. “But Svetlana performed much better in the physical challenges. You’ve given me a tough choice, ladies, but I’m afraid that today, Svetlana will walk away as today’s printsessa. Congratulations, Svetlana.”

  Something about the feminine word made Dmitri want to recoil in shame, but at the same time swelled his chest with pride and satisfaction. The tiniest little twinge, to use the term and lord it over Andrei for the rest of the day, flared inside his mind for the briefest of moments.

  She’s making me into a real bitch, Dmitri thought. A petty, jealous little bitch.

  “Congratulations, Printsessa Svetka,” Andrei said with a genuine smile. “You earned it.”

  “We both earned plenty today, sestra,” Dmitri replied, giving his friend a light, companionable hug.

  “And for the printsessa, her prize,” Lemenova said, handing Dmitri a gold foil gift bag. Dmitri took it cautiously, separating the tissue paper gently and peering inside. He reached in and withdrew a flash drive with a case of pink glitter, gazing at it curiously.

  “You’ll know what it is shortly, Printsessa,” Lemenova said. “And I guarantee you’ll love it.”

  * * * * *

  They walked back to their shared room alone, arm in arm, their purses bumping against them unfamiliarly as they struggled to get used to the weight and carriage of a handbag. It forced them to sashay a bit differently, holding one hand palm-up at all times to offset the weight, even though the purses contained nothing.
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  “What do you think it is?” Dmitri whispered, looking at the flash drive strangely.

  “No idea,” Andrei replied. “Maybe something to be added to the VR at night?”

  “I hope not,” Dmitri said. “That is almost more than I can take as it is.”

  Andrei held up the plain, unadorned gray flash drive he received from Lemenova before they left. Nothing pink or sparkly or girly about it. It seemed drab and lifeless by comparison to the one between Dmitri’s slender fingers.

  They arrived at the room, where lunch awaited them on their little table. Andrei ignored the meal in favor of the humidor, lighting another of the little skinny cigarettes with a match and puffing contentedly with his swollen lips. Dmitri sat at the table, gazing at the flash drive.
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  “I can feel it, you know,” Dmitri commented, faraway.

  “Feel what?”

  “My crotch,” he replied. “Drawing in. And up. Inside me.”

  “I can, too,” Andrei said. “I feel like I could almost get a finger in.”

  “I don’t think I could take that,” Dmitri told him honestly. “I don’t even want to look down there, much less touch.”

  “It’s your own body,” Andrei said. “You shouldn’t feel that way about it.”

  “Was my body,” Dmitri said. “The one I was born with.”

  “And now we have these,” Andrei said. “We have to make the best of this.”

  “I know, I know,” Dmitri said. “I just wish I knew what was supposed to happen next.”

  Andrei tapped ashes into the glass ashtray with a long finger, then crossed one arm across his body – below where his breasts would be – holding the cigarette up with the other, beside his face in a very feminine style. It struck Dmitri how easily and effortlessly the new, feminine mannerisms and gestures embedded themselves into them. Was it the pills they received? The VR? Lemenova’s exercises? Where was the weak link in the chain, the place where Dmitri could place his resistance and stop this?

  “Dammit,” he growled, dropping the flash drive beside his covered plate. “I don’t want to be here any more, Andrei. I want out.”

  “You know that can’t happen,” Andrei said cautiously.

  “I don’t know any such thing!” Dmitri snarled, launching himself down the hallway. He arrived at the metal door to Yuri’s lab and pounded on it with both fists, hurling himself bodily at the unyielding steel, while Andrei click-clacked down the hallway in his feminine mince, elbows by his sides, purse swaying.

  One wild kick knocked the cover of the card reader askew. Wildly, Dmitri grabbed the cover and yanked, pulling it free of its screws and exposing the wiring underneath. He tore at the wiring wildly, screaming wordlessly, causing sparks to pop and sizzle. The door opened behind him and the Ogre’s strong hands grasped Dmitri’s shoulders, pressing him mercilessly into the concrete wall.

  “Enough of this,” Yuri’s calm voice said from behind the Ogre’s imposing bulk.

  “The lock is damaged,” the Ogre commented thickly.

  “Call maintenance and have it replaced,” Yuri instructed. “In the meantime, we’ll begin. Restrain them, and then go and get the flash drives. And perhaps a little something to prevent future outbursts. Go ahead and prepare the hand treatment, if you would be so kind, Sergei.”

  “Right away, Doctor,” the Ogre said, dragging Dmitri effortlessly into the lab, his feet scuffling and clicking wildly in their high heels, struggling to keep up. The Ogre deposited him onto a table and secured him with straps across his chest and hips, then restrained his arms and legs. Andrei followed more docilely, climbing up onto the adjacent table without resistance, lying still while the Ogre secured him in place. The Ogre disappeared down the hallway for a while, coming back a few minutes later with the two flash drives and a large plastic case, which he set down between them. Yuri re-entered a short time later, gowned and masked, and slid his hands into sterile gloves while the Ogre began placing skin-tight caps of cold metal and plastic over the captive men’s heads.

  “What are the drives?” Andrei asked plaintively, pure terror ringing in the high soprano voice.

  “Nothing to concern you,” the Ogre said, but Yuri spoke over him.

  “Codes to generate specific proteins,” Yuri said, his voice faraway, lost in the science of it. “You’d be surprised how difficult it is to synthesize a protein. Normally, it takes the human body far less time than it takes a laboratory. Until we found the right process. Again, one of the miracles from Chernobyl. Amazing what you can do, given the right kind of mutations.”

  “Oh, God, not again,” Dmitri wailed.

  “Don’t be so melodramatic,” Yuri said. “Or I’ll have you gagged. I won’t have you distracting myself or Sergei while we work with your pitiful crying. You will be the recipients of miraculous technology, leaps and bounds ahead of what modern medicine claims is possible. You should be honored.”

  The Ogre finished with the caps, plugging them into computers beside each of their surgical tables. Then he pressed their hands roughly into some kind of rigid glove, locking them in place. A soft whir sounded as the ‘gloves’ activated and the two men whimpered pitifully as small needles inserted themselves beneath their fingernails and into their cuticles.
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  “A shame you weren’t ready for this, but it appears to be necessary,” Yuri said apologetically.

  “You’ve already mutated us,” Dmitri panted, nearly insane with panic and fear. “What is left?”

  “I’m not mutating you, silly,” Yuri said with dry amusement. “I never said I would be mutating you. No, I simply have to generate proteins. I can use pretty much anything for that, so long as it’s organic. I need to mutate the end proteins. When we found this substance at Chernobyl, no one could think of a use for it. Not even myself, I’m sad to confess. No, it took Ms. Lemenova to open my eyes to the possibilities. Just imagine, a way to mutate any organic protein in such a way that it will bind instantly to living tissue. The possibilities may be quite infinite.”

  Andrei’s voice trembled very close to tears. “And this process, will it hurt?” he asked in a small voice.

  “Haven’t they all?” Yuri said coldly. “The price of beauty, I’m afraid.”


  Part Five

   

  EVEN HIS FITFUL DREAMS RECALLED the feeling of a million tiny fibers, drilling into his skull, making him scream and thrash until no voice remained. Dmitri stirred a measureless time later, hot tears still leaking from his eyes into his bandages, sobbing and heaving with remembered pain.

  “Are you awake?” Andrei called softly from somewhere beside him. His own bubbly soprano sounded raw and hoarse, a testament to his own screams.

  “I’m so sorry, Andrei,” Dmitri croaked. “I lost my temper, and you suffered for it.”

  “Never mind that now,” Andrei said. “Are you okay?”

  Dmitri shuddered. “It hurt, Andrei. It hurt so much.”

  “Yes, it did,” Andrei confirmed. “I tried to stop you. Yuri told me he would have sedated us for that.”

  “I know,” Dmitri said, a tiny sob escaping his swollen, soft lips. “I was an idiot. Please don’t be mad at me any more, Andrei. Please. I don’t think I can stand it if you’re mad at me.”

  “I’ll get over it,” Andrei said, the high voice softening a little. “Sit up. I need to see you.”

  Dmitri struggled a little, groaning, but managed to lever himself up onto his elbows and then sit upright with a burning ache of abused abdominal muscles. A strange weight tugged at his head, pulling his chin upwards, and a softness settled around his shoulders.
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  Long, white-blonde hair drifted across the vision slit in the bandages, shiny and soft. It parted around his shoulders in a luminous curtain, curling slightly, and settled in a soft, warm cascade down his back to end somewhere around his backside. He pulled a thick, soft tendril in front of his eyes with his fingers, studying how it caught and reflected the light.

  “It figures,” Andrei said angrily. “You are the fucking printsessa today, after all.”

  Dmitri focused his vision to the bed beside him, taking his eyes away from the luminous blonde locks and taking a look at his friend. Andrei sat up in a huddle of pink covers, clutching the little white bear with the red satin heart. Spilling wildly from atop the wrapped bandages, a thick cascade of black hair tumbled, spilling over his shoulders and down his back to puddle on the bed behind Andrei’s bottom. Soft waves in the midnight cascade reflected white, shining softly in the flickering lights.

  “My God, Andrei. Your hair.”

  “I know,” Andrei said. “So unfair.”

  “Unfair?”

  “I wanted to be blonde,” Andrei hissed. “But only the printsessa gets to be blonde, I suppose.”

  “You’re jealous?”

  “Insanely,” Andrei said. “Look at this horrid color.”

  “Please don’t be angry with me,” Dmitri begged. “If I could trade with you, I swear I would. I promise, just as soon as we get out of here, I’ll pay personally so you can go have it dyed blonde. I’ll cut mine short, whatever you want. I’ll shave it off.”

  Andrei snorted derisive laughter. “You couldn’t do that, not in a million years. Look at it. Look at it, and tell me you’re not in love.”

  Dmitri closed his eyes, unable to respond. He dared not look at his splendid, beautiful hair. The thickness of it, the softness, the exquisite color. The wild desire inside him to get a tan, so his skin might set off the color to better effect. The urgent need to learn how to style it, wear it in as many different ways as he could. Andrei was right – it was love. Deep, abiding, proud love.

  More tears leaked out, and Dmitri brought his hand up to his face to wipe his eyes. A stab of pain shot through his nose and eyebrow, making him yelp. He drew back his hand, looking at the long, thick fingernails at the ends of his hands, overgrowing the tips of his fingers by at least an inch and a half. Ludicrously long.

  “I suppose I could have warned you,” Andrei said bitterly.

  “I understand why you didn’t,” Dmitri answered. “I deserved it.”

  “Yes, you certainly did.”

  “I guess we won’t be ripping the covers off of any more locks,” Dmitri said, examining the ridiculously-long claws at the ends of his fingers. “But maybe we can use these. If I went for the Ogre’s eyes, maybe…”

  “Yuri already thought of that,” Andrei said. “Run your nails along the blanket.”

  Dmitri did as his friend suggested, and even the slightest upward pressure on the long nails brought a paralyzing spasm of pain in his hands. He groaned, cradling his hand against his belly, eyes screwed shut.

  “We can’t use them as weapons,” Andrei said. “They’re too sensitive by far. If we’re careful, we can do things like brush our teeth or hold a knife and fork. I’m sure we’ll learn as we go, but right now I can’t even scratch an itch on my knee or make a fist without almost passing out.”

  “He’s crippled us,” Dmitri moaned.
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  “Not necessarily,” Andrei corrected. “I thought about it. I think the pain is temporary, from the procedure. I think Yuri means for us to be afraid of it, to assume it will happen every time, but it will heal over time.”

  “Why do you say that?”

  “Because we’d be useless, otherwise,” Andrei explained. “We couldn’t even feed ourselves. Lemenova will expect us to do our hair, I’m sure. Apply makeup, eventually. How could we do this if we can’t use our hands? What, would the Ogre follow us around every second, wiping our bottoms after we crap?”

  “Makes sense,” Dmitri said. “But it’s effective. Even the thought of breaking one of these things.”

  Andrei shuddered. “Yeah,” he confirmed. “Me, too.”

  “I’m so sorry, Andrei. Truly, I am. I hope you can forgive me.”

  Andrei offered a thin smile behind his bandages. “Of course, kokulko,” he said fondly. “This was going to happen to us sooner or later, no matter what. Sure, a little bit of anesthesia would have been very nice, but it probably won’t be the worst thing that bastard does to us. But you have to promise me, you’ll keep it together from now on. I don’t like nasty surprises, especially not from you. I can’t watch you lose it again, or I’ll lose it myself.”

  “I promise,” Dmitri said. “I won’t do that to you again.”

  “You should eat something,” Andrei said. “The Ogre will be here soon to take the plates away. It’s paste again. Yuri’s way of putting us in our place, I suppose. Or maybe to help us recuperate, I don’t know.”

  Dmitri stood and sat at the table, managing to pick up the spoon beside his plate on the fourth painful try. He held it awkwardly but managed to scoop the tasteless food into his mouth while Andrei sat across from him, smoking a cigarette. Tightness around Andrei’s eyes betrayed how much flicking the disposable lighter hurt him.

  Dmitri swallowed some water, trying to release the lingering memories of searing pain, and opened the humidor beside the dinner plates, fishing clumsily for a cigarette with the long nails.

  “What are you doing? You’ve never smoked in your life,” Andrei asked.

  “I think it might be a fine time to start,” Dmitri said. “Maybe I’ll get cancer.”

  “Don’t say that,” Andrei said, gently taking Dmitri’s hands away and closing the lid with a soft click.

  “I was only joking,” Dmitri said.

  “Don’t even joke about that,” Andrei told him. “Don’t you dare think of leaving me alone in here.”

  “I wouldn’t,” Dmitri said. “I swear I wouldn’t. We’re together, Andrei.”

  “Sisters?”

  Dmitri looked down at the table, forlorn.

  “Say it, please,” Andrei asked in a small voice. “I know you don’t want to, but I need to hear it.”

  Dmitri looked up, into the liquid blue eyes across from him, peering through the slot of the bandages. “Yes, dammit,” he said in a whisper just above audible. “Sisters.”

  “Thank you,” Andrei told him.

  “Andrei, I… I’m sorry. I never meant for you to suffer like that,” Dmitri said.

  “I know, pchelka. You would never hurt me on purpose,” he replied.

  “I… I love you,” Dmitri added in a breathy voice.

  “You do?”

  “Yes,” Dmitri said. “I love you, Andrei. You are my sister.”

  Andrei’s eyes narrowed a bit. “No one should have a sister they love called Andrei.”

  “Are you sure?” Dmitri asked. “That’s like admitting defeat.”

  “We are defeated,” Andrei told him. “We’re clinging to what they leave us. I’m in a jealous rage because I didn’t get blonde hair. You’ve been staring daggers at me all morning because I got a designer purse and you didn’t. I love how you don’t think we’ve been defeated, but be reasonable.”

  “I suppose you’re right,” Dmitri said.

  “Now, could you please say it again? And use my real name?”

  Dmitri fought back a sob, alternately wanting to give his beloved sister what he wanted but also wanting to hold on to that last, tiny fragment of defiance. “I love you… Tatiana.”

  Tati’s soft hand caressed Dmitri’s cheek through the bandages. “And I love you, Svetka,” he said tenderly, then added, “you blonde-haired bitch” in a teasing hiss.

  They laughed, and it felt as though a dam burst. They laughed far past the point where the joke had been funny, just relieving the mountains of tension running through them, finally collapsing against one another, breathless.

  “We should get to bed, Svetka,” Tati told his sister. “We have an early morning tomorrow. The Ogre is coming at five, and then we have to deal with Lemenova. I’m sure she’ll make us both pay for today’s little outburst, on top of what Yuri already did.”

  “I suppose you’re right,” Svetlana said. “At least you’ll get to be printsessa tomorrow, right?”

  “Right,” Tati said. “Lucky me.”

  * * * * *

  They slept rather peacefully, given the barrage of lights and images and sounds coming from the VR headsets which arrived shortly after they crawled beneath the covers. Somehow the relentless cacophony seemed to lull them, more than assault them, and both of them found a strange, fitful kind of peace within the noise and pain.

  Dmitri awoke groggy and dazed, sitting up in bed with the haste of disorientation, causing his long blonde hair to tumble across his eyes and stick to his lips, making him spit and sputter. He raked it back, causing stabbing pain in his fingertips and raking harsh scratches across his abused scalp. Andrei – Tatiana, he corrected himself – sat at the little table, sipping coffee and smoking a cigarette, his hair gathered into a ponytail at the very top of his head, dangling down to well below his shoulderblades.
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  “Dobroye utro, sleepyhead,” Tatiana said softly, with a fond smile. “Did you finally decide to wake up?”

  “Good morning,” Dmitri mumbled. “Are we late?”

  “Early, actually,” Tati said, leaning backwards to look at the clock in its wire cage. “The Ogre shouldn’t be here for another few minutes.”

  His plump, enhanced lips screwed into a wry pout. “You know, Svetka, we probably shouldn’t call him that. He is a human being, after all. As hard as it is to believe, we could actually hurt his feelings if he hears us use that name.”

  “The Ogre? You think he has feelings to hurt?”

  “Of course he does,” Tati said. “No matter how scary he acts.”

  “Fine,” Dmitri said with a sigh. “Sergei, then.”

  “I suppose we could still call him that behind his back,” Tati said with a little girlish giggle.

  “You seem different this morning,” Dmitri commented.

  “I had good dreams,” Tati said. “And listen to this!”

  He drew himself up to his full, less-than-impressive height. “Good morning, it’s a very pleasant day,” he said, in heavily accented but understandable English. Dmitri gasped, unsure what alarmed him more – the fact that his sister could now speak English, which he never could before, or the fact that Dmitri himself understood it perfectly, only knowing just a few words.

  “You know English now?” Dmitri asked, clinging to his Russian.

  “So do you, I’ll bet,” Tatiana told him. “I think we’re learning it at night, while we’re asleep.”

  “That’s impossible.”

  Tatiana ran a long nail teasingly across the top of one of his budding breasts. “I think we need to redefine what ‘impossible’ means, moya lyubimaya sestra. Impossible is pretty commonplace around here, if you haven’t noticed.”

  “Point taken,” Dmitri said. Curious, he focused his thoughts and seemed to access a fresh but weirdly familiar bank of information in his brain, aching to be used. The same heavily accented but plainly decipherable English left his swollen lips. “You look very nice this morning.”

  “Bozsche moi! You sound so cute!” Tatiana gushed, clapping his hands lightly.

  “Do I?”

  “Adorable,” Tatiana said. “Hey, let’s try speaking English all day today, d’you want to?”

  Dmitri tried to fight against his sister’s enthusiasm and delight but couldn’t. “I suppose we could try.”

  “How fun!” Tati giggled in English. “I’m excited!”

  Dmitri swung his legs over the bed, still unused to how they dangled well above the floor with his diminished height. “Any ideas what else they taught us last night?”

  Tati raised his eyes to the ceiling and tapped a long fingernail against his inflated bottom lip. “Hard to tell,” he said. “It’s all a jumble up there. I know there’s more, lots of new things, but I can’t seem to sort them out.”

  “I remember seeing a lot of colors last night,” Dmitri said, standing and knuckling his back, trying to ignore the feathery tickle of his long hair against his behind. “I think I even dreamed about colors.”

  “I remember that, too,” Tati confirmed.

  “Do you have another band like that?” Dmitri asked, gesturing at his sister’s dangling ponytail. “So I can put my hair up? It keeps falling into my mouth.”

  Tatiana shook his head. “Sorry, I only found one.”

  Dmitri sighed, gathering up the soft tresses into one fist. Seemingly of their own volition, his hands snaked behind his head and started tugging, separating and pulling deftly despite the stinging pain from his new fingernails.

  “Oh my God!” Tatiana exclaimed, eyes wide. “Look at you! Did you know how to braid before?”

  “I’ve never done it in my life,” Dmitri said, his hands dancing behind his head until the thick blonde mane lay in a soft cable down the center of his back. “I still need something to hold the end, or it’ll come unraveled.”

  “That was amazing,” Tatiana said, standing and moving behind his sister to examine Dmitri’s handiwork. “Do you think I can do it, too?”

  “They’ve never given one of us anything they haven’t given the other,” Dmitri said.

  Tatiana fussed around the bedside table, digging until he found a wire tie, probably used to hold the cord of the little lamp, discarded and laying at the edge of the rug between their beds. Dangling his cigarette between his swollen, pouting lips, he wrapped the end of Dmitri’s braid with the tie, giving it a few twists to make it tight.

  “Not exactly fashionable, but it will do,” Tati announced.

  “Thank you,” Dmitri said.

  Tatiana ran her hands gently across Dmitri’s hair, smoothing it down, causing little goosepimples of pleasure to erupt across Dmitri’s shoulders and neck, almost enough to make him purr happily. “Such beautiful hair they gave you,” Tatiana mused. “I wonder if I’ll ever stop being jealous.”

  “It’s no more beautiful than yours,” Dmitri said, catching the curled end of one of his sister’s midnight tresses between two fingers and admiring the bounce and sheen.

  “Svetka, love, could I…” Tatiana began, embarrassed.

  “Could you what?”

  “Would you let me… brush it, tonight?”

  “You want to brush my hair?” Dmitri asked.

  “I really do,” Tatiana said. “It’s what my sisters did, when we were small. They would sit up and talk about boys and makeup and ballet while they brushed one another’s hair.”

  “That actually sounds really nice,” Dmitri said, covering Tatiana’s hand with his own.

  The Ogre – Sergei – came around the corner, interrupting their tender moment with a sheepish look that didn’t fit with his usual brusque, dismissive manner. Tatiana gave him a friendly wave when he came in, accompanied by a bright smile.

  “Good morning, Sergei,” Tatiana chirped.

  He looked stunned, working his mouth silently for a moment, eyes betraying the tiniest hint of shock.

  “Oh, I’m sorry,” Tatiana said. “You probably don’t speak English. Dobroye utro, Sergei.”

  The corner of his mouth quirked upwards a little, almost betraying a smile. “Good morning,” he grunted.

  Tatiana crossed to the table and stubbed out his cigarette in the glass tray. “Is it time for showers already?” he asked airily. “This morning is flying by.”

  “Yes,” Sergei said, completely flummoxed. “Time for showers.”

  “Lead on,” Tatiana said, threading his slender arm though the crook of the Ogre’s elbow. “Come along, Svetka, we mustn’t keep Ms. Lemenova waiting.”

  Dmitri stood, dazed, walking slowly to where Sergei and his sister stood and waited. In a strange, disjointed attempt to be cavalier, the Ogre hooked out his other elbow in a silent invitation.

  Oh, what the hell, Dmitri thought. When in Rome. He slipped his arm through Sergei’s, and the trio made the short trip to the bathroom.

  * * * * *

  The morning routine took a bit longer, now that the sisters had to dry and style their hair. At least the new shampoo and conditioner – in bottles colored fuchsia and sunflower, Dmitri realized – soothed some of the burning and itching from yesterday’s torturous implantation. Tatiana, emboldened by his earlier success charming the dour Ogre, asked if they could be issued shower caps, on the mornings they needed to save time, and things like barrettes and hair ties. Sergei, still completely taken aback at the change in his sullen charge, agreed to ask on their behalf with no argument. They stood in a loose circle, the sisters in their usual tube-dress garments, this morning’s selection a pale pastel pink.

  “You are such a sweetheart,” Tatiana told him after he consented, with a hint of what could almost be flirtation in his high, effervescent voice. “You know, you look awfully fearsome, Sergei, but underneath, I think you may just be a big, soft teddy bear.”

  The Ogre actually blushed, and the stern façade cracked for a moment. “My mother always said so,” he muttered, before catching himself and retreating behind his menacing silence. But he never quite recovered the poker face from before. Tatiana actually got to him.

  “Mothers always know,” Dmitri said.

  “Oh,” Tatiana said with a sad realization. “We’ve already had our breakfast, haven’t we?”

  “Yes,” Dmitri confirmed, a bit confused.

  “That means Sergei will have to take our dishes away,” he continued. “He’s so diligent, you know.”

  “He’s very good at his job,” Dmitri commented, playing along to see where his sister was going with this.

  The Ogre cleared his throat, clearly uncomfortable but unable to suppress his curiosity. “Are you still hungry?” he asked in his growling mutter.

  “No, no,” Tatiana said. “Even if I was, I have to watch my figure. If I don’t watch my figure, then neither will anyone else, da? It’s just… no, it’s nothing. Never mind.”

  “What?” Sergei asked, unable to contain himself.

  “I’m dying for another cigarette,” Tatiana told him conspiratorially. “I don’t suppose…”

  Sergei looked around, as if someone might spring around the corner and catch him even thinking about breaking the rules. “I don’t see the harm,” he muttered.

  “Oh, my God, Sergei, you are a lifesaver,” Tatiana gushed, running his hand across the Ogre’s burly forearm. “You don’t know what this means to me.”

  The shock continued when Sergei turned to Dmitri, asking sheepishly, “Would you like another, too?”

  Dmitri sputtered a little, trying to tell the man he didn’t smoke, but Tatiana cut him off. “Such a gentleman,” he cooed. “That would be so lovely, Sergei. I don’t know how to thank you.”

  The Ogre rubbed the back of his neck. “Would you like me to ask if I can leave the humidor?”

  “Oh, no, that might get you in trouble,” Dmitri said, squeezing the Ogre’s iron bicep gently. “We would never want you to get in trouble, not because of us.”

  “No,” Sergei said. “I’ll ask. Other girls got to have one.”

  “Other girls?”

  “From before,” Sergei said. “Other patients for Dr. Yuri. He would let them have things like cigarettes and wine. Even champagne, sometimes.”

  “Did these girls have to do anything to get them?” Dmitri asked, trying to keep the alarm from his voice.

  “Just work hard,” Sergei said. “Get good reports from Ms. Lemenova.”

  Tatiana pouted. “I don’t think we’ve earned that yet,” he said sadly. “You remember how much trouble we got into yesterday. I doubt Ms. Lemenova will want to do us any favors.”

  Sergei thought for a moment, his brutish face screwing up in thought, then he nodded. “I will ask Dr. Yuri anyway. But maybe, maybe I could be clumsy this morning. Drop some, forget to pick them up. Accidents happen, you know.”

  “Sergei, you are a lamb,” Tatiana said in a stage whisper with a bright smile.

  He blushed faintly again. “It’s only cigarettes,” he said.

  “It’s more than that,” Dmitri told the man. “It’s kindness. It’s been a while since we saw that.”

  “Yes, Sergei, my sister is right,” Tatiana confirmed. “And you are a very kind man.”

  The Ogre pointed at the clock meaningfully but with a sense of disappointment, as though he didn’t want the moment to end. He led them back to their room, their arms threaded through his, and seemed to hold them just a fraction closer this time. The almost palpable sense of menace the man exuded now seemed turned a hundred and eighty degrees, no longer focused on them but now focused outwards. Protecting them.

  Sergei stayed long enough to check and see that they had everything they needed, and left a fistful of the skinny, overlong cigarettes from the humidor on the bedside table. He even lit one cavalierly for Svetlana before he left, gaining him a glittering smile as a reward. The hulking brute of a man left with the barest trace of a spring in his step.
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  “My God, Tati,” Dmitri breathed as they heard the door slam at the end of the hall. “What on earth made you think of flirting with him?”

  Tatiana looked taken aback, switching back to their broken English. “Was I? Flirting?”

  “You didn’t realize it?”

  “I thought I was just being complimentary,” Tatiana said. “Being nice to him.”

  “You were,” Dmitri said. “But it seemed to promise something more. It was definitely flirting.”

  “Wow,” Tatiana said. “Did it work?”

  Dmitri snorted laughter. “He was eating out of your hand, Tati. Like you didn’t notice.”

  “It was so easy, Svetka,” Tatiana told his sister. “As natural as breathing.”

  “I know,” Dmitri replied. “Because I think I was doing the same thing. It’s like my mind just dropped into it. The things I said, the way I touched him and looked at him – effortless. Like they made perfect sense.”

  “I guess we learned more than colors and English last night,” Tatiana told him.

  “I suppose so,” Dmitri said. “Now, smoke quickly, sestra, our little visit in the showers cost us time. Ms. Lemenova will be waiting, and we don’t dare be late after yesterday. It will be bad enough as it is.”

  * * * * *

  Lemenova awaited them as they arrived in her office, a look of faint displeasure on her stern face. Dmitri checked the clock reflexively, to see if they were even a second late. Or that their purses hung anything less than stylishly, or any of the hundred other points with which Lemenova could find fault. Tatiana’s new strategy, of catching more flies with honey, seemed to pale and wither the moment they saw the woman’s face.

  “I am very disappointed in your behavior, Svetlana,” Lemenova said without preface. “You were a very bad girl yesterday.”

  “Yes, ma’am,” Dmitri said with the required curtsy. “I’m very sorry, ma’am. I lost my temper and threw a tantrum, like a little baby. I’m so embarrassed. And it made Tati get hurt, too. I’ll never do it again, I promise. I’ll be a good girl from now on. You’ll see.”

  Even though he almost choked on the words good girl, something in his answer seemed to satisfy Lemenova. Her face softened somewhat. “Very well,” she said with quiet menace. “Now, go and get changed.”

  She gestured to a low table against the far wall, displaying a small selection of garments. Two pairs of wedge-heeled athletic shoes, the ”hidden wedge” styles favored by the stylish gym-rat girls, awaited them as well.

  “Tak milo! Soooo cute!” Tatiana exclaimed, rushing to the table to paw through the stretchy athletic garments, holding them up to his body to admire. Dmitri followed at a more sedate pace, a bit confused at Lemenova’s change of heart. Dmitri fully expected barbarous torture.

  Tatiana dropped her pale pink tube dress onto the floor and started tugging on a pair of Lycra yoga capris in a shiny leopard print, happy and giggling. The colors from last night swirled in Dmitri’s head, forming into a thrill at the sight of the piled clothing.

  He handed a hot pink racerback jog-bra to his sister. “This color will look really cute on you,” he told Tatiana. “It will bring out your eyes.”

  “So sweet,” Tatiana gushed, grinning. “Ooh! Look at the black one with the sequins! You have to try that on, moya sestra, it will look amazing against that pale skin.”

  “With white shoes?” Dmitri said. “No, that will just look cheap and tacky.”

  They went on this way for a while, choosing and critiquing and discarding, until each of them stood in very stylish workout gear – Dmitri in a wildly-patterned pair of leggings ranging from green to blue to magenta and a strappy exercise bra in electric blue, Tatiana in gray stretch capris with ruching around the calves and a faint gridwork print and the hot pink jog-bra originally picked out by Dmitri – for inspection, perched on their wedge-heeled trainers, tilting their heads to make the long braid and ponytail flip over alternate shoulders.
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  “You’ll need these,” Lemenova said, handing them both a pair of fitness bracelets. Tatiana chose the pastel pink, leaving the pale lavender for his sister. They fastened them around slender wrists wordlessly, watching as the little LED displays lit up with heart rate and step counter.

  “I thought we might begin our session outside,” Lemenova announced. “It’s a lovely day, and you girls could definitely use some sun.”

  Tatiana clapped his hands softly, his bandaged face breaking into a bright smile. Dmitri’s own spirits lifted, at the thought of that hinting taste of freedom, to have blue sky over his blonde head for the first time in what seemed an eternity. Lemenova led them back to the very rear of the office, opening a door with her key card to reveal a short hallway lined with doors on either side. At the far end, scarce meters from where they stood, a metal door cut through with a reinforced window stood. Sunlight streamed through the smudged glass, casting dappled shadows from a nearby tree and drawing long shadows down the gray hallway.

  “Oh, my God,” Tatiana breathed as they walked. “Have you seen what you’re wearing?”

  “Same as you,” Dmitri said softly.

  “This is all very expensive stuff,” Tati told him. “Nike. Kate Spade. Under Armour. The shoes are Dolce & Gabbana. Not to mention these brand-new FitBits. We’re wearing at least seven hundred Euros worth of clothing each.”

  Lemenova turned to face them, overhearing the conversation. “Doesn’t your new hair look pretty?” she asked.

  “Yes, ma’am,” they said in unison, curtsying.

  “The hair is very pretty,” Lemenova continued. “But more than that, it makes you pretty. Pretty hair for pretty girls.”

  “Thank you, ma’am,” Dmitri said.

  “Pretty girls get nice things,” Lemenova said. “Expensive things. The prettier you are, the nicer the things you’ll get. There are plenty of things I can give you, girls. Designer clothes, shoes, purses. Jewelry – diamonds and rubies and sapphires, gold and platinum. iPhones and FitBits. Luxury cars, Audis and Mercedes and Porsche. You just have to be pretty enough.”

  “And how do we do that, ma’am?” Tatiana asked in earnest. “I don’t even know what I look like.”

  “Of course you don’t,” Lemenova said. “We’ll just let the hair be enough for now, shall we?”

  “I can do better,” Tatiana told her. “If you could give me even a little tube of mascara. I can be prettier.”

  “There will be plenty of time for that later,” Lemenova said. She placed her hands on the crash-bar at the door and threw it open, bathing them all in warm, golden sunlight. “For now, just enjoy the day.”


  Part Six

   

  THEY SWEATED AND ACHED FAR more than they did from the workouts performed indoors, but neither Dmitri or Tatiana felt the aches nearly so much, bathed in the warm sunshine and hearing the trilling of the birds in the nearby trees. Lemenova made them stop and apply sunscreen several times during their outing, urging them to take care of their delicate skins, and they complied readily enough. Somehow, the thought of freckles and sun damage brought about something akin to horror.
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  Lemenova led them back inside once the sun passed its zenith – even the cheerful Tatiana struggled to maintain her perpetual good spirits at the thought of leaving the sunshine and singing birds behind for the antiseptic concrete of the lab – passing them towels and bottles of water to refresh themselves after their running, tennis and calisthenics in the warm spring day.

  Inside, the Ogre waited, offering the sisters a shy smile before retreating behind his stern, brutish façade once more. Tatiana and Dmitri changed from their sodden workout clothes back into the simple tube-dresses from earlier, tossing the clothing into a mesh-sided hamper. They waited for their orders, picking at their bandages which clung to them with moisture and raking painful fingers hesitantly through their damp but still luxurious hair.

  “You two are dismissed,” Lemenova said.

  “So soon?” Tatiana asked. “Normally we have another hour, ma’am.”

  “Very touching, you want to spend more time with me,” Lemenova chuckled. “But no. Dr. Medleyev wants to see you both, and then you will spend the rest of the afternoon with Zimka. We will keep to this schedule for a few more days.”

  Dmirti tried not to blanch. Visits to Yuri’s lab seldom ended well. But Sergei waited, holding out his elbows, and the sisters slid their arms through obediently, letting him lead them up the hallway and to the locked door. A new, shiny faceplate on the key card reader marked yesterday’s outburst from Dmitri, but no other evidence remained. Even the cruel Lemenova didn’t punish them.

  Of course she didn’t, Dmitri realized with a sudden start. You don’t react when a little girl throws a tantrum. You just ignore her, or you’re giving her permission to do it again. Lemenova treated them like children. Worse, they seemed to thrive that way. Dmitri couldn’t dismiss the little thrill of pride and satisfaction when he earned praise from the stern woman. He competed with his own beloved Tatiana for her approval. Being printsessa meant far more to him than he cared to admit.

  The Ogre opened the door for them, ushering them in gently with a bear-like paw in the small of their backs as they passed. Tatiana favored him with a smile and ran her fingertips along his forearm as he passed. Dmitri, distracted, settled for a mumbled “thank you” and a coy little wink that felt a bit forced.

  Yuri waited for them in the center of the room. The surgical suite had been removed, stowed somewhere out of sight, and the lab equipment beeped and blinked and hummed in its usual places. Yuri gestured them over, having them stand side-by-side in front of a table containing a large metal box.

  “More miracles,” the sadistic doctor announced. “Chernobyl’s wonders.”

  Before they could react, Yuri snatched open the lid of the box to reveal a whitish, gelatinous substance inside. Several gauges on the computer monitors nearby spiked from green to red, blinking ominously, for the long seconds of exposure. Yuri paid close attention to his wristwatch, closing the lid after a sufficient span of seconds elapsed.

  “Very good,” he said. “I will see you again tomorrow. Same time.”

  “What did you do to us?” Dmitri demanded.

  “Nothing sinister, I assure you,” Yuri answered, hands raised placatingly. “This is a much weaker substance than some of the others. You will need multiple exposures to get the desired mutations. Don’t worry, it should only take a few more days. I think you’ll both be very pleased with the results.”

  “Doctor?” Tatiana asked hesitantly. “May I ask a question?”

  “Of course,” Yuri answered.

  “When will we be… finished?”

  “What do you mean?”

  Tatiana colored slightly. “Our, you know…” he blushed scarlet. “Our pussies. When will they be finished?”

  “Ah,” Yuri said. “You’re both progressing splendidly, I’ll have you know. Perfectly. I estimate, given your initial dose, that particular mutation should be complete in about forty-eight hours.”

  Tatiana looked elated. “Two more days? That’s all?” he asked hopefully, eyes sparkling.

  “You’re in a hurry?” Yuri asked.

  “You can’t know what it’s like, doctor,” he explained. “Being stuck in between like this.”

  “I went through it myself,” Yuri reminded them.

  “Why didn’t the rest of you change?” Dmitri asked. “Why don’t you have hair like ours? Why are you still tall?”

  Yuri shut Dmitri’s mouth with a harsh stare. “My dose of the radioactivity was accidental,” he said darkly. “Far less than your own. My mutation occurred over months. I didn’t begin experimenting with other substances from the meltdown until much later. I didn’t discover how to make hair until just a few weeks ago, actually. You’re my first subjects.”

  “Wait – you made our hair?” Dmitri asked. “We didn’t grow it?”

  “No, I made it. From banana peels, if you must know. I told you, I could mutate any organic protein into the protein strands I wanted. Even down to the color I chose – that particular substance proved quite easy to work with. No, it was mutating the ends of those proteins to react violently with your hair follicles, that was the tricky part. I’m glad it worked. Some of the earlier tests gave unfortunate results.”

  “Is this radiation safe?” Tatiana asked. “Won’t it cause cancer?”

  “No, my dear, no,” Yuri assured him. “Cancer – it’s just another mutation. This radiation, I know exactly which mutations each one causes. I have no worry of cancer, now or in the future. I’ve lived with my exposure for decades, and I haven’t grown so much as a mole.”

  “That’s good news,” Tatiana said.

  “You’re free to go,” Yuri told them, gesturing for Sergei to come forward. “I believe Ms. Lemenova has some kind of task waiting for you. You mustn’t dawdle. You know how she gets.”

  They tried to resist, but the thought of Lemenova’s displeasure hurried their mincing little sashay, sending them scuffling across the floor in a loud clicking of high heels, threading their arms through Sergei’s and letting him lead them out. At least they didn’t suffer the indignity of seeing Yuri enjoy their discomfiture. The man looked at them as specimens, not human beings. Just data and values and margins of error. Dmitri and Tatiana existed only as things to him.

  “I wonder if our boobs will get bigger,” Tatiana whispered, eyes wide and excited.

  “I have no idea, Tati,” Dmitri said.

  “I hope so,” Tatiana mused, leaning his cheek against Sergei’s iron-muscled arm.

  Sergei led them past their room and the bathroom, swiping his key card through the lock of the only door on the hallway they hadn’t visited. A small classroom, complete with desks and a chalkboard, awaited them on the other side of the metal door with the flaking paint. Zimka, wearing a form-fitting skirt suit that hugged her athletic curves, stood at the podium sipping water from a plastic bottle.

  “There you are,” Zimka said. “I love your hair.”

  “Thank you, ma’am,” they said, curtsying properly.

  “Oh, don’t do that,” Zimka said. “That kind of thing is for Ms. Lemenova, not me. I don’t run a finishing school. I’m here to teach you different things.”

  Sergei ducked out the door, shutting it behind him, as Dmitri asked, “What sorts of things?”

  “The best things,” Zimka said. “Girl things.”
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  She gestured to the desks arranged before the podium, and Tatiana rushed to his seat, eager to begin. Dmitri followed a little more circumspectly, nervous, looking around. As soon as he gathered his skinny legs beneath him, tugging at the short hem of the tube dress to cover himself, Tatiana oohed excitedly. Zimka placed two plastic heads before them, one on each desk, and a large box of the kind fishermen used but bright pink and decorated with cartoon hearts.

  “Open your boxes, please, girls,” Zimka said, returning to the front of the room.

  “This,” she said, raising a hand with a small utensil for display, “is your concealer brush. Find the ones in your box and take them out.”

  * * * * *

  “Four hours,” Dmitri groaned, shuffling down the hallway towards their room. “I can’t believe she talked for four straight hours.”

  “Did you take notes?” Tatiana asked excitedly. “You can borrow mine, if you didn’t. I never knew there was so much to know about skin care!”

  “I never wanted to,” Dmitri grumped.

  “Oh, don’t be such a sourpuss,” Tatiana teased. “You know you were every bit as interested as I was.”

  Dmitri blushed a little under his bandages. His sister read him correctly. The shapes, the strokes, the colors, the smell and texture of all the powders and creams intoxicated him. Drew him in. He already had favorites – favorite brushes, favorite colors, favorite textures.

  “I’m just frightened,” he told his sister honestly. “Having that be such a big part of our lives?”

  “So you didn’t expect it,” Tatiana said airily. “So what? That doesn’t mean you don’t have to like it.”

  “Liking it isn’t the problem.”

  “So what is?”

  “That I think I might actually love it.”

  “You’re supposed to, silly!” Tatiana laughed, rubbing Dmitri’s shoulder companionably. “I love it. I’m not afraid to admit it. I can’t wait to get these ugly bandages off of me so I can try it. I did all right on the plastic head, but I want to make myself look so pretty.”

  “Doesn’t it alarm you at all any more?” Dmitri asked. “That we’re so obsessed with these things? Shoes, clothes, makeup? When Zimka sprayed me with that perfume, I thought I would break into tears of joy.”

  “Well, who wouldn’t? It was Chanel,” Tatiana said.

  “I wouldn’t, Andrei! I wouldn’t,” Dmitri wailed. “I like football! I like engines! I like meeting my mates at the bar for pints of beer and fried potatoes! Not makeup! Not purses!”

  “You’re not him any more,” Tatiana said softly. “You’re not Dmitri any more.”

  “I have to be,” he said.

  “Why?”

  “Because you’re not Andrei any more, and one of us has to remember.”

  “I haven’t forgotten anything,” Tatiana said. “I remember it all. And even though I smiled and made conversation, I still want to drive nails into Yuri’s eyes and peel the skin from him while I dance to his screams. But I don’t have to be Andrei to want those things. I don’t have to be Andrei to have those things.”

  Dmitri tried to protest, but his sister stopped him with an upraised finger. “You don’t seem to get it, sestra, but I never liked Andrei. He was fat and unhappy. Lonely. Ugly. You were his only friend, and sometimes I could see he annoyed even you. Andrei was a loser. I hated Andrei.”

  “You never told me that,” Dmitri said.

  “Before I became Tatiana, I thought about suicide,” his sister continued. “And you don’t seem to see that I wasn’t that fond of Dmitri, either. Skinny, self-important bastard, most of the time. Thought he was so much better than everybody else, but no girl ever gave him the time of day. No more friends in his life than Andrei had. He just put on a better show for people.”

  “You didn’t like me?”

  “I didn’t say that,” Tatiana said. “I said, Dmitri had his problems. And Svetlana is a drastic improvement.”

  Dmitri stopped short, gaping at his sister. “You really think so?”

  “Outside of a self-destructive temper, my sister Svetlana is wise, kind, beautiful, compassionate, loving, gentle… everything I could ever want in a friend,” Tatiana said. “Everything, mishka.”

  “I love you, too,” Dmitri breathed.

  “Now, come on, hurry,” Tatiana said. “Our dinner will be getting cold.”

  “You just want to swipe more cigarettes,” Dmitri said, looking at his sister in a whole new light.

  “Is it that obvious?” Tati laughed. “Now, please hurry. I have to do some more work with Sergei. We’ve just about got him brought around to our side. Have you seen how he blushes?”

  “You’re a really good actor,” Dmitri commented.

  “Actress,” Tatiana corrected.

  “I almost believe you actually like him.”

  “I actually kind of do,” Tatiana confessed. “Is that weird, Dmitri?”

  Dmitri cleared his throat. “That’s… that’s not my name,” he said in a quiet tone, just above a whisper.

  Tatiana smiled, beaming through his bandages. “That’s better,” he said, holding out his hand. “Come along, Svetka. He’ll be waiting.”

  Svetlana took his sister’s hand, and they hurried along the hallway to their room.

  Sergei the Ogre waited for them, shifting impatiently from foot to foot and brightening suddenly when Tatiana and Svetlana entered. He pulled their chairs out from the table for them, fussing a little. Dinner that night consisted of kotlety, little pan-fried meatballs in a savory gravy, along with boiled potatoes and pickled cabbage, and small bowls of mochoniye yabloki, marinated sour apples, accompanied by warm rolled blini. A lovely cabarnet sauvignon sat between their plates.
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  “This looks delicious!” Tatiana cooed, sitting down excitedly.

  “Thank you,” Sergei said. “I… I brought from home.”

  “Sergei,” Svetlana said with wide-eyed appreciation, “you made this for us?”

  He ducked his head, blushing. “Just for a thank you,” he muttered. “For being so nice.”

  Tatiana sprang up, almost bringing Sergei into a fighting stance, but instead he stood on tiptoe and planted a fond kiss on the Ogre’s pockmarked cheek. “You are such a sweetheart, kroshka,” he said, stroking the side of Sergei’s face. “Home cooking. I never thought I’d have it again.”

  He managed a gap-toothed smile, clearly unused to the expression. “I hope you like it. My aunt taught me how,” he grunted.

  “One day, you have to promise to let me cook for you,” Svetlana said. “I’ll make you pelmeni, okay? Tati will tell you about my pelmeni. Oh, God, I wish I still had my pelminnitsa.” His eyes looked faraway, remembering the little dumpling press on his kitchen counter in his old apartment, on the other side of the universe.

  “They’re really good,” Tatiana agreed, pouring the wine. “You’ll love them. But Sergei – you have to sit down. You have to join us.”

  “I can’t,” he said. “I’ll get in trouble.”

  “Dr. Yuri can’t let you eat with us?” Svetlana asked.

  “No,” he said. “I’m not supposed to be friendly.”

  “But you are friendly,” Tati said. “And kind. Yuri can’t make you into something you aren’t.”

  Sergei sighed but maintained his smile. “Maybe another time, okay?”

  “Make it soon,” Svetlana said, squeezing his hand as he walked towards the door.

  “Oh,” Sergei said, turning from the door. “I almost forgot. Dr. Yuri wouldn’t let me leave the humidor when I asked him. So I ‘dropped’ some more, they’re in the secret place in the table by the bed. And I brought you these.” He laid two packages of imported Sobranies on the table next to Tatiana’s elbow. Tatiana gasped openly.

  “Sergei, you spent your own money? These kind – they’re very expensive.”

  “I didn’t know which kind you’d like,” Sergei told her. “I guessed.”

  Tatiana opened a package, revealing the line of golden filters. “Oh, Sergei, you are such a love – they’re pink!” Tatiana cooed, drawing out one of the pink cigarettes with its golden filter. “I’ll look adorable!”

  Sergei’s smile widened, crinkling his face into something resembling warmth. “I’m glad you like them,” he said. “Maybe I can bring you more, if you want.”

  “I can’t ever repay you, medvezhonok,” Tatiana said, taking his hand between her two.

  He shuffled his feet. “I like you,” he told her in a barely-decipherable mutter. “You’re nice to me. None of the others… ever nice to me.”

  “I find that hard to believe, love,” Svetlana said. “Okay, I’ll admit it, you’re a little scary at first. But once you get to know you, you’re just the sweetest. I don’t know what Tati and I would do without you.”

  He chuckled, completely abashed at the kindness. “I can always get you more cigarettes,” he said. “Vodka, if you want. Just ask, okay?”

  “And I am going to make you those pelmeni someday,” Svetlana promised.

  “And I’m going to give you a nice back rub, once these fingernails heal,” Tatiana added.

  “Good night, then, ladies,” Sergei told them.

  “Please call me Tati,” Tatiana bade him sweetly. “All my friends call me Tati.”

  “And for you, I’m Svetka,” Svetlana told him. “Only my family call me that, okay?”

  He seemed about to burst with awkward excitement, blushing crimson. “Tati. Svetka. Okay.”

  He shuffled away, and the sisters actually heard him whistle for a moment before the door slammed shut behind him. Tati and Svetka exchanged delighted smiles before dissolving into girlish giggles, covering their mouths, their cheeks coloring rosy pink. “So precious,” Tati gasped between peals of laughter. “I love how he blushes.”

  “He really is quite cute,” Svetlana said. “I never thought I’d hear myself say that.”

  “I can’t believe he brought me Sobranies,” Tati said, looking at the cigarettes. “Like the rich girls!”

  “You have to teach me, now,” Svetka told her, “I have to try one. I didn’t even know they made pink cigarettes.”

  “After dinner, lyubimaya, after dinner,” Tatiana giggled. “We can’t let this get cold.”

  * * * * *

  They finished dinner languidly, sipping their coffee and still laughing at the aftermath of Svetlana choking and coughing his way through his very first cigarette. Tatiana treated himself to a couple, one of the long skinny ones from the humidor and one of the glamorous pink Sobranies, enjoying the rare decadence and luxury.

  Sergei came back in later, just as Tatiana stubbed out her second cigarette, and cleared away the dishes. They made much of the dinner, complimenting every bite, thanking him profusely for his effort and kindness. Sergei, for his own part, blushed and stammered like a schoolboy, unused to the praise and smiling ear to ear, loving the attention.

  Svetlana went out on a limb and poured him a cup of the expensive coffee and pressed it into his paw-like hands. He sipped, savoring the blend, far beyond his means, and managed to chat a little bit with the two changing sisters. They found out he came from the Ukraine, served in the military, and had a cousin who lived in Germany. He was the oldest son of a machinist, they discovered, and grew up in a Moscow neighborhood not seven blocks from Tatiana’s childhood home.

  “Sergei, you have to tell me,” Svetlana said, genuinely enjoying his company. “Is there someone special out there for you? A girlfriend, maybe, or a wife?”

  “No,” he said. “No time.”

  “Seems a shame,” Tatiana said. “A man who can cook like you? You’re a real catch.”

  He rubbed the back of his neck. “I have something I must tell you both,” he said, his smile slipping back behind the serious, emotionless front he wore. He reached out, eyes pained, as Tatiana and Svetlana placed their hands in his.

  “Dr. Yuri makes me… when the girls are finished… you know, their…” he pointed to his crotch.

  “What does he make you do?” Tatiana asked.

  “He makes me be their first,” Sergei confessed. Bright tears gathered in the corners of his piggish eyes. “He drugs them. They can’t say anything or do anything, but they’re wide awake. They know.”

  “That’s awful,” Svetlana said, caressing the back of his hand with a thumb, wincing a little at the pain from his newly-grown fingernails but ignoring it.

  “He makes me,” Sergei said, his eyes downcast at the tabletop. “I don’t want to. It isn’t right. But he threatens. My little sister, my aunt. My younger brother. He says he will bring Vladimir here and change him while I watch.”

  “He’s a monster,” Svetlana said.

  “I can’t,” he said. “Not with you two.”

  Tatiana gave his sister a deep, probing look, then lifted Sergei’s chin with a fingertip, bringing his tortured eyes to meet her own. “Of course you can, Sergei,” he said. “When I’m a woman, finally, I can’t think of a kinder, gentler person to be my first.”

  “What are you saying?”

  “I’m saying, I want it to be you,” Tatiana told him.

  “So do I,” Svetlana added, surprised at how deeply he meant the words.

  “You will be slow, and gentle,” Tatiana said. “You’ll care about how I feel. You’ll even kiss me, won’t you? Run your fingers through my hair? Tell me that I’m beautiful?”

  “You are,” Sergei said. “I will do all those things.”

  Svetlana patted his hand. “Thank you for telling us, sakharok,” he said fondly. “That would have been a truly nasty surprise. You should go, okay? Don’t break your schedule. Don’t get in trouble – you’re the only friend we have in here.”

  “Not true,” Sergei told them. “I talk to Zimka, after work. She likes you, too.”

  “She could be a friend to us? Like you are?”

  He smiled and nodded. “I think so, yes,” he said happily. “Shall I ask her?”

  “No, luchik, we should probably do that ourselves,” Svetlana said. “But thank you.”

  “Good night, then,” Sergei said, standing and reluctantly letting go of their hands. “I will see you in the morning, da?”

  “Of course,” Tatiana said. “Are you forgetting the helmets tonight?”

  “I can leave them off,” he told them. “I know they hurt you.”

  “No, you mustn’t,” Svetlana said. “We will be fine, luchik. If you leave them off, Lemenova will know.”

  “Okay,” he said. “I don’t like that it hurts you.”

  “It’s not so bad,” Tatiana told him. “I think we’re getting used to it.” He took the VR headgears from the cart with the dirty dishes and handed one to his sister.

  They climbed into bed as Sergei dawdled adorably, not wanting to leave them, and fastened their VR headsets over their faces, nestling underneath the thick covers as the lights and sounds broke through the comfortable darkness within.

  * * * * *

  The next days passed in a blur – Svetlana and Tatiana nearly panted, running from room to room in their high heels – from exercise to Yuri’s lab to classes with Zimka, meals and their stolen moments with Sergei, then nights with the VR headset. The images within the virtual reality assault facing them every night changed subtly. Still the islands of peace surrounding images of healthy, pretty, glamorous young girls, but now sharp pangs of something like hunger associating themselves with images of erect cocks – fat ones, skinny ones, long ones, short ones, huge ones and tiny ones. Every last one, bringing feelings of strong and visceral desire. Enough so that Svetlana and Tatiana began to think of other men in terms like “cute,” or “sexy,” or “yummy.”

  They came back from classes with Zimka, heads full of new information about hairstyling that neither of them could wait to try out on each other, only to see Yuri and his team waiting for them at the entrance to their room. He said nothing, only gesturing them down the hallway, through the metal door and into his lab. Two chairs sat in the center of the room, to which the team members directed Tatiana and Svetlana wordlessly. The technician in front of Svetlana gathered his hair – worn down today, in a luminous blonde curtain – into a loose knot atop his head and took up a pair of blunt-tipped scissors from the table beside her and began carefully snipping away at the bandages.

  Tatiana reached to his side, taking his sister’s hand, as the bandages fell to the floor in floating wisps.

  “The exposure worked perfectly, you see?” Yuri told a serious-faced man standing next to him. “Extensive facial reconstruction, and the exposure caused their skin to heal without any scars at all.”

  “And no topical applications?” the man asked.

  “None needed, so far, other than basic skin care,” Yuri said. “I may add some later. I do like a woman with a tan.”

  “There, you see? Perfect.”
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  The technicians backed away, leaving them to see one another for the very first time. Tatiana stared at his sister, with a narrow and angular heart-shaped face dominated by a huge inflated pout, wide surprised eyes with long, thick lashes and a narrow, aquiline nose. Tatiana’s face wound up a little rounder, with higher cheekbones, but the selfsame pout and heavy-lidded, sensuous ‘sleepy’ eyes. His nose ended in an adorable little upturned button that begged to be kissed.

  “Tati,” Svetlana breathed. “Look at you. You’re beautiful.”

  “I am?” Tatiana said, touching his face with long-nailed fingers, exploring.

  “The most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen,” Svetlana said.

  “Until you see yourself, kroshka,” Tatiana told his sister. “I’ve never seen a face like yours. It made my heart flip over in my chest.”

  “Very touching,” Yuri said brusquely, ruining their moment. “You’ll both have plenty of time to admire one another later. For now, back to your rooms.”

  The sisters stood, still gazing rapturously at one another, their hands clasped together as they’d been since the cutting away of the bandages began. The technicians almost had to shove them, so deeply entranced as they were, and they shuffled ungainfully in their heels, lost in a daze of staring at one another’s ethereal beauty.

  They returned to their room to find it bedecked in mirrors – a pair of mirrored vanities, full-length mirrors on the doors of their armoires, little compact mirrors to go in their purses, little framed mirrors at varying heights on the walls around the room. On each of their pillows, a little box with a pink bow sat. Svetlana opened his distractedly, finding a pink iPhone 7S that he turned over in his long-nailed fingers. Tatiana opened his own box to reveal an identical one.

  Svetlana read the little handwritten card beneath the bow. “They’re from Ms. Lemenova,” he said. “The card says, ‘For Selfies.’ We’re supposed to take selfies, now?”
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  In answer, Tatiana gazed into his phone with a devilish pout, rucking up his hair with one hand, and snapped a picture with an ersatz electronic click. He waved his sister over excitedly. “Come on, Svetka, take one with me.”

  They pressed their cheeks together, blowing pouting kisses, as Tatiana snapped another, then another, and another. They spent several happy minutes, taking pictures of themselves alone and as a pair, experimenting with facial expressions and how best to arrange their hair, finding their best angles and most flattering lighting.

  Lemenova’s words intruded on their joy, breaking their way into the sisterly camaraderie and happiness of their new, beautiful faces – which one of you is prettier? Unwittingly, Tatiana and Svetlana began making subconscious comparisons to one another, tacitly obeying Lemenova’s orders, the dark sentiment manifesting in little comments, right at first – “you looked goofy in that one,” or “oh, pchelka, look at that face you made!” or “what kind of smile was that?”

  Soon, subtly, they began trying to edge one another out of the frame, each one vying to be the one in front, imagining being lavished with attention and adoration, each of them poaching the cute boy that the other sister wanted through the sheer power of his looks.

  The sentiment lingered, causing a hot undercurrent of rivalry between them that settled into a very natural feeling, unbeknownst to their conscious minds. Their conscious minds would have been horrified, had they known, but Lemenova’s insidious suggestions wormed their way in unseen.

  By the time Sergei arrived with dinner, both of the sisters sat at their vanity tables, coating their faces in makeup and trying to outdo one another with sheer glamour. Sergei stood between them, watching them alternately, trying to understand the new emotional tension he felt between the sisters.

  “Are you going to eat?” Sergei asked, watching them powder and paint their faces.

  “I shouldn’t,” Tatiana said. “I have to watch my weight.”

  “Your weight is fine,” Sergei said. “You know you will gain weight if you don’t eat, right?”

  “Sergei, luchik, we don’t have time,” Svetlana told him distractedly. “We’re very busy.”

  “Too busy for our visit?” the large man said, on the verge of hurt feelings.

  “Could we do it later, kotyenok?” Tatiana asked.

  “What’s happened with you two?” Sergei asked, reaching over their shoulders and snatching the makeup brushes from their hands. “This isn’t you. What did Dr. Yuri do?”

  Tatiana shook his head. “It wasn’t Yuri,” he said. “No. Lemenova.”

  “She tricked us,” Svetlana breathed, looking stricken. “Into competing with each other.”

  “Over purses,” Tatiana said, hot tears gathering in his big brown eyes. “Shoes. Svetka, I’m so sorry.”

  “We can’t let Lemenova get away with this,” Tati said. “We can’t let her drive us apart.”

  “How would we even know if she’s doing it?” Svetlana wailed. “We didn’t notice this time.”

  “That settles it,” Sergei announced. “I have to get you out of here.”


  Part Seven

   

  “YOU BOTH LOOK WONDERFUL,” LEMENOVA told them as they walked into her office for their morning’s exercise. Svetlana and Tatiana managed convincing smiles along with their curtsies and echoes of “thank you, ma’am,” hiding their determination to resist her and eventually turn the tables. Both of them felt the tiniest bit grumpy – their morning session, usually spent visiting with Sergei, consisted instead of curling irons, brushes, powders and paints instead.

  “This will be such a hard decision,” Lemenova said, pacing in a slow circle around the two sisters, drumming her fingers against her thighs. “Deciding which of you is the prettiest.”

  “It won’t be hard,” Svetlana said in his highly-accented but steadily improving English. “Tatiana is so much prettier than me.”

  “No, Svetka is the prettiest,” Tati corrected. “Just look at that beautiful blonde hair, those blue eyes…”

  “That’s very sweet,” Lemenova said, “but one of you must be the prettiest.”

  “Do we have to decide today?” Svetlana whined girlishly.

  “I don’t think we can decide,” Tatiana giggled. “Not until later.”

  “What makes you say that?” Lemenova asked.

  “We won’t really know who’s prettiest until we know who has the biggest boobs,” Tatiana said proudly.

  “Mine will be way bigger than yours,” Svetlana told him with a surly pout.

  “Yuri likes me, he’ll give me huge ones and you know it,” Tatiana teased.

  Lemenova looked pleased. “Very well,” she announced, “we can wait until then before deciding which of you is printsessa for life. But what shall we do in the meantime?”

  “Could you teach us to dance?” Tatiana asked. “I love the idea of going out dancing.”

  “Ooh, me, too!” Svetlana gushed. “I bet I can dance better than Tati can.”

  Lemenova actually smiled as she said, “what a wonderful idea.” She moved to her desk, leaving them alone for a moment, while she called another office, ostensibly to summon a dance instructor.

  Tatiana let out the breath he’d been holding since the exchange began, eyeing his sister cautiously from the corner of his large, liquid brown eye. Svetlana suppressed a small shudder. It looked like Lemenova bought their ruse, believing their faux rivalry. Playing up the competition and jealousy, the vying for Lemenova’s approval, came from Sergei. He suggested playing Lemenova’s own tactics against her – pretending to be in competition with one another, always trying to one-up the other, would lull Lemenova. The ex-KGB interrogator would never suspect them to be working together when they finally made their move.

  They spent the morning dancing, learning to move in the fluid-but-jerking, hypersexual motions found in any of Moscow’s nightclubs and discos, designed to attract attention and keep men’s eyes. As uncomfortable as the idea of attracting men might have been to either Tatiana or Svetlana, it soon evaporated beneath the fact that club dancing was fun. They laughed and giggled as they shimmied and twerked, almost losing their façade of jealous competition. The young woman instructing them – a cute, skinny little surgical tech named Oksana – showed them the finer points of flirtation while they danced, including the time-honored tactic of dancing sexily together. Tatiana tried not to pay attention to her sister’s soft skin or mesmerizing scent, while Svetlana fought the urge to pull his sister closer, to grind into him a little harder. A strange, heavy feeling developed in their midsections – something both of them knew should have heralded a stiffening and lengthening, but now felt more like a budding open to reveal a maddening emptiness in their middles.
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  They seemed to towel much more sweat from their bodies and faces at the end of the four hours than they did after the same time on the exercise equipment. Lemenova couldn’t have beamed brighter at their performance, rewarding them both with new shoes – these with eight-inch heels and a two-inch platform. The sisters changed into them excitedly, unexpectedly covetous of something that might bring them back near their former heights. The shoes made them totter a bit, shortening their strides, and put a newfound jiggle in their walks which would draw as many male eyes as the dancing.

  Sergei came to collect them at the usual time, taking them back to their room for a light lunch. Tatiana forewent food, opting for his usual midday meal of coffee and a cigarette, while Svetlana picked at a bowl of fresh berries and a small bowl of yogurt. Sergei looked around the doorway, checking for listeners in the hallway beyond, and then squatted down next to the table.

  “I talked to a friend,” he said softly. “Now that your faces are healed, they are making papers for you. Passports and identification. It will be ready in a few days.”

  Tatiana took a deep drag from her pink cigarette. “And what then?”

  “I can get you out of here, but not much farther,” Sergei confessed. “Maybe you could get a taxi, I can give you a little money. But I don’t know where you could go. I have family, perhaps they could…”

  “No, luchik, that’s too dangerous,” Svetlana told him. “I won’t endanger your family. You know Yuri and Yevgeny would do anything to get us back, once he finds out we’ve escaped.”

  “Svetka and I have discussed it,” Tatiana added. “Yuri will know you helped. You’ve been far too friendly towards us lately, he’s bound to suspect. As much as I would love yet another sister, I’d prefer that it not be you, sakharok.”

  “Then… you won’t escape?”

  “Not if it puts you in danger, darling boy,” Svetlana told him, patting his forearm.

  “But my sister and I have an idea,” Tatiana said. “It might take time.”

  “You don’t have much time,” Sergei said. “You have to know what will happen, after everything here is finished. How Yuri makes his money.”

  Tatiana nodded. “He means to sell us.”

  “Evil men. Beasts. Butchers,” Sergei confirmed.

  “Sergei, our plan might work, but we need contact with the outside world,” Svetlana said. “The phones that Lemenova gave us, they’re meant for selfies and text messages to one another. We know they’re monitored. We need something else. A clean phone, a computer with internet access, something.”

  Sergei furrowed his brow. “Maybe my brother…”

  “No, you,” Svetlana told him. “Leave your family out of it, kotyenok.”
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  “Here,” Tatiana said, passing him a folded slip of paper. “When you go home tonight, I want you to stop at an internet café. Log into this website and use the account number and passcode we wrote down for you. It’s an account we learned when we worked for Kavlov. There is a lot of money in there. You transfer it into another account – one you set up under a fake name.”

  “You can use my old one,” Tatiana said. “I wrote down all my information on the paper for you.”

  “Once that’s done, you will have plenty of money. Use it however you like,” Svetlana said. “But get us a computer, or a clean phone, something we can use to access the outside world.”

  “We can do the rest,” Tatiana told him.

  “You’re sure? I won’t let you go into danger by yourselves,” Sergei told them.

  “I think we will be fine,” Svetlana said. “With you to look out for us.”

  “Always,” Sergei promised.

  “But in the meantime, business as usual, da?” Tatiana said.

  Sergei nodded solemnly. “The night… your first time. You know it will be soon.”

  “I’m actually looking forward to it, medvezhonok,” Svetlana told him honestly.

  “But after that, things move quickly,” Sergei told them.

  “I have a question, Sergei, and please don’t spare my feelings,” Tatiana told him. “When you… do that to us. When anyone does that to us… can we get pregnant? Would there ever be a baby?”

  “Dr. Yuri says yes,” Sergei told him. “I’ve never seen it, but Dr. Yuri says it’s happened lots.”

  Tatiana’s eyes welled with tears, and Sergei took his hand and pressed the knuckled into his lips.

  “Please don’t cry,” Sergei asked.

  “They’re happy tears, medvezhonok,” Tatiana explained. “Very happy.”

  “You want a baby?”

  “Someday,” Tati said. “It’s enough just to know that I can.”

  Sergei looked at the clock on the wall and gasped slightly. “I am late,” he said, standing and gathering the lunch plates. “You only have a few minutes, Zimka expects you.”

  The sisters raced to their vanity tables to touch up makeup and hair while Sergei gathered their plates and pushed his cart back down the hallway. The door slammed and echoed like always, signaling their solitude, and Tatiana stopped his hairspray long enough to give his sister a probing look.

  “You know we have to bring him with us,” he said simply.

  Svetlana smiled. “Of course,” he answered.

  “That will make things much, much harder,” Tatiana warned.

  “So be it,” Svetlana replied, determination making iron from his high, bubbly voice. “Yuri cannot have him. I won’t allow it.”

  “I agree, kroshka, one hundred percent,” Tati said. “Now, are you finally done with that setting powder, solnishko? Then pass it over to me.”

  * * * * *

  Strangely, it never dawned on either sister that concentrating on other things, like their escape, relegated their makeup and hairstyling into a different part of their brains and made their afternoon “look” positively spectacular. Zimka oohed and aahed appreciatively, saying they nailed their contours and their brows looked professionally done. Tatiana and Svetlana blushed with pride as they took their seats, while Zimka readied their day’s lesson.

  “We’re going to talk about lingerie this afternoon,” she announced, holding up a lacy bustier.

  Tatiana held up a hand. “Zimka, stop. Please,” he pled.

  “What do you mean?” she asked.

  “We know what’s coming,” Svetlana told her in a hushed voice. “Sergei told us.”

  Her professional demeanor cracked for a moment. “He did?”

  “We’ll be dressed in that lingerie,” Tatiana told her. “Then drugged, then raped.”

  “It’s designed to make us expect it,” Svetlana added. “To make rape the equivalent of love. Because where we’re going, we should expect to be raped every day and night for the rest of our lives, lost to misery and drug abuse in some gangster’s harem while Yuri and Lemenova count the money from our sale into slavery.”

  “After they force poor Sergei to rape us, your next lecture would be about tampons, da?” Tatiana pressed. “Birth control? It wouldn’t be condoms – if we were to be whores, then preventing pregnancy would be our responsibility, never the man’s.”
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  Zimka’s face went ashen. “Sergei told you this?”

  “He did.”

  She sighed, leaning heavily on the podium. “I suspected,” she confessed after a long, pained silence. “I never knew. I suppose it’s because I never wanted to know. I made myself overlook it.”

  “Zimka, we’re telling you this because we think we can trust you,” Svetlana told her. “Can we?”

  “Trust me with what?”

  “We mean to escape,” Tatiana told her. “Yuri, Lemenova – they cannot suspect.”

  “And we plan to take Sergei with us,” Svetlana added. “And you, too, if you want to go.”

  “Go where?” Zimka asked.

  “Out of the country,” Svetlana told her. “The United States, most probably.”

  “How?”

  “The less you know, the better,” Tatiana told her. “I know how difficult it is to lie to Lemenova.”

  “What would you need from me?” Zimka asked.

  “Free time,” Svetlana stated. “Privacy.”

  “You know how fast we learn,” Tatiana added. “Instead of instructing us and making us practice for four hours, make us practice for three and a half and let us do what we need for the extra half hour.”

  “Do you know what will happen if you get caught?” Zimka asked.

  “We have no idea,” Svetlana said. “But we know Yuri will get his money’s worth out of us.”

  “I’m not sure,” Zimka said, biting her lip in consternation.

  “You have a day to decide,” Svetlana told her. “But it can’t be a maybe. And if it’s a no, then we will find other ways. Or you’ll tell Lemenova, and our lives as we know them will be forfeit.”

  “But in the meantime, tell me all about lingerie,” Tatiana said brightly, sitting back in his chair and uncapping a pink pen to take notes.

  * * * * *

  They left Zimka’s classroom and walked down the hallway arm-in-arm, back to their room. Sergei had been and gone, leaving their dinner waiting along with a bottle of chardonnay. The sisters barely even looked at the food, pouring tall glasses of wine and drinking deeply to calm their jangling nerves. Tatiana lit a cigarette and after looking at his sister’s anxious expression, offered one to Svetlana, which he took gratefully.

  “The worst will happen to us no matter what,” Tatiana said to his sister.

  “I know.”

  “So there’s no harm in trying,” Tatiana went on.

  “I know that, too.”

  “So why these tears, moya dorogaya sestra?”
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  “Because the worst isn’t the rape,” Svetlana said. “It isn’t the slavery or the humiliation or the indignity. It’s that they’ll separate us. I’ll never see you again.”

  “Try not to think about it,” Tatiana said. “Neither of us can do this with a broken heart, solnishko.”

  “I’m just so afraid,” he confessed. “Even if our plan works. We don’t even have our own clothes. Our own mothers wouldn’t recognize us if we showed up at their doors.”

  “Did you think we’d fly first class, with matching Vuitton luggage?” Tati laughed.

  “No, but I thought we might have warm coats, at least,” Svetlana shot back.

  “There will be time for that,” Tatiana said. “We have to trust our plan.”

  “If Zimka doesn’t give us up,” Svetlana said, taking a deep drag off the cigarette and almost coughing, only just managing to keep his composure and let the smoke out of his enhanced, inflated lips in a long plume.

  “She hasn’t yet,” Tatiana said. “And I know Sergei will speak to her. He can be very persuasive.”

  Svetlana giggled, then sighed, almost sobbing.

  “What’s wrong, solnishko?”

  “Oh, just thinking of Sergei,” Svetlana said.

  “What about him?”

  “That he’s coming to fuck me tonight,” Svetlana said in a very small voice.

  “He’s… you mean it?” Tatiana said, pointing to his sister’s crotch. “You’re finished?”

  “I felt it this afternoon, in Zimka’s class,” Svetlana confessed in a flat monotone. “I guess that makes me the printsessa today. Hooray.”

  Tatiana stood up and hugged his sister tight, kissing both cheeks fondly. “I’m so happy for you.”

  “I wish I felt the same,” Svetlana said.

  “Svetka, you’re a woman now,” Tatiana told him – no, her. Forever her, from now on.

  “I don’t feel like a woman,” she replied.

  “Whyever not?”

  Svetlana sighed heavily. “You’ll think it’s silly,” she told her sister.

  “I promise I won’t laugh.”

  “Today, in Lemenova’s office,” Svetlana said. “When you mentioned boobs. It hit me like one of Sergei’s fists, Tati. How badly I want them.”

  “I do, too, Svetka,” her sister told her, hugging her tight. “And we will. We won’t leave until our chests are huge and proud and beautiful. Yuri owes us that much.”

  “Damn right he does,” Svetlana told him.

  “I wonder when it will happen for me?” Tatiana asked. “I can’t wait.”

  “It will be soon, pchelka,” Svetlana said.

  “Would it be weird if I asked if I could see?” Tatiana said suddenly, in a nervous rush.

  Svetlana smiled. “Of course not,” she answered. “We’re sisters, right?” She stood gracefully, hiking up the short hem of her day’s tube dress and drew down the filmy panties beneath. Tatiana squatted, for a very close look, examining the perfect little folds of the puckered lips peeking from the smooth cleft. Tatiana brushed a feather-soft fingertip across the vulva.

  “You need a waxing,” she commented.

  “I know, I was just thinking that,” Svetlana giggled.

  “Have you touched it yet?”

  “In the bathroom, a little,” Svetlana confessed.

  “Did you get a finger in?”

  Svetlana blushed. “I didn’t try,” she said. “There wasn’t much time and the nails still hurt.”

  In answer, Tatiana probed gently between Svetlana’s nether lips, careful not to scratch with her long fingernail, and wormed the fingertip upwards with a slight twisting. Svetlana gasped, eyes wide, and spread her hips just a little wider as Tatiana’s slender finger disappeared inside her body, the first thing ever to go inside her, up to the first knuckle.

  [image: ]

  “How does it feel?” Tatiana asked.

  Svetlana panted a little, trying to find the words. “I can’t describe it,” she said finally. “It’s… feminine. Completely and totally feminine. Nothing from a male life can prepare you.”

  “So this,” Tatiana said, wiggling her finger slightly and making Svetlana bite her lip to suppress a moan, “this makes you a girl?”

  “Only a girl could feel this,” Svetlana breathed, trying to fight against the urge to force herself downwards, impaling herself on Tatiana’s finger. “Only a girl. So yes, pchelka, yes. I feel this. So I must be a girl.”

  “You are a girl,” Tatiana said. “Such a beautiful girl.”

  Svetlana purred happily. “Say it again, please.”

  “Such a beautiful girl.”

  Svetlana lingered there, moving her hips ever so slightly, then stood tall, feeling Tatiana’s invading finger slip free and feeling a surprising amount of regret at its absence. She pulled up her panties in embarrassment and tugged down the hem of her dress, smoothing imaginary wrinkles from the stretchy fabric, trying not to meet Tatiana’s eyes.

  Tatiana rose, smelling the tip of her finger delicately. “You have such a clean smell,” Tati commented. “Like strawberries. Salty strawberries.”

  “That’s nice to hear,” Svetlana chuckled. “My first girlfriend, in high school, she smelled like fish.”

  “Makes me wonder how you’ll taste,” Tatiana went on, blushing. “Is that weird?”

  “From someone I call my sister, a little bit,” Svetlana answered.

  “Sorry,” Tatiana told her. “I’ll stop.”

  “I’m not sure I want you to,” Svetlana confessed sheepishly. “Only… maybe not so much, Tati? Slow down a bit, give me time to adjust?”

  “Would it help if we stopped calling each other sisters?”

  Svetlana shook her head vehemently. “I would never agree to that,” she said. “You are my sister.”

  Tatiana chuckled. “Your sister who just fingered you.”

  “Well, what family doesn’t have its little secrets?”

  Svetlana buried the last of her discomfiture beneath nervous laughter, helping herself to another of Tatiana’s cigarettes and striking a match with slightly trembling hands. She looked at the long, skinny ladies’ cigarette between her two fingers consideringly, turning her hand this way and that, commenting, “I really need a manicure.”

  “Hopefully, we’ll be able to stand someone doing that, soon,” Tatiana said, stopping the sexual innuendo for the sake of Svetlana’s comfort with a small tinge of regret. They tried to make small talk – a much easier task, now that they’d had a class from Zimka on how to do just that – but it seemed a bit hollow and forced. Both of them looked grateful when Sergei came through the door, bearing a package on his rolling cart.

  Tatiana took him in her arms and kissed his cheeks fondly. “Sergei, it’s good to see you.”

  “You as well, Tati,” he muttered, still unused to addressing either of them so familiarly. “I have news.”

  “What news?” Svetlana asked, tapping her ashes into the glass tray on the table.

  “Zimka said ‘yes,’” he announced. “She will help.”

  “Does she want to go with us?”

  “She didn’t say,” Sergei told them. “There was very little time. Lemenova was there.”

  “I see,” Tatiana said. “Thank you so much, Sergei. I don’t know what we’d do without you.”

  He blushed again. “I like when you say things like that,” he told them. “Nobody ever made me feel like I was important before.”

  “You’re the most important person in our lives, pryanichek,” Svetlana told him.

  “I have something I need to say,” he told them.

  “Go ahead, please,” Tatiana bade. “You can tell us anything, you know that.”

  “I was afraid that you would take it wrong,” Sergei muttered, rubbing the back of his neck nervously. “If I said it. That you would think something else.”

  “If you said what?” Svetlana pressed.

  “That I love you. Both of you,” he said, looking at the floor.

  “Oh, Sergei,” Tatiana said, taking his hands. “That makes me happy.”

  “We love you, too,” Svetlana told him honestly.

  “You do?”

  “Very much,” Svetlana said. “Which is why I’m not afraid.”

  “Afraid? Of what?”

  “Of when you come to visit me tonight,” Svetlana said. “I’m finished. I’m a girl, now.”

  “You’re not afraid?” Sergei said. “You want me to come?”

  Svetlana rose on tiptoe and pressed a soft little kiss on his crooked lips. His breath tasted like fresh bread and tea. Her inflated lips spread into a slow, languid smile. “I can’t wait,” she told him softly.

  He said nothing, only smiling so hard that it crinkled his eyes into half-moons. Svetlana kissed him once more, a little more deeply, then settled back down onto her platform heels and took a long puff from her cigarette.

  Tatiana broke the pregnant silence in the room. “Is that package for us?” he asked brightly.

  “Yes,” Sergei said. “From Zimka. And also, at the bottom, from me. Don’t open it until I leave. I have to tell Dr. Yuri… about Svetka. He’ll want to know.”

  “Will he watch?” Svetlana asked, suddenly nervous.

  “Sometimes he does,” Sergei told her. “I never know when he will or he won’t. You must lie still, Svetka. I’ll only pretend to give you the drugs, but you have to lie still.”

  “Leave that to me,” Svetlana said. “Where will Tatiana be?”

  “Zimka will take her away,” Sergei told them. “It’s arranged. Tati will wait in the classroom.”

  He handed over the package and gathered the dinner dishes. He gave a last, lingering and almost apologetic look to Svetlana before disappearing down the hallway.

  Tatiana lay the package on her bed and unfastened the plain brown paper. Inside lay a selection of cosmetics the sisters asked for earlier – M.A.C., very expensive – atop a crumpled manila folder. Beneath that rested Sergei’s ‘present,’ a battered Blackberry and a charging cord. Tatiana passed the envelope to his sister, then rushed to hide the phone in the very back of the drawer in his vanity table, behind bottles of eye serum and hair accessories.

  Svetlana opened the envelope as Tatiana began to divide up the cosmetics and place them on the dressing tables neatly. “It’s our papers,” Svetlana announced. “Or copies, at least.”

  She leafed quickly through the gathered papers, pulling off a yellow Post-It note with hastily-scrawled Cyrillic. “It’s a note from Zimka,” she told her sister. “She called in a favor from her friend upstairs, the one who forges the documents. She told him to do a little more than just the usual passports and birth records.”

  Rifling through the pages, she began to grin. “Immunization records,” she said. “School certificates. Zimka says he can even fake some pictures, like from our childhoods, if we want. This says we grew up in the same orphanage, parents lost – my mother in childbirth, my father to cancer and both your parents in a train accident. Adopted together by the same family – really sisters, Tati! Same school, same apartment, even our medical records are on letterhead from the same doctor. Everything we need for immigration.”

  “That is fantastic,” Tatiana said, relieved.

  “Your full name was Tatiana Ivanova Radunskaya,” Svetlana told him. “Born in Vilnius, on the twenty-third of April, 1986. You’re only twenty-one years old, kroshka!”

  “It was Radunskaya?” Tati asked.

  “Until you were adopted,” Svetlana explained. “Then it became Tatiana Petrova Volodin.”

  “And you?” Tatiana said, trying to flip the top papers down to read.

  “I was Svetlana Bogdanova Murilev,” she said. “Born in St. Petersburg, the twelfth of October, 1986. You’re older than me by six months!”

  “Baby sister,” Tati teased.

  “But now I am Svetlana Petrova Volodin, just like you.”

  “Our adoptive parents?”

  Svetlana flipped pages. “Pyotr and Nadia Volodin. Both deceased, a few years ago. But look here – do you see this? We have a cousin. Sergei Vassilovich. Sergei is our cousin!”

  “Maybe Zimka will be his wife,” Tatiana teased. “Now, put that away, kukolka, quickly. They’ll be here any moment.”

  Svetlana nearly swooned, sagging at the knees, when the recollection of what lay in store for her that evening hit her. She sat on the bed hard and gracelessly, burying her face in long-nailed hands, her long blonde hair forming a silken curtain down either forearm.

  Tatiana caressed her back softly. “It will be fine, lyubimaya. It’s Sergei.”

  “I’m not afraid of him,” Svetlana said weakly.

  “Then what?”

  “I’m afraid of how much I want it.”

  “Why should that scare you?”

  “Because I still think I shouldn’t.”

  “Relax. You’re a healthy, red-blooded girl. You have needs like any other girl,” Tatiana told her. “You met a kind, sweet, gentle boy that you like and trust, and he will be kind to you tonight, and it will be wonderful. A night you will never forget.”

  “I feel like there’s some wildcat inside me, struggling to get out.”

  “Maybe there is,” Tatiana said. “Maybe it’s been put there, in the VR sessions, against our will. Maybe it’s been there all along. Maybe you’re just a very horny girl by nature.”

  “I hope that’s it,” Svetlana snickered. “I’d like one thing about me to be genuine, not out of a test tube.”

  “Then make it yours, sestra, and leave no doubt.”

  “You mean fuck Sergei cross-eyed?”

  “That’s exactly what I mean.”


  Part Eight

   

  SVETLANA TOSSED AND TURNED IN her covers, unable to close her eyes. Every little groan and murmur of the Soviet-era building jumped at her from the darkness. After what seemed an eternity, the light in the hallway came on. She wished the VR headset was there, to take all the noises and lights away.

  Zimka came into the room, her shoes scuffing on the concrete. Svetlana sat up immediately.

  “Is it time?” she whispered hoarsely.

  “Yes,” the young woman replied. “Tatiana, are you awake?”

  “Of course I am,” he said from the covers.

  “Then come with me,” Zimka said. “Svetlana, Sergei will be along shortly.”

  “Thank you,” she said, turning her thick covers aside. The light from the hallway played across her slender nudity. Her breath came in shallow gasps.

  “It will be fine, mishka,” Zimka reassured her.

  The faint smell of her arousal reached her slender, button nose. For the first time in her womanhood, Svetlana knew what it meant to be empty inside. And positively dripping wet. Every breath she took could have ended in a moan. The softness of her hair, pooling around her head, felt like a lover’s caress.

  The heavy, familiar tread in the hallway brought her nipples to stiff, aching points. Sergei came around the corner, looking furtive, holding a tray with a paper cup of pills and a small bottle of water.

  She held up a hand. “We won’t need those, medvezhonok,” she purred. “Come to me.”

  He set down the pills on the table and moved to her bedside, sitting on the edge beside her naked body. His warm hand came to rest on her thigh, the barest contact making Svetlana’s breath catch. How could she have ever thought he lumbered, before? That was hulking and brutish? He moved with strength and grace and restraint. The brown eyes weren’t cruel or unfeeling, only shy. In the half-light, Svetlana saw him clearly, and found him beautiful.
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  She sat up, her hair wafting behind her in a soft, luminous wave, and slid her arms around Sergei’s shoulders. She could smell his warm breath as the distance between their faces dwindled, ending in a soft but insistent kiss. Svetlana’s soft, pillowy lips parted and her tongue darted out, tasting him, as her soft palm caressed the scratchy stubble of his beard. She melted into him, all her firmness disappearing as she flowed to meet his contours, pressing herself into him, letting his kiss overpower her. So small and helpless and delicate she felt in those massive, thickly-muscled arms.

  Their kiss gained passion, becoming hungrier. She tugged at the hem of his surgical scrubs, ignoring the flashes of pain in her nails as she raised it over his head, breaking the kiss long enough to pull it off of him and then diving back in, renewing the kiss as though it had been years since she’d known it. Her hands traced the patterns of his pectorals, feeling old gnarled scars beneath the brushy hair.

  “Svetka, I…” he began in a pause of the kiss.

  “Shh,” she said. “I already know, Sergei. I already know.”

  She lay back, pulling him by the shoulders, wanting to feel his weight atop her. He crushed her a little, stealing her breath, but it didn’t feel like a prison. She felt the hard, throbbing length of him press into her soft thigh, and she ground against him slightly to excite it. Sergei’s hand found the little bud of her breast, teasing the nipple and making her gasp and moan. She recycled the pleasure, pouring it into their kiss, nibbling teasingly on his bottom lip and grabbing his face roughly and passionately between her palms.

  Her hands migrated downwards seemingly of their own volition, pulling the drawstring of his trousers loose. She squirmed around to a kneeling position, tugging his pants down in a seesaw motion until his cock sprang free. A part of her felt relieved that she didn’t jump, or back away, at the sight of another man’s cock. But whatever had been in the VR helmets worked, she never felt a moment’s revulsion. Only hunger, desperate hunger. Planting a few kisses into his chest and belly, Svetlana worked her way downwards until the purple head of the very respectably-sized cock throbbing just at the end of her button nose.

  “Svetka, you don’t have to do that,” he said softly, stroking her hair.

  “I want to, luchik,” she breathed, then opened her mouth wide and took him in. A sharp, earthy taste, musky and masculine, flooded her tongue. Once the unfamiliarity of it wore off after a second, she began to enjoy it. Possibly even to love it. Slowly, cautiously, she began to piston her head up and down slightly, causing Sergei to moan and lean back on his hands, eyes closed.

  “You like, kotyenok?” she breathed, grabbing the base of his cock and stroking softly, punctuating her motion with little licks and kisses to the spit-slick head.

  “I love it,” Sergei breathed. “It feels so good.”

  “Mmm, I like making you happy,” Svetlana told him, running the warm, blunt head across her soft cheek. “Will you tell me something, Sergei? Something dirty. Something naughty that I want to hear.”

  “What is it?”

  “Tell me what doing this makes me,” she asked, running her tongue in a slow circle around the entire circumference of his head. “It used to be an insult, when a man called me that word. Now I want to hear it. I want you to call me that.”

  “You want me to say you’re a cocksucker?” Sergei asked in mild disbelief.

  “That’s exactly what I want you to do,” she moaned, pushing her head down as far as it would go and sucking languorously from his full depth to the very tip, making him escape her mouth with a soft, wet pop that almost made her giggle.

  She sucked his cock for a while longer, loving the taste and sensation of his hard dick against her tongue and the back of her throat, the thick feel of him in her hand, the lovely and delicious moans and gasps she made him make. But her own impatience finally got the better of her, and the nagging emptiness in her middle, so she gave his cock one final, wet kiss and rose to look him in the eyes.

  “Fuck me,” she said softly. “I’m ready.”

  He nodded, eyes full of unspoken emotion, and she lay back underneath him once more, this time feeling the unfamiliar sensation of spreading her legs for a man, stretching them straight and pointing her delicate toes as the weight of him settled between her thighs. A feeling of no defense, of no privacy, total exposure. Only her complete trust in Sergei’s gentleness kept her from curling into a ball.

  He reached between their bodies, gently positioning the soft, slick head of his cock between the moist folds of her virgin pussy. With a deep inhalation, Svetlana tilted her hips, feeling the blunt head slide gently into the strange, unfamiliar hole leading inside of her. Her hands grasped his hips, fingers undulating like the legs of a sensuous spider, and she pulled. Slowly, inch by inexorable inch, he crept into her, forcing delicate tissues apart with his solidity, rubbing against nerve endings that never knew touch before that moment. Svetlana bit her lip to the point of pain, rocking her head back, nestling her eyes and forehead in the thick pool of her luxuriant blonde hair.

  “Oh, God,” she moaned. “Oh my God.”

  She felt the warm, clinging softness of his balls come to rest in the crack of her buttocks as his entire length buried itself inside her. Sergei held still for a moment, allowing her to savor it.

  “Sergei, it’s… it’s amazing,” she breathed into his ear. “You feel perfect.”

  “So warm,” he commented.

  “You like it? You like my little kiska?” she giggled teasingly. “You got it so wet, Sergei.”

  “Svetka, moya yagodka…”

  “I’m ready, Sergei. Fuck me. Make me a woman. Please.”

  “You never have to beg with me,” he said.

  “Then do it. I need it,” Svetlana urged, pulling harder at his hips. Grunting a little, he set a slow and shallow rhythm. The unbelievable friction inside her made Svetlana buck and squeal, moaning. Her long nails flared in pain as they dug into the thick muscles of his back.

  “You’re doing it,” she breathed. “You’re fucking me, Sergei. A man is fucking me.”

  “Are you all right?” Sergei asked, solicitous.

  “Of course I am, silly,” she teased, kissing him. “Better than all right!”

  “You like this?”

  “I fucking love it,” she moaned, wrapping her legs around him to urge him to greater speed, greater depth. He complied, quickening his pace, and Svetlana nearly swooned with the sensation. Who would have thought being fucked by a man could feel like this? She thought briefly of Tatiana, hoping her sister would feel the same way. Hoping she would understand, from now on, when Svetlana said she needed a good, hard cock. Hoping she would feel the same.

  Like rays of light breaking from behind clouds, one at a time, a feeling built inside Svetlana – a little burning tickle, right at first, but growing steadily into a flood. It swelled inside her, feeling like it would stretch her skin from the effort of holding it inside. Her little squeals became screams, her moans turned into growls, as the feeling built past pleasure into the realm of pain – how much could her skinny little body hold before it burst?

  Sergei sawed into her, grunting, his big balls slapping against her buttocks wetly. Just when Svetlana thought she could hold no more pleasure, that it would certainly drive her mad, the surface of it seemed to crack somehow. Pleasure sprayed from her, leaking from every pore, radiating out of her like burning beams of sunlight, making her back arch and her heels drum against Sergei’s firm buttocks. She screamed, an ululating cry of purest pleasure echoing down the concrete hallway, lingering in the air, the high-pitched testimony of her first female climax.

  Then her second, and quickly after that her third.

  * * * * *

  “Stop it,” Tatiana said, running the kabuki brush across his nose to even out the coat of powder she just applied after waiting for it to “bake” for ten minutes.

  “Stop what?” Svetlana asked innocently, puckering her lips to bring out cheekbones enough to apply a thin dusting of sparkly bronzer.

  “Stop glowing,” Tatiana shot back.

  Svetlana laughed. “I can’t help it.”

  “Am I going to be like that?”

  “Like what?”

  “That loud,” Tatiana said. “Zimka and I could hear you in the classroom. With the door closed.”

  “I hope so,” Svetlana said. “I hope you feel the exact same way I did.”

  Tatiana blushed, visible even under her freshly-applied foundation. “We’ll know tonight, I suppose.”

  “We will?”

  “First thing this morning, when I woke up,” Tatiana boasted. “All the way to the knuckle, just like you.”
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  “Oh, Tati, congratulations!” Svetlana squealed, leaning close to hug and kiss her sister. “It’s so wonderful, pchelka, you’re going to love it. Everything about it.”

  “I’m a little nervous,” she – now and forever, she – said, uncapping a lipliner pencil and tracing around her lips cautiously as she talked. “I didn’t think I would be, but now that it’s happened…”

  “I know the feeling, sestra,” Svetlana said. “Believe me, Sergei is the perfect man for the job.”

  Tatiana looked her sister dead in the eye. “Are you jealous, Svetka?”

  “A little,” she confessed, smiling sweetly. “But just a little. I’m mostly just happy. He is a very kind and beautiful lover. A part of me wishes I didn’t have to share him, but most of me is glad to.”

  “And there will always be other boys, da?” Tatiana said, pressing her cheek against her sister’s and pointing at the two glorious beauties smiling back from the mirror. “We can take our pick.”

  “We should get ready,” Svetlana scolded gently. “You’ll get your turn, pchelka, and I’ll have to sit in the classroom trying not to listen to you scream and moan.”

  “You’re different this morning,” Tatiana said, picking up another brush and opening a Too Faced lip palette.

  “I’m not a virgin, if that’s what you’re saying,” Svetlana teased.

  “No, I mean you have a confidence in you that wasn’t there before,” she said. “A strength.”

  “Maybe I do,” Svetlana said, opening her blue eyes wide to start the delicate application of liner to her lower lids. “Should I do winged liner, today, you think?”

  “I like this new Svetlana,” Tatiana said. “I like her strength.”

  “Well, maybe we should put it to some good use,” Svetlana commented, winking.

  “What do you mean?”

  “You’ll see. Just follow my lead.”

  * * * * *

  Lemenova watched over them as they exercised outside again, enjoying the brisk spring morning in their designer workout togs once again, jogging in their wedge-heeled sneakers and stopping to do the circuit exercises on the little track set out by Zimka, working up a lovely sweat on their slender, nubile young bodies. They toweled off, already talking about their afternoon class together, walking past Lemenova who viewed them with a smug, self-satisfied look on her angular face.

  “You two seem quite cheerful this morning,” she commented.

  “Tati’s always cheerful,” Svetlana said brightly. “She’s never in a bad mood.”

  “You’re using ‘she,’ now,” Lemenova noticed. “I’m very pleased.”

  “I have to,” Svetlana said. “Tati’s a real girl, now, just like I am.”

  “So Zimka told me,” Lemenova told her, closing and locking the door once they were secure inside. “I even heard that you didn’t take the drugs, that you participated willingly. You enjoyed yourself?”

  “I’ve always liked Sergei,” Svetlana told her, sipping water from a plastic bottle. “I didn’t need them.”

  “And I won’t need them tonight, either,” Tatiana chimed in. “I like Sergei, too.”

  “Remarkable,” Lemenova said. “I’ve never seen such dedicated subjects. You’ve accepted everything so willingly. Perhaps we should treat future subjects like sisters, see if we can replicate your progress.”

  Tatiana wound a strand of thick black hair around one finger. “Doesn’t feel like progress.”

  “What do you mean by that?”

  “Can’t you tell?” Svetlana asked. “You say we’re doing so well, but we’re really not. My teeth are yellow. Tati has, like, no eyelashes of her own, she has to wear false ones every day. Neither of us have boobs bigger than little mosquito bites, we can’t even fill out an A cup. We can’t wear earrings with anything because our ears aren’t pierced…”

  “Neither are our bellybuttons, and there is some cute jewelry out there,” Tatiana threw in. “And these nails? Long enough to be sexy, but they hurt so much we can’t have manicures. I look like a homeless lady. And don’t get me started on my toes.”

  “And what about a tattoo? All the really cute girls have them,” Svetlana said. “I may have liked fucking Sergei and can walk really well in heels, do winged eyeliner on the first try, but it’s not progress.”

  “Not really,” Tatiana chimed.

  Lemenova looked halfway between delighted and stunned, unsure whether to respond with anger or enthusiasm. “And these things, they would make you feel like you’ve accomplished something?”

  “Maybe like I could accomplish something,” Svetlana said. “Maybe go out to a club and have a chance of leaving with a cute guy, for instance. Instead, any girl with bigger than a B cup will stand a better chance than I will.”

  “Interesting,” Lemenova said. “That either of you would want to go out to a nightclub.”

  Svetlana leveled a narrow-eyed look at her sister. “She thinks she can get a cuter guy than me.”

  “Well, I could,” Tatiana said. “You’re not all that, Svetka.”

  “See? She admits it,” Svetlana pouted. “But we’re never going to get to prove it.”

  Lemenova looked at both of them in turn, consideringly. “Perhaps you could,” she mused.

  “You mean it?”

  “It would take some arranging,” Lemenova remarked, “but it might be possible.”

  “When?” Tatiana asked excitedly, bouncing on her toes.

  “It will take a few weeks for your implants to heal,” she remarked. “If Dr. Medleyev did them tonight, it would still be two weeks from now, at least.”

  “Oh, not tonight, surely?” Tatiana said plaintively. Lemenova chuckled.

  “Eager little thing,” she commented dryly.

  “Bad enough that Svetlana lost her virginity first,” Tatiana pouted. “She’s been lording it over me all day.”

  Lemenova brightened, even her stern poker face betraying delight at the rivalry she created between the sisters Volodin. “I will talk to Dr. Medleyev,” she said. “See what can be done.”

  Svetlana moved to take her hand between both of hers, but stopped herself. “Thank you so much, Ms. Lemenova,” she breathed, eyes bright. “That will be so much fun. To go out, really be girls, out in the real world? With real boys and real drinks, real music?”

  “I can’t wait,” Tatiana told her, clapping her hands and bouncing more. “So exciting!”

  “First things first, little one,” Lemenova said. “Get changed and hurry back to your room, get ready for your afternoon lessons. You have a big night tonight.”

  They minced over to the little screened-in area next to the wooden bench and changed back into the day’s pastel blue tube-dress, making sure that Lemenova overheard them talking about how they wished they could shop for their own clothing, being sure to interject it thoroughly with little competitive jabs at one another – who could pick out the cutest clothes, who would manage to leave the nightclub with the cutest boy, which one of them would cum the hardest with Sergei. The sisters shared humorless smiles, almost feeling how Lemenova stood outside, eating it all up.

  They minced their way down the hallway in their platform heels – Printsessa Tatiana earned the Louboutins from their very first day in Lemenova’s office for her quick and deft mastery of contouring her foundation – and back to their room, arm in arm, not even daring to whisper about the con game they ran so successfully on the fearsome Lemenova.

  They sat down to a light lunch – salade Niçoise and a lovely pinot grigio – and cigarettes afterwards. Tatiana noted with a bit of sadness that her sister no longer pulled faces or coughed when she smoked, now thoroughly practiced in the unfortunate habit. She felt a little sad, but also relieved. She liked having things in common with her sister, little special things that the two of them did together. It made her feel closer.

  The afternoon lesson with Zimka covered more hairstyling – up-do’s, and more intricate braiding – and a crash course in flirting and social interaction. True to her word, Zimka ended the lesson early, giving the girls a bit more than half an hour of their own time where she looked the other way and asked no questions.

  Both sisters huddled immediately around the contraband Blackberry delivered by Sergei. After a few trial-and-error mishaps, they managed to find a website that suited their purposes, pulled from their pasts and their inside knowledge of the Kavlov’s extensive criminal empire. Tatiana and Svetlana registered quickly and created profiles for the ‘online dating site,’ giggling with one another quietly as they made up lie after lie about their likes and dislikes, their histories, their hobbies and interests.
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  “You should just put fucking,” Tatiana chuckled as Svetlana used the end of an eyeliner pencil to type on the miniscule keyboard – long minutes of disastrous typing with her long nails took valuable minutes off of their allotted time – of the phone and enter her interests. “That will get you a man quick.”

  “But it has to be just the right sort of man, kroshka, or it won’t work,” Svetlana replied.

  “I know, Svetka, but I don’t want to wait,” Tati replied.

  Zimka looked up from her desk, where she read a magazine. She’d made an admirable effort to stay out of their business but her curiosity finally got the better of her. “Is that something I could help you with?”

  Svetlana gave her a cautious look. “I don’t think so, solnishko,” she said sweetly.

  Zimka stood. “You can trust me, you know,” she claimed.

  “That’s very sweet,” Tatiana told her. “But we can’t prove that.”

  “What would it take?” Zimka asked them both. “I talked to Sergei this morning. He convinced me that I should be helping you both. I’ve never heard him talk like he talks about you. I don’t think I’ve ever heard him talk at all before this week.”

  Tatiana looked at her sister, who shrugged in a way saying it’s up to you before rolling her eyes slightly. Tatiana took a deep breath, blowing it out through puffed, swollen lips coated thickly with matte lipstick, before saying, “If Sergei told you what we’re planning…”

  “He didn’t,” Zimka told them, stepping around the desk. “I figured some parts of it out, but he hasn’t said a word to me. I only thought what I would try to do if I were in your position, and escaping would be my very first priority.”

  “Not just escape,” Svetlana muttered, typing.

  “You mean to get even?” Zimka asked.

  “We do,” Tatiana confirmed.

  “Then I want to help,” Zimka told them. “They told me I was helping girls who emerged from comas, did you know that? That’s what Lemenova told me, that you’d been asleep. It wasn’t until I started looking around, talking, asking questions that I discovered exactly what was happening here.”

  “Coma patients? Even if you wanted to believe a lie like that, that would have been difficult to swallow.”

  “It was,” Zimka said. “As I said, it led me to ask questions.”

  “One word from you, one single word to Lemenova, and my sister and I will be sucking cock for spare change on the docks at Vladivostok or Murmansk before we know what happened,” Tatiana said.

  Svetlana shuddered. “A lifetime of designer knockoff shoes,” she said in soft horror.

  “I know what’s at stake,” Zimka said.

  “Then you’ll understand why we don’t just immediately trust you,” Svetlana said.

  “Give me a chance to prove it,” Zimka pled.

  “Okay, okay,” Svetlana said. “We have figured out how to get away, or at least we have a good start. But we will be stuck in Moscow for a while. My sister and I need a place to stay. Clothes, food, money. Clean phones. Internet access.”

  Zimka nodded. “I can set that up for you,” she said proudly.

  “This is a criminal organization we’re trying to avoid,” Tatiana told her. “It can’t be anything that can be traced back to you. They’ll look into people like you and Sergei first. It can’t be your parent’s summer dacha, even a friend of a friend’s little fuck nest – it has to be completely clean.”

  “I understand.”

  “And if you help us, you will need to find a way out for yourself,” Svetlana added. “Mazdalov – or Kavlov, if he survived – will come looking. They’ll probably send Yevgeny. You’ll be in danger.”

  “I can take care of myself,” Zimka said.

  “Mazdalov has buried a lot of people in shallow graves who thought that exact thing,” Svetlana pointed out. “We used to work for these people. We have a little better idea of what they can do, how far they can reach.”

  “Okay, I get it,” Zimka said. “You’re not going to talk me out of this. What Yuri does is wrong. I’ve been complicit in this torture for over a year. I’m not innocent. My father always said that evil triumphed when good people stood by and did nothing. I can’t do nothing. Not now that I know.”

  “Your father sounds like a dissident,” Tatiana said.

  “He died in a Soviet prison, if that’s what you mean,” Zimka said.

  “None of us will get anything so kind as a gulag if Yevgeny catches us,” Svetlana said.

  Zimka fixed them with a probing look. “Who were you? Before,” she asked softly.

  Tatiana took her sister’s hand and squeezed tight. “Nobodies,” she answered. “Low level pencil pushers who knew all the wrong things.”

  “And now we’re somebodies,” Svetlana said with a grim smile. “The two beautiful sisters who are going to take down Yevgeny and break the back of a mob boss.”

  “And look hot as hell while they’re doing it,” Tatiana boasted, striking a sexy pose.

  * * * * *

  They left Zimka’s classroom a bit late, still unsure whether to trust the young woman. They ate in relative silence – Svetlana originally thought to tease her sister, telling her to have a big dinner because she’d need her energy – but one look at her concerned face put such thoughts to rest. Svetlana helped her sister change and fixed her hair, restoring her beauty and glamour gently, telling her not to worry, that it didn’t hurt, and Sergei would make it something magical. Tatiana bore it all with a pained but genuine smile.
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  “In the end, you will want him to,” Svetlana reassured her. “And it doesn’t feel strange. Not like you’re gay or being forced, nothing like what we feared. It feels so natural, Tati. Like breathing. It will just make perfect sense to you.”

  “And you didn’t mind that we were programmed for this?” Tatiana asked.

  “At the time, kroshka, no. When he touched me, I didn’t think about that at all,” Svetlana answered.

  She kissed Tatiana’s cheek and wiped away the trace of lipstick with her thumb, reflexively feminine, when the door to Yuri’s lab slammed shut and they heard Sergei’s heavy tread echo.

  “He won’t force you, yagodka,” Svetlana told her in a whisper.

  “I know,” she said.

  “Tell him you’re scared, if you need to. He’ll help you. He really is a very sweet man.”

  “I know he is,” Tatiana said softly. “Now go, would you? I love you, Svetka, but this is private.”

  “I will expect details,” Svetlana teased, giving her sister an encouraging wink as she hustled away. She brushed across Sergei’s chest as she left, giving the broad pectorals a caress and favoring him with a knowing and passionate look as she passed. He smiled at her, then pushed his rolling cart into the room as Svetlana clicked and clacked on her heels into Zimka’s classroom.

  Zimka greeted her softly, offering her coffee and pushing an ashtray across her desk to give Svetlana access. “You look surprisingly relaxed,” she mentioned as Svetlana stirred milk into the steaming cup.

  “I know what’s about to happen,” she said with a fond smile. “She may be nervous, but she will end the night glowing. Tatiana will be fine. Better than fine.”
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  “You make Sergei sound like a god in bed,” Zimka noted, tapping her bottom lip.

  Svetlana helped herself to one of Zimka’s cigarettes and lit it. “I don’t have much in the way of experience, but I can tell you my thighs were still quivering by the time I went to bed the next day.”

  Zimka looked pensive but smiled faintly. Svetlana recognized that considering look – she’d seen it on her own face in the mirror, and on Tati’s, several times since they’d changed. Zimka was picturing Sergei naked. The thought made her smile.

  “I did as you asked,” Zimka said, snapping her mind away from pictures of Sergei’s hard muscles.

  “What do you mean?”

  “Prepaid credit cards,” she said. “From the money you gave Sergei. You and Tatiana can shop online for whatever clothes and things you need and have them delivered to my house. False names, no way to trace the activity back to any of us. Use your Blackberry, get whatever you need. If you run out of money, I will just recharge the card when I leave work that day.”

  Svetlana smiled brightly. “That’s a wonderful idea,” she said. “We were worried that nothing we bought would fit, once we get our boobs.”

  “And it’s always more fun to shop for yourselves,” Zimka said. “There was a chance I’d get you something you didn’t like. Is there anything else I can help you with?”

  “Is the old Opel that Tati used to drive still upstairs in the parking lot?”

  “No, it’s empty,” Zimka said. “They probably would have destroyed that early, since it could be traced back to you. You need a car?”

  Svetlana tapped her ashes and regarded the smoldering end of her cigarette for a moment. “I think having one would make more trouble than it solved,” she said at length. “But we will need a fast getaway for one night.”

  “I can find you that,” Zimka said. “Anything else?”

  “An errand runner,” Svetlana told her. “When we get to the safe house, Tatiana and I will have to stay indoors and out of sight. We’re the kinds of girls who will draw attention, so we will need someone trustworthy who can help us get what we need.”

  “I think either Sergei or I could come up with someone,” Zimka told her. “When do you need all of this?”

  “That’s just the problem, we don’t know yet,” Svetlana told her. “And we won’t know, until about a week in advance. Once the date is set, we’ll need to move quickly.”

  Svetlana’s next comment cut off by a loud, high-pitched scream of pure ecstasy echoing down the concrete corridor, ending all conversation abruptly and leaving both Svetlana and Zimka’s cheeks coloring crimson.

  “Was it like that when I was in there?” Svetlana asked in a hoarse whisper, listening to the squealing grunts coming from the room now, loud and quick and lustful, punctuated by the squeaking bedsprings.

  Zimka giggled. “Worse,” she said with a naughty grin. “Much, much worse.”


  Part Nine

   

  “OOH! WHAT ABOUT THAT ONE?” Tatiana said, pointing at the tiny screen at the picture of the man in the profile. “He looks kind of cute.”

  Svetlana pulled a face, an adorable little scrunch-nosed pout, and shook her head, tossing blonde curls to and fro. “No, not him. I don’t think that’s even his real picture. I’m sure I’ve seen it before.”

  “Why not? What’s the matter with him?”

  “Look at his profile, Tati,” she said. “He says he likes boating, long walks, romantic dinners… that can’t be true. He’s just saying what he thinks we want to hear. He probably sits around all day and plays video games or watches television. He probably still lives with his mother.”

  “Oh, I guess so. I’d send him a message if it was me,” Tatiana mused, taking a long drag from her cigarette.

  “You already found the one you like,” Svetlana told her. “Why are you even interested?”

  “I’m not supposed to take an interest in my sister’s lover-to-be?” Tatiana said, faux offended.

  “You just want me to finish up so you can email David again,” Svetlana teased.

  Behind them, Zimka paced back and forth, chatting on her telephone. She pressed ‘End’ at the end of her conversation and favored both of them with a bright, cheerful smile. “It’s done,” she announced happily. “A little apartment in the Taganskaya district. All done through acquaintances and friends-of-friends, no real way to trace it back to you.”

  “I hope you’re right, kroshka,” Svetlana said. “Things will be very tense around this place once they realize we’re gone. They’ll be questioning everyone.”

  “I think I can hold out long enough for you two to make your getaway,” Zimka said.

  “I did have a thought,” Tatiana said. “We’re pretty valuable to Yuri and Yevgeny, right?”

  “I should think so,” Zimka told her. “Most of the girls who come out of here sell for a lot of money.”

  Tatiana shuddered at the mention of slavery but went on, undeterred. “Then there’s bound to be some way to track us, you’d think,” she said. “Some way to find us if we wander off.”

  Svetlana gasped. “That makes sense.”

  “I don’t know anything about that,” Zimka said. “Maybe we should ask Sergei?”

  “I don’t think he’d know, either,” Tatiana continued. “They don’t really let him in on the transformation process, the poor dear. He has very little information on what they’re actually doing to us.”

  “Lemenova might know,” Zimka offered.

  “Maybe, maybe not. We need a look at Yuri’s files,” Svetlana concluded.

  Zimka sighed heavily. “I don’t even know where those are kept.”

  “He never even carries a phone, or a laptop either,” Tati said, tapping her swollen bottom lip. “The files would have to be here, someplace. Zimka, are there any restricted areas around here? Places where even you and Lemenova aren’t allowed?”

  “Yuri’s personal office,” Zimka said. “It’s in the hallway behind the lab.”

  “I think I have an idea,” Svetlana said. “It’s dangerous.”

  “Everything we’re doing is dangerous right now,” her sister chimed in comfortingly. “What is it?”

  “Zimka, mishka, do you think you could get your hands on Lemenova’s purse?”

  * * * * *

  Sergei came for them early the next morning – so far removed from their first days there, with rough shoves and grunted commands – waking each of them with a sweet and tender kiss and a stroke of their silken hair, greeting them with a smile and muttered comments about how beautiful they looked.
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  Svetlana and Tatiana barely slept the night before from excitement, knowing today would be the day they’d anticipated for so long. They skipped breakfast – doctor’s orders – and dressed quickly in hospital gowns, squealing and squirming like toddlers as Sergei’s cold hands assisted them with the ties in the back. Both girls allowed themselves a single cigarette before they brushed their teeth and gathered their hair into loose, sloppy buns, then threaded their arms through Sergei’s and followed him down the short hallway towards the lab.

  “I worry about you both,” Sergei said softly as they walked. “Are you sure this is what you want?”

  Tati gave his rock-hard arm a gentle shove. “Sergei, you are so sweet,” she said fondly. “Of course it’s what we want!”

  “You will like us both so much better when it’s done,” Svetlana added.

  “That’s not possible,” Sergei said, coloring slightly.

  “Did Zimka get what we asked for?” Tatiana whispered as they neared the door.

  “I have it,” Sergei assured her.

  “Good,” Tati said. “Wait until we’re in recovery, when everyone leaves, then give it to Svetka.”

  “Svetlana? Not you?”

  “We discussed it,” Svetlana said. “Tati thinks I will have better luck.”

  “Okay,” Sergei said, doubtful. “Why can’t you just send me?”

  “Too much of our plan revolved around you being above suspicion, luchik,” Svetlana said. “If Yuri thinks you’re helping us, you could wind up in trouble. Maybe even in the same situation we are.”

  “Not that you wouldn’t make an adorable girl,” Tati said with a coy grin.

  “But we need you, once we start our escape,” Svetlana went on. “Your freedom is the most valuable asset we have right now. We couldn’t risk it.”

  Sergei sighed. “I understand. I don’t like it, but I understand.”

  Svetlana laced her fingers in his, drew his hand to her mouth and kissed it tenderly. “I’ll be fine, sakharok, I promise,” she said. “Just make sure you come empty the linens when we told you.”

  “Fifteen minutes after,” he said. “I’ll be there.”

  “Take whatever I find straight to Zimka, she can hide it for us,” Tati said.

  “I will, I will,” Sergei said. “Now, we must hurry. Yuri is waiting.”

  Tati jumped up and down on her toes a little in excitement. “I’ve been looking forward to this.”

  Sergei led them into the lab, accompanied by the loud beep of the electronic lock. Yuri and a small surgical team awaited them on the other side – four nurses and another surgeon – and hustled them quickly onto the two tables. As she lay back, Svetlana gave Tatiana a meaningful glance and gestured at the large silicone breast implants laying on a nearby table, in a sterile field. Tati’s face lit up with a beaming smile and she shook her chest playfully, making Svetlana giggle softly.

  Yuri didn’t bother with his usual speech, instead just giving instructions in a voice just above audibility. The two girls shivered a bit in the chilly lab as their gowns got pushed down, exposing their chests, while the nurses began the preparations for the surgery. Svetlana only remembered a happy, excited feeling – like seeing birthday presents wrapped in paper just before her mother said she could open them – as darkness claimed her, dragging her down into a comfortable emptiness.

  * * * * *

  She awoke with a gasp, trying to sit up against the gentle pressure of Sergei’s hands on her shoulders.

  “Easy, Svetka, easy,” he said softly.

  As her senses returned, slowly rejoining the part of her brain that made them make sense, a wave of savage pain assaulted her, making her grit her teeth and moan. Svetlana looked down at the heavy twin globes jutting from her narrow chest, pointing towards the ceiling with erect pink nipples. Delight warred with pain in her mind as she gazed lovingly at her new breasts, peeking from the surgical dressings and compression garments. Even with the reddened skin and bruising, she struggled with the fierce swell of pride. They were perfect. Absolutely perfect. And they made her perfect. At last, she was complete.
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  “Look at them, Sergei,” she whispered. “Aren’t they beautiful?”

  “They are,” he said with a small smile. “Now, sit up. Slowly, okay?”

  She struggled a bit – there was a lot of pain, even with the anesthesia still clinging to her mind – and adjusted to the feel of their heavy weight settling onto her chest. They bobbed and jiggled, tugging painfully against sutures and bandages. She ran her hands over them adoringly as Sergei stooped, slipping wedge sandals onto her feet so she could walk in some comfort. He stood, kissing her cheek, and pressed a key card and their contraband Blackberry into her hands before pointing at a door on the far side of the lab.

  “You have ten minutes,” he told her softly.

  “Okay, luchik,” she said, rising gracefully but groggily to her feet and making her slow way towards Yuri’s small office. Behind her, Yuri took the spent Epi-Pen, pilfered from Lemenova’s purse for her peanut allergy and used to counteract the lingering effects of the anesthetic, and slipped it into the pocket of his scrubs. He gave her an encouraging look as he took a set of vital signs from the still-sleeping Tatiana. Svetlana took a short moment to admire the twin globes adorning her sister’s chest, mirrors to her own, before swiping the card and ducking into Yuri’s office noiselessly.

  She switched on the light in the cramped, cluttered room. A desk, chair and filing cabinets occupied the room – all Soviet-era metal construction, painted a depressing institutional green – and several bookcases filled with medical textbooks and science journals. A lone photograph – a much younger, more vital looking Yuri along with a team of others, all in radiation suits, posing before a sign announcing the town of Chernobyl – hung crookedly from one wall.

  Svetlana dug into the filing cabinets quickly, pulling out folder after folder documenting transformations. Her mind boggled a bit, looking at the sheer number of people Yuri transformed and sent away, shipping them to every place from dockside whorehouses to the Sultan of Brunei. A large harem of transformed dissidents belonged to a wealthy consortium in Dubai, another collection delivered as a gift to a warlord in Honduras.
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  Svetlana used the Blackberry to take pictures of everything she came across for future use, rifling through the countless documents and taking those she thought might be of value. At last, she came to the folders labeled with her and her sister’s old names – Dmitri and Andrei. She snapped pictures of every page, fighting the urge to take a quick “selfie” of her new breasts.

  Finally satisfied, Svetlana tucked the Blackberry beneath the strap of her compression garment and ducked back into the lab. The pain in her chest as her new, large breasts jiggled and bounced in time with her steps joined in with a growing sense of dizziness and nausea as the epinephrine battled against the last vestiges of the anesthetic in her bloodstream. She dumped the phone into the linen hamper along with her shoes and the key card, then tiptoed across the room to her empty bed, ignoring the screaming pain in her calves and ankles from attempting to walk without high heels. She settled onto the bed gratefully, closing her eyes. She meant to stay alert, watching for Sergei to come and take away their stolen evidence, but sleep found her first, dragging her down into insensibility long before Sergei returned.

  The sisters awoke within moments of one another, an unknowable time later, moaning and squirming languorously on the narrow beds. Tati’s delighted giggle echoed in the still lab, and her slender hands climbed immediately to the twin spheres on her chest, tracing gentle circles across their swollen, red surface with the tips of her long nails.

  “So beautiful,” she whispered. “So perfect.”

  She turned her head, pillowed in the soft tendrils of the midnight hair which escaped her surgical bonnet, to see Svetlana stirring on her own bed mere feet away from her. “Svekta,” she said urgently in a stage whisper. “Svetka, did you do it?”

  Svetka moaned. “Yes,” she said softly. “It seems like a dream, but I did it.”

  “Your breasts,” Tati whispered. “Svetka, you look so beautiful.”

  “So do you, kroshka,” Svetlana said happily. “We’re complete.”

  “Finally,” Tati said, her eyes welling with joyous tears.

  Svetlana craned her neck, eliciting a painful hiss as she tugged against fresh sutures, and looked at the wall near the beds. “He got the linens,” she said. “With any luck, Zimka will have it all.”

  “We’ll know soon enough,” Tati told her. “If they’d been caught, we would most likely have tits the size of beach balls.”

  Svetlana blushed. “Strange how that doesn’t make me sad.”

  “Me neither,” Tati confessed. “But I wouldn’t want to change what we have. They’re perfect.”

  “I hope the bras we ordered come in soon,” Svetlana told her. “They’re beautiful to look at, Tati, but walking with them hurts. As much as I want the world to see them, I’m going to need some support.”

  Tati giggled. “You do have really big tits,” she told her sister playfully.

  “You’re one to talk,” Svetlana snickered back. Both the women opted – begged, in fact – for breasts a little bigger than proportional to their frames. Narrow chests, punctuated by prominent ribs, now supported large, firm double-D cup silicone masterpieces, crowned with proud and seemingly perpetually erect nipples. They would never be able to blend into any crowd, ever again. In her research into the United States, Tati had come across a peculiar phrase that popped into her mind: tits on a stick. Both she and her sister would forever fit that description, along with the others she’d discovered in her reading – fuckdoll. And her favorite, the one that gave her thrills deep into her core – bimbo. That term represented a lifestyle, a lifestyle she coveted desperately. Tati lusted to be a real American bimbo. If their plan bore fruit the way she hoped, it would not be long before she strutted from gym to spa to boutique, clad all in skintight designer clothes, her beautiful breasts prominently displayed. Empty headed, designed only for pleasure and self-indulgence, a happy trophy wife for a rich and powerful man. Tati knew such desires were implanted by the VR headsets they wore night after night, but even knowing such cravings were artificial did not diminish them one bit. She longed to become a bimbo, concerned only with makeup and clothes and pleasure.

  “I hope we get some outside exercise,” she said. “I can’t wait to see these with tan lines.”

  “Tati, pchelka, we have to focus,” Svetlana scolded gently. “I only want to lie here and play with them, too. But we have to remember what’s at stake.”

  “You’re right, of course,” Tati said. “We have a lifetime to admire ourselves, da?”

  “Where do you stand with David?” Svetlana asked, referring to Tati’s online beau.

  “Now that I have a body to show him, I think we’re to the exchanging pictures stage,” Tatiana said. “Once he sees me, I have a feeling he’ll be eating out of my hand.”

  Svetlana sighed. “I’m behind,” she said. “You’re right, I have been too choosy.”

  “No, kroshka, a girl like you can afford to be picky,” Tatiana said.

  “Not on a timetable like ours,” Svetlana said. “I have to pick up the pace, it needs to be set. There’s one boy – his name is Michael – who shows some promise. I’ll send him an email tonight.”

  “Quiet,” Tati whispered hurriedly as the door opened. Yuri came in with Sergei right on his heels. Sergei busied himself taking vital signs and making notes on a clipboard, trading small smiles and winks with them where Yuri couldn’t see to let them know he’d delivered the stolen documents safely to Zimka.

  “You’re both pleased with the results?” Yuri asked, admiring both women openly. If he’d still had a cock in his pants after being exposed to the Chernobyl radiation, Tatiana and Svetlana both knew with certainty it would have been standing erect at the sight of their flawless bodies.

  “Happier than I’ve ever felt,” Svetlana said honestly.

  “We can’t thank you enough,” Tatiana added.

  “It’s sad, you know,” Yuri told them. “There’s very little else I can do for you.”

  “That’s not true,” Tatiana said. “We both need butt implants. And our teeth straightened and whitened. And I’ve been thinking that I might want to redo my nose, I think it’s too wide.”

  Yuri chuckled. “Ambitious little things, aren’t they, Sergei?” he said. “The teeth should be no problem. I can have that done tomorrow. The implants, perhaps next week. And there’s nothing wrong with your nose, my dear.”

  “I like your butt,” Sergei whispered as he bent down next to Tatiana’s bed.

  “I like yours, too,” she whispered back. His hand lingered over hers as he finished taking her pulse.

  “We couldn’t have them any sooner?” Svetlana whined adorably, her inflated lips in a rehearsed pout.

  “Ms. Lemenova would be most displeased if I did it any sooner,” Yuri told her. “As it stands, your recovery from this surgery delays her plans for you. She wants the two of you ready to go out to a nightclub by the end of the week, and that’s rushing it. If I were to tack on another week of recovery, she would be very angry with me.”

  “But we want to be perfect,” Tatiana told him.

  “And you will be,” Yuri assured them. “Have patience. Sergei, if you would be so kind, would you see these two young ladies safely back to their room? I have a lot of work to do.”

  “Of course, doctor,” Sergei grunted, helping both of them sit up. Dizziness clung to them, making them slump forward onto their hands in direct defiance of Lemenova’s training to always sit up straight. Their heavy breasts tugged painfully as they leaned, making them both grunt and correct their postures immediately. Tatiana immediately understood her sister’s desire for support. She remembered an adorable pink and white corset in her bedroom with padded cups which would fit the bill nicely.

  Sergei helped them both into high heels and assisted them to their feet, setting a slow pace as they acclimated to the new science of moving a woman’s body with large, bouncing breasts. They leaned against him, drawing comfort from his steadiness as he led them through the door into the hallway beyond.

  “Zimka has everything,” he told them as soon as the door slammed shut behind them, echoing down the concrete hallway. “She’s going through it now.”

  “Any idea how they track us?” Svetlana asked.

  “Not yet,” Sergei told them. “You brought us a lot to go through.”

  “Sorry,” Svetlana said.

  “Don’t be,” Sergei chuckled. “It will all be put to good use, I promise.”

  “When can we come and help?” Tatiana asked.

  “Tomorrow,” Sergei said. “You have classes in the afternoon, like usual.”

  “Has Lemenova noticed her Epi-Pen missing?” Tatiana pressed.

  He shrugged. “I doubt it,” he said. “I put the empty pen back in its container, and Zimka says she put it back into Lemenova’s purse.”

  “I hope she dies,” Svetlana said bitterly. “I hope she swells up like a balloon and tries to use the empty one and dies on the floor, like a dog.”

  “It would be fitting,” Sergei agreed, nodding. “But I hope you both get your revenge first, before that happens.”

  He led them around the corner into their room. Tatiana sat gingerly on her bed, fishing in her bedside drawer for a cigarette. Svetlana noticed a laptop computer sitting on her bed and raised a quizzical eyebrow.

  “For shopping,” he said. “Zimka convinced Lemenova to let you both buy new clothes now that you have your new bodies. The laptop is monitored – Lemenova will be watching. Don’t do anything on that computer you wouldn’t want her to see.”

  “Got it,” Tati said. “Sergei… can you come back? Later tonight?”

  “Why? What do you need?” he asked.

  “I’m so grateful to you for everything you’ve done, kotyenok,” she said. “All these risks you’ve taken for me and my sister. I want you to come back tonight, so… so I can thank you properly.”

  Svetlana looked a little taken aback, but then nodded. “Me, too, Sergei.”

  He blushed crimson. “Are you certain?”

  “Why wouldn’t we be certain?” Svetlana said. “You’re our knight in shining armor.”

  He cleared his throat, looking sheepishly at the floor. “I… I don’t know what to say.”

  “Say yes,” Svetlana said.

  “Please?” Tatiana added with the barest hint of sexy begging.

  “I have to tell you both something,” he said, eyes still downcast. “It won’t be what you want it to be.”

  “What do you mean?” Tati asked.

  “Just sex,” Sergei said. “I don’t think I can do that any more.”

  “Sergei – are you trying to tell us you love us?” Svetlana said gently, taking his hand.

  “Would that be okay?”

  “Of course, my little medvezhonok,” Tatiana said. “Can’t you see we love you, too?”

  “Very much,” Svetlana added.

  “I would enjoy it very much if you came tonight and fucked us,” Tatiana told him. “But if you come tonight and make love to us, that would be an honor.”

  It was Svetlana’s turn to blush. “I hope you’ll consider doing both.”

  “Yuri expects you both to undergo a VR treatment tonight,” Sergei said. “I can come here after.”

  “We’ll be waiting, pryanichek,” Tatiana told him.

  * * * * *

  Neither of the Vorodin sisters felt much like eating, only picking at their dinners in lieu of smoking several cigarettes while they shopped for clothing online. They made choices designed to please Lemenova, to deflect any suspicion that they were anything other than biddable little playthings. While one shopped, the other used the illicit phone to send emails. Tatiana sent a steamy pair of selfies to her David while Svetlana opened a very suggestive dialogue with the man Michael who caught her interest. Both men answered back the same night and seemed very pleased and eager to explore relationships.
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  The phone dinged merrily as they paged through a swimwear site, and Svetlana opened the latest email from Michael. A digital picture came across of a swarthy man, with tousled brown hair and deep-set eyes. A scruffy beard clung to slightly overweight cheeks, creased with a shy smile.

  Tatiana crowded over her sister’s shoulder, her firm silicone breasts pressing into Svetlana’s back deliciously. “Oh, Svetka, he’s cute!” she cooed. “Look at his dimples! He’s adorable!”

  Svetlana sighed. “I feel awful, telling him I like him,” she confessed. “He is cute. And sweet, too, he says very romantic things. But I wasn’t lying, Tati, about what I feel for Sergei. Are we betraying him?”

  “He’s known our plan all along,” Tatiana said. “He’s never said anything about betrayal.”

  “That doesn’t mean he doesn’t feel it,” Svetlana said.

  “Svetka, we have to do this. We can’t leave for the United States unless we have someone waiting for both of us at the other end, you know that. Sergei will understand. I know he will.”

  “We’re asking so much of him, sestra,” Svetlana said.

  “And we will ask more,” she answered in a firm voice. “But when we’re free, Svetka, when we have our money and don’t have to look over our shoulders, when we’re out of this prison, then we can make it up to him. But not before.”

  “You’re right, of course you’re right,” Svetlana said, shaking her head and causing shimmering ripples to cascade down the length of her white-gold hair. “So, what should I say?”

  “Talk about his lips,” Tatiana said. “I always thought it was so sexy when girls talked about how kissable my lips were. It made me feel like they were thinking about fucking me.”

  Svetlana smiled, her long-nailed thumbs clicking away at the miniature keys, nodding. She paused just long enough to snap a vampy, playful selfie of herself, showing lots and lots of very tempting cleavage, and send it off with her reply.

  “I hope he doesn’t expect me to cook,” Svetlana grumped as she typed.

  “Nobody expects girls who look like us to cook, zolotse,” Tatiana giggled. “But I could teach you a few things, if you really want to make someone a good little wife.”

  “Wife,” Svetlana said dreamily. “Sounds strange, doesn’t it?”

  Tatiana blushed slightly. “It did, once,” she admitted. “But now, it sounds more…”

  “…like what we were born for, da?” Svetlana finished for her.

  “Exactly,” Tatiana said. “I want to be the perfect wife.”

  “So do I,” Svetlana said. “I wonder if that would help butter Lemenova up, if we asked for cooking lessons? Or lessons about caring for babies. Tell her how much we want to be perfect little wives?”

  “It would make her swoon,” Tatiana laughed. “We have to do it.”

  “And if it gets us what we want? More the better,” Svetlana agreed.

  * * * * *

  The VR session that evening seemed almost welcome, so accustomed to it the two sisters had grown. The cacophony of light and sound didn’t leave them with the throbbing headaches of before – a hangover of sorts still came with the treatments, to be sure, but instead of the wrung-out, exhausted numbness of the earliest treatments, Svetlana and Tatiana now felt suffused with a healthy, satisfied and happy glow.

  Sergei came in to them late that night as the two girls sat awake, smoking cigarettes in the darkness and passing the little phone back and forth to read replies from their new American paramours. Sergei sat at the foot of Tati’s bed, making the aged springs creak loudly, as Svetlana stood and plopped unceremoniously in his lap, playing with his short hair and enjoying the size and warmth of him. Tatiana finished her missive on the phone, then tucked it under her pillow and slid alongside him, wrapping her lissome arms around he and Svetlana both, resting her smooth cheek against his shoulder.
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  No words needed speaking. Svetlana’s mouth found his first, probing with a soft, wet tongue, and his rough hands slid around her narrow waist, pulling her tight. Tatiana pressed her inflated lips into the hollow of his neck as slender, long-nailed fingers began massaging his shoulder muscles, eliciting a delightful groan of pleasure from Sergei as he sucked greedily on Svetlana’s tongue. Svetlana felt Sergei’s cock stir against the back of her thigh through his scrubs and she massaged it with her buttock, rocking back and forth slowly.

  Sergei’s strong hands kneaded Svetlana’s lower back, shifting her weight subtly until she could tuck a leg beneath herself and straddle his rock-hard thigh, pressing her insistent clit against the unyielding muscle, heightening her passion to the point where her fingers tugged at his hair more than caressed, and her small white teeth fastened onto his bottom lip. Beside her, Tatiana tugged down his soft pants, fumbling a bit with the drawstring enough to make her giggle throatily, and then slid easily to her knees between Sergei’s thighs with a soft moan. Sergei’s breath hissed in Svetlana’s mouth as Tatiana took his throbbing length into her soft mouth. Eager slurps sounded from beside Svetlana’s buttocks as Tatiana moistened his manhood with her saliva and began to pick up speed, establishing a hungry rhythm. Svetlana loved the little tingling vibrations against her tongue and pillowy lips as Sergei moaned with pleasure around their kiss.

  His hands found her firm, spherical breasts, giving the gentlest of squeezes and caresses to the sensitive skin, making her mewl and squirm with previously unknown pleasure. She broke away from her kiss just long enough to stroke her sister’s hair as her head bobbed beside her.

  “Oh, God, Tati, you have to let him play with your breasts,” she moaned. “It’s unbelievable.”

  Tatiana giggled around the invader in her throat and caressed the outside of Svetlana’s thigh. The touch distracted her just enough to miss Sergei’s head lowering. The moment his lips fastened around her swollen nipple, Svetlana’s head fell back and her chin thrust to the ceiling as a prolonged moan of purest ecstasy broke from her throat.

  Tatiana stood beside her, stroking Sergei’s hair and looking at him sucking her sister’s nipple with admiration and approval. She ran a gentle hand down Svetlana’s cheek, gently drawing her attention.

  “Can I be first, solnishko? Please?” she said with a hint of sexy begging.

  “Of course, lyubimaya,” Svetlana answered, standing up from where she straddled Sergei’s thigh with a little pang of regret. Long-nailed fingers took the place of his hard muscles, stroking quick circles to continue her gradual ascent to orgasm.

  Lasciviously, Tatiana sat on the bed and lay back, spreading her legs wide, displaying herself wantonly and brazenly. Sergei positioned himself between her legs, looking down at Tatiana with purest affection and tenderness. She reached between his legs and guided him into her opening, gasping slightly as the size of him stretched her sensitive inner flesh. Svetlana showered his neck and shoulders with kisses as she stood on the bed, seating herself on the metal headboard and spreading her legs wide, bringing her needy pussy to the level of Sergei’s face. He lowered his mouth onto her with a slight half-smile, making her gasp and squeal. He struck a slow, deeply passionate rhythm of thrusts into Tatiana while his tongue traced slow circles between Svetlana’s thighs.

  Minutes stretched on, punctuated by groans and squeals of pleasure. Tatiana came first, then Svetlana, the both of them together. They switched positions, allowing Svetlana to take Sergei deep inside herself while Tatiana massaged his swinging balls and massaged his tight buttocks, kissing his scrotum and licking little teasing tastes of her own and her sister’s mixed juices from his shaft as he thrust into Svetlana. Silken hair dampened with sweat, soft pale skin glistened in the half-light.

  Finally, after each of the girls got an additional turn on Sergei’s magnificent cock, the silent giant began to grunt and groan his own pleasure. Tatiana began to urge him quietly as his panting began to rise in a slow arpeggio. Both girls dropped to their knees in front of him, eyes looking up adoringly as he stroked his cock for them, raining hot jets of sticky cum over their faces and their new, perfect breasts. Both girls swallowed greedily – any fear or revulsion at the thought of drinking a man’s cum vanished in the outpouring of love and adoration they felt towards Sergei in that moment – and licked one another clean, savoring the salty and musky taste of him.

  He sagged heavily against the bed, laying back, breathing heavily. Tatiana and Svetlana lay on each side of him, tracing circles on his chest with long nails and massaging and caressing his slick skin, pressing kisses into his flesh.

  “That… that was…” he attempted, panting.

  “It was, medvezhonok,” Tatiana said, sparing him from the difficult task of expressing such deep feelings. “It absolutely was.”

  “I love you so much, Sergei,” Svetlana said, squeezing him. “Such a lovely, beautiful man you are.”

  “Beautiful? Me?” Sergei said in mild disbelief.

  “All the more beautiful because you don’t know it,” Tatiana said. “I hate that we have to cheat on you so that we can escape.”

  “It’s not cheating,” Sergei said. “We owe nothing to one another.”

  “You’re wrong,” Svetlana corrected. “We owe you everything.”

  “Not so, milaya devushka,” he told her. “I would do anything for either of you, and consider it a joy.”

  “You are so very sweet,” Tatiana told him.

  “Say that you love us, Sergei? Please?”

  “I love you. Both of you,” he said.

  “And you’re not upset, with what we have to do?” Tatiana asked him.

  “I mustn’t be,” he said. “Your freedom means so much more than my jealousy.”

  “But when we are free, kotyenok, we will be yours,” Svetlana promised. “Both of us, body and soul.”

  “I will have your baby someday,” Tatiana told him. “Would you like that?”

  “I would love that,” he said with a fond smile.

  “How long can you stay?” Svetlana asked, looking at the wire-caged clock in the hallway outside, squinting in the half-light.

  “I wish it could be forever,” Sergei said.


  Part Ten

   

  “YOU HAVE BOTH DONE SO well with everything,” Lemenova crowed, walking around the little countertops newly set up inside the exercise room. She radiated pleasure, from her pinch-lipped smile to her gleaming eyes. Svetlana returned the smile – she had gotten quite adept and pasting a bright, vapid smile on her beautiful face even when she felt only rancor inside. Tati did the same – both of them wished nothing but pain and misfortune on Lemenova, but they considered it a victory that the stern-faced woman knew nothing about it.
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  “This is fun,” Tati said, kneading dough carefully on the floured countertop. Today they learned to make chruściki, or “angel wings.” They’d passed the entire week – Lemenova’s classes, Zimka’s, and their nightly VR sessions – mastering cooking. Both of them excelled, passing through soups, salads, appetizers and entrées and moving at last onto desserts. Although neither or the newly-minted girls were anything like an expert, Zimka assured them that either of them would do fine in the kitchen of any restaurant. That pleased both Svetlana and Tatiana both far more than they expected. Surprisingly, once they made the decision to truly become girls in more than just looks, things connected to being good wives and making happy homes began to matter more and more to them. The suggestion Zimka made, that either of them could cook professionally, pleased both women greatly. The idea that they would make great wives to husbands brought self-esteem and value to their personalities in a completely different way than their looks and bodies.

  The same feeling of pride and value that suffused them at the thought of being skillful in the kitchen didn’t begin to compare with the sense they gained from their recent mastery of childcare classes. As much as the thought of being sexy bimbos pleased them, or the thought of being good cooks and homemakers, the thought of being good mothers pleased them almost overwhelmingly. Even through the hammering of images and sounds of the nights underneath the VR helmets, both girls could clearly recall something resembling dreams. Pushing prams, changing diapers, filming first steps and singing lullabies, diaper bags slung over shoulders along with designer purses. The difficulties of platform heels matched with pregnant bellies. First ultrasounds and baby showers.

  Svetlana – as always, perched on Louboutin nude platform heels, makeup flawless and not a hair out of place – threw her towel over one shoulder of her bodycon dress and dipped smoothly, knees together, to slip her pastries into the oven and close the door. She stood with a pleased, girlish grin, dusting the flour from her hands on the pastel pink apron she wore, and did a little twisting dance of happiness, offering her sister a happy little nose-wrinkling smile.

  “I hope these are done on time,” Tatiana said, folding her pastries masterfully without even looking down at her hands. “I want to take some to Zimka.”

  “That would be nice,” Svetlana said. “Especially since we won’t have a whole class today.”

  The girls had been informed by Sergei at lunch – between impassioned kisses, of course – that their afternoon class with Zimka would be cut short, since they were due in the surgical suite to undergo procedures involving their nails and teeth. Yuri’s interest in them seemed to have waned over the last few days, and the days when Sergei informed them that Dr. Medleyev desired their presence in the lab seemed fewer and further between. The sisters took that to mean that their treatments drew to a close, that whatever radiation Yuri used on their transformed bodies neared its conclusion. For their part, the sisters Vorodin didn’t care very much. They loved their new bodies – as difficult as that was to admit sometimes – and didn’t want any more changes. For the first time in either life the girls had, they were happy with themselves. To be young, beautiful, healthy, strong and flexible, to have a generous and protective lover like Sergei – honestly, it was more than they’d ever had in their lives. If not for the incarceration and the lack of consent, both Svetlana and Tatiana were both truly happy.

  “If Dr. Medleyev wants you, then you girls should finish up quickly,” Lemenova told them briskly. “You mustn’t keep him waiting, da?”

  Tati blew out a breath adorably, puffing out her cheeks. “I suppose not,” she said forlornly.

  “Here,” Lemenova said, arranging two shot glasses on the counter between the girls and pouring a generous tipple of vodka into each. She slid the glasses across the counter, one in front of each of the sisters.

  Svetlana tried not to sigh. Part of their “training” for their big night out at the clubs involved increasing their tolerance to alcohol and club drugs. As such, Lemenova and Zimka plied them constantly with alcohol. The girls wandered around their confines with a very pleasant buzz, never actually crossing the line into drunkenness but always giggly and tipsy. Their intake of vodka, champagne and wine came with the occasional supplement of MDMA, Xanax or a little bump of cocaine, which led to some rather wild hours here and there. Lemenova told them she would not sign off on the outing unless she could be assured the girls wouldn’t get drunk or high and accidentally lose control of themselves, saying or doing something which could expose Yuri’s operation. Both sisters strongly suspected that Yuri gave them something to help them manage, increasing their respective tolerances to the various substances, but Yuri had said nothing. It only made the girls appear like veteran partygoers. At least it still felt good – Yuri hadn’t taken the pleasure out of it. And the hangovers seemed quite tame in comparison with their former lives.
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  Svetlana and Tatiana lifted their glasses as one and downed the shots with a quiet “vashe zdorovie,” then simultaneously removed silver cigarette cases from their nearby handbags. Neither girl lit their own, as they’d been trained, instead waiting patiently for Lemenova to dig a lighter from her blazer pocket and light the cigarettes for them. The behavior the men in the clubs would expect, of course.

  With one last forlorn look at their half-completed chruściki, the girls gathered their bags and took a quick moment to check their hair and makeup – more training – in compact mirrors before waiting to be dismissed. They both adopted the haughty, bored expressions Lemenova demanded of them, smoking idly and smoothing imaginary wrinkles from their clothes, like any self-respecting club girl would. In just a few short hours, Lemenova coached them into behaving like fixtures of the nightclub scene.

  “Good, good,” Lemenova told them happily. “You’re both doing wonderfully. Today, I think you are both the printsessa. I can’t determine which of you looks and acts better.”

  The girls risked pleased smiles before retreating behind the institutional club-girl boredom. The day’s reward for the printsessa were glittering, crystal-encrusted phone cases with attached Pop Socket holders, to further reinforce their girlishness. The sisters attached them to their issued phones and finished the club-girl “look” for Lemenova’s judgement, both posing themselves stylishly, purses in the crooks of their elbows, smoking their cigarettes and looking at their phones with bored expressions.
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  “Perfect,” Lemenova said happily. “You both look perfect.”

  “I’m glad you’re pleased,” Svetlana said with a small smile.

  “You can come back to your cooking later,” she told them, making shooing motions with her hands. “Go, go. You mustn’t keep Zimka waiting.”

  Lemenova’s pleased smile didn’t escape them when Tati delayed their departure long enough to pose for a quick selfie, vamping a sexy and playful pout into her phone’s camera, before blowing Lemenova a small kiss before sashaying out, her ass wiggling deliciously in its tight, abbreviated skirt. She walked briskly and languidly, one foot in front of the other, making even the harsh click-clack of her platform heels sound sexier. Svetlana twinned her motions perfectly, even linking her arm with her sister as they walked away.

  “I really hate this act we have to put on,” Tatiana whispered to her sister as they walked away, out of earshot. “Why can’t I smile when I’m happy? I don’t want to pretend to be this icy bitch all the time.”

  “It’s what the other girls are doing,” Svetlana told her sotto voce. “We have to fit in.”

  “But Sergei likes it when I smile,” Tatiana said conspiratorially.

  “I know,” Svetlana said. “So do it just for him.”

  Tatiana sighed. “When will this be over, Svetka?”

  “Soon, my love. Soon.”

  * * * * *

  Zimka greeted them with fond kisses on their cheeks, having to stand on tiptoe to reach their height on the platform heels. She shut the door behind them and gestured them to seats in the small classroom. Their desks were piled with boxes and mailing bags.

  “Your clothes for the night out,” Zimka said delightedly, perching her pert bottom on the edge of the front desk. “I took the liberty of opening the seals, devochki,” she told them. “I know you can’t, with your nails.”

  “Spasibo, malyshka,” Tati said, opening her first box excitedly.

  “What is this?” Svetlana asked, pulling out a dress in a plastic wrapper. “I didn’t order this. It’s tacky. Completely krichashchi. I’ll look like a shlyukha in these.”

  “Mine are the same,” Tatiana echoed. “Whore clothes.”

  “A purple fur coat?” Svetlana said, opening another box. “Really? Zimka, what is all of this?”

  Zimka looked crestfallen. “It was Lemenova’s idea,” she confessed. “It’s part of her plan for the night out. Yes, they’re garish, but they’re also very expensive, you see?”

  “And?” Tatiana asked.

  “It’s to make you look like mobster’s girlfriends,” Zimka said. “Lyubovnitsa.”

  Svetlana shook her head sadly, realization dawning. “Of course,” she said. “Nobody will come close to us. A man might chat us up, buy us a drink if he’s particularly brave, but no more than that.”

  “And it will be perfect cover for having Sergei there as a bodyguard,” Tatiana said.

  “Lemenova worries that you’ll go home with someone,” Zimka said. “She wants to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

  “That crafty bitch,” Svetlana growled. “And we have to wear this?”

  “You won’t be allowed out if you don’t,” Zimka told her.

  “I don’t care,” Tatiana said, blowing out her breath. “I just want out of here. If I have to look like some mobster’s little lyubovnitsa, then that’s what I’ll look like. Anything for some free air.”

  “I guess you’re right,” Svetlana agreed. “Besides, our plan doesn’t work if we don’t get outside these walls. I don’t mind dressing like some cheap whore for an evening.”

  Zimka offered a shy smile. “You two amaze me, every day,” she told them. “Should we try them on?”

  Svetlana screwed up her face. “Must we?”

  “I suppose it can wait a bit,” Zimka said. “I should let you know, though, there’s easily twice this much waiting for you at the new apartment. The things you’ve been ordering in secret are arriving.”

  “I might need you to bring a few items to me here,” Svetlana told him. “Little things. Jewelry.”

  “Which jewelry?”

  “I ordered a few crosses to wear around my neck,” Svetlana said. “I might need one for pictures.”

  Zimka looked adorably confused. “I didn’t know you believed in God.”

  “She doesn’t, particularly,” Tatiana clarified. “But the man she’s been emailing in America, he is very religious. So Svetka pretends she’s a good Christian girl. He eats it up.”

  “You like this American?” Zimka asked.

  “He is sweet. He writes me poetry,” Svetlana said with a little blush. “I am not in love with him, by any means – my heart belongs to Sergei – but he is kind and seems gentle enough. I’m using the poor man, and that’s a shame, but it’s necessary. Michael will have his sexy Russian wife, and I’ll have my freedom and a green card, and that’s all that matters right now. Perhaps I will love him in time.”

  “I feel the same way about David,” Tatiana told them. “I like him. He seems very fun and adventurous. He will get what he wants from me, and in exchange I will get what I want from him. And I hope we will at least be allies, perhaps even friends. Perhaps more, he is very romantic.”

  Zimka sighed dreamily. “Perhaps I should make a profile on this site,” she said. “I would like a romantic, rich American husband of my own.”

  “They’re harder to find that you might think,” Tatiana told her. “So many of the men we contacted were creepy. I think Americans think we’re all stupid and desperate over here. Like us poor peasant Russian girls won’t know a sex trafficker when we talk to one.”

  “And some are just disgusting,” Svetlana added. “You can tell from one email.”

  “But of course we will help you, milaya,” Tatiana told her. “If my friend wants a rich American husband…”

  “You’ll already have a leg up,” Svetlana giggled. “You’ll be best friends with two high society American trophy wives. We’ll introduce you to all the right people.”

  Zimka hugged them both. “I’ll make sure all of these get hung up and delivered to your room,” she told them. “The two of you had better move quickly. Yuri will be expecting you shortly.”

  The sisters stood and straightened their clothing, then offered kisses to Zimka’s cheeks along with fond hugs. Slinging their handbags in the crooks of their elbows, they left the room with their wiggling asses, bouncing tits and clacking heels, closing the door behind them.

  * * * * *

  “My God,” Yuri said as the sisters entered. “You’re magnificent. Masterpieces, both of you.”

  Tatiana offered a glittering smile and a little bob of a curtsy. “Thank you, Doctor.”

  Svetlana looked around. Six strangers stood silently against the far wall, hard to recognize in the dim light, and they made no move to introduce themselves. Little rolling carts stood in a line nearby, which Svetlana eyed quizzically.

  “I’ll be very interested to go over the data I’ve collected from you girls,” he said, busying himself at a lab table. “I’ve never achieved such a fine result as I have with the two of you. Please, sit.”

  He ushered them to some tables set up in the center of the lab and fussed around with some instruments for a while, finally instructing them to lean their heads back and open their mouths, which he then fitted with uncomfortable dental spacers and imprisoning their heads in rigid braces that prevented them looking to either side, up or down. While he inspected their teeth, shining a bright light which made both girls squint, they felt someone else take a hold of each hand and begin a careful exploration of their painful fingernails.

  Svetlana yelped as something icy cold touched the cuticles of her right hand, one at a time. A similar experience assaulted her on the left hand. Seconds later, the all-too-familiar pain from the slightest touch of her long fingernails subsided. Svetlana moaned in relief. Moments later, she heard Tati do the same.

  The recognizable sounds of nail files and small rotary tools filled the air as the unseen attendants started work on their nails, shaping them. Tatiana and Svetlana both would have loved to see, but their heads remained held by the restraints while Yuri shone his light and poked around.

  “I need to administer an injection in your gums,” Yuri mumbled, preparing a syringe. Without any bedside manner whatsoever, he pushed his needle ungently into Tatiana’s upper and lower gums, making her squeal in dismay. He repeated the process with Svetlana to the same end, then roughly fitted some kind of tray or retainer onto their teeth, upper and lower.

  “What happens next will be a bit uncomfortable,” Yuri announced. “Shall I administer a sedative?”

  Svetlana nodded as best she could in the restraints, and Tatiana hesitated before doing the same. Nodding, Yuri prepared another syringe and injected Tatiana’s shoulder, then refilled it and injected Svetlana’s. “You’ll feel the effects in a few minutes,” he explained. Svetlana supposed he was so pleased at their appearance and behavior that he finally lowered himself to act like an actual doctor and explain his procedures a bit.

  “The injections are to soften the bones in your mouth,” he said. “The trays will push your teeth into proper alignment and hold them in place while the bones harden again. At the same time, they will be whitened and sealed by pumping chemicals into the trays. It stings quite acutely, I’m afraid. I thought it best to make good use of the sedative and have the rest of the work done at the same time.”

  Yuri stepped away another face appeared in Tatiana’s field of vision, blurring a bit as the first little tendrils of sedative made their way into her brain. She felt him begin inspecting her ears, which felt oddly pleasurable.

  A whirr and a hiss signaled the activation of the trays in her mouth, and a little tear leaked from the corner of her eye at the flood of pain. Simultaneously, a sharp pain in her earlobe accompanied it. She made a tiny, girlish little whimper and squirmed a bit in her chair. She dimly heard her sister hissing and mewling in pain, out of her field of vision, their personal hells kept separate. The sedative took away their sense of time, making them both unsure whether the ordeal lasted seconds or weeks. An exhausted, unknowable time later, Sergei came and released them, kissing their foreheads gently and stroking their hair, helping them to their feet and depositing them in wheelchairs. He took them down the hallway one at a time, humming a soothing little tune, and tucked each of the sisters into her bed.

  Svetlana took his hand before he left, grateful that her fingers didn’t burn with stabs of pain when she touched him. She offered him a sweet, girlish smile. “Such a gentle bear,” she said dreamily.

  “Are you all right, zaika? Can I get you anything?” he asked.

  “No, no, moi sladki,” she slurred back to him. “I just wanted to say ‘thank you.’ You are so sweet.”

  “This is almost over, katyanok,” he told her, stroking her cheek. “Only a few more days.”

  “I know, Sergei. We’re almost ready.”

  “Tell your sister when she wakes,” he said, moving towards the door but lingering with holding her hand until their arms strung between their bodies like bunting. “This won’t go on much longer.”

  * * * * *

  Tatiana regarded her nails with distaste, her lips twisting. Her nails – not any shorter than before, only shaped and filed and coated generously with acrylic to make them thick – glittered with rhinestones and gold glitter over ombré polish from bubblegum pink to lavender at the tips. She hoped she would get something simple and elegant, like a classic French manicure that went with everything. Instead, she got garish hooker nails to go with her garish hooker clothes. A perfect manicure for a little mobster whore, lacking in class or taste.

  Beside her on the bed, Svetlana regarded her own nails with a pleased expression. Svetlana sported rhinestones and silver and pink glitter in candy-stripes, a lurid red enamel beneath.

  “Why are you so happy?” Tatiana asked disdainfully. “They’re awful.”

  “Oh, I hate the way they look,” Svetlana said, giving her sister a playful elbow. “I’m smiling because tonight, I’m finally going to be able to finger myself.”

  Tatiana giggled, covering her mouth, and Svetlana joined in. Achingly, Tati stood and looked at herself in the full-length mirror next to her bed. Glittering rhinestone jewelry dangled from her navel, and a silver ring dangled from the hood of her clitoris. She smiled and stuck out her tongue at her reflection, to see the chalk-white, perfectly straight teeth in her glittering smile and the little silver stud driven through her tongue. On each of her ears, she noticed as she swept her midnight-black hair behind, she wore a collar of hoops and studs, driven through the lobes, the cartilage, the tragus and the conch. The entire circumference of each ear seemed covered in jewelry, at least a dozen different pieces of jewelry on each ear.

  “At least they didn’t do my nose of my eyebrow,” she muttered, looking herself over.

  “You look cute,” Svetlana said. “Especially the belly button. I love girls with pierced pupki. It’s so sexy.”

  “Maybe if my tummy was as flat as yours,” Tatiana said, turning this way and that to regard her reflection. “You’re starting to get a six-pack, and I still have this little pooch of baby fat.”

  “Don’t talk nonsense,” Svetlana chided. “You know, malyshka, with all these piercings, maybe I should get a tattoo, do you think?”

  “I still need time to adjust to this,” Tatiana said honestly. “You should really ask me later.”

  Svetlana ignored her sister, drawing her hair to one side. “Maybe on the back of my neck. Something sexy. Or some writing here, on my ribs, under my arm, like that girl in the calendar I had in my old office, remember?”

  A quiet tap on the door drew their attention. Sergei and Zimka crept in, looking furtively over their shoulders. Sergei stood close by, protectively, while Zimka blew them kisses and stood lookout.

  “Sergei? What are you doing here?” Tatiana asked sotto voce.

  “We’ve had a look at the file you stole from Yuri’s office,” he said in a grumbling whisper. “We’ve found out how they track you.”

  “And?” Svetlana asked.

  “After all the treatments he’s given you, you’re both mildly radioactive,” Sergei said. “Nothing dangerous, but it’s very specific. Yuri designed modified Geiger counters that can find your particular kind of radioactivity and track you.”

  “That can be gotten around,” Tatiana breathed. “I was afraid he’d implanted something in our bodies, some kind of a homing beacon we might have to cut out.”

  “No, but there are trackers in a lot of your clothing and jewelry,” Zimka said. “They can be removed, however, we just have to sweep for them. Sergei tells me he knows how.”

  “And the radioactivity can be blocked,” Svetlana said. “Even if Tati and I have to sit in that apartment wrapped in aluminum foil, we can evade Yuri’s detectors for a while.”

  “There’s more, kroshka,” Sergei said.

  “Go on,” bade Svetlana.

  “That last substance he exposed you to,” Sergei went on. “It mutated you again.”

  “Mutated us how, zvezda moya?” Tati pressed.

  He cleared his throat. “You release pheromones, now,” he told them. “I mean, all humans do it, from what I found in my reading, but they’re very weak and feeble. We hardly notice them. But with what Yuri has done, lapochka, yours are now something like a thousand times more powerful.”

  “And what do these pheromones do, moi horoshiy?” Svetlana asked.

  “They’re like a smell you give off,” Zimka said from the door in hushed tones. “They make you attractive to men. Very attractive, almost irresistible.”

  Svetlana flipped her blonde hair over one shoulder. “I thought we were already that way.”

  “No, this is more than that,” Zimka went on. “This is something different. As beautiful as the two of you are, a disciplined man could still tell you ‘no.’ They could still reject you. With these pheromones you can release, that becomes much harder.”

  “I don’t think you could force a man to do something against his will,” Sergei said. “They don’t seem to work like that. It’s not like mind control. But you can make a man want to do anything to please you.”

  Tatiana grinned. “Ooh, I like the idea of that.”

  “How do they work?”

  “They’re released when you become sexually aroused, apparently,” Zimka said.

  “From the file, Yuri gives that to the women he sells to up the price,” Sergei said with a distasteful twist of his mouth. “The buyers meet them, and Yuri makes sure they’re nice and horny before the meeting. The buyers, they’re willing to pay almost anything. But here’s what we found out.”

  “Yuri only pays Yevgeny and his bosses the agreed-upon price,” Zimka said. “Whatever extra these buyers pay from the pheromones, Yuri pockets the difference.”

  “He’s been skimming?” Svetlana asked delightedly. “Oh, Kavlov won’t like that at all.”

  “We can use this,” Tatiana agreed. “Are there records?”

  “Not in the file you gave us. I think we’ll need bank records to prove it,” Zimka said.

  “That will take a little digging,” Svetlana said. “But I’m sure we can find it.”

  “Thank you so much,” Tatiana said, rising on tiptoe to kiss Sergei’s cheek and rubbing away the trace of lipstick with her thumb. “You two have been wonderful to us.”

  “Is there anything else we can do?” Sergei asked.

  “We had an idea, but I don’t know if it will work,” Tatiana said.

  “When we escape, even with Sergei there, there are some concerns for our safety,” Svetlana said. “Look at us. Even in the shape we’re in, we’re tiny. Skinny. If Lemenova sends more guards, we might not be strong enough to get away from them. We need some way to defend ourselves.”

  “I can get guns for you,” Sergei told them. “Teach you some judo, maybe.”

  “But we don’t know how to shoot guns or do judo, zolotse,” Tatiana said. “That takes training, and training takes time. Time we don’t have.”

  “Unless,” Svetlana said.

  “Unless what?” Zimka asked.

  “We were thinking about the VR treatments,” Svetlana continued. “I don’t think they’re just information. I’ve thought about it, talked about it with Tati a lot. Sometimes, the morning after, we wake up with sore muscles, like a workout. And we’ve both woken up being able to do things.”

  “What do you mean?” Zimka asked.

  “The other day, I’d never even held a needle and thread,” Tatiana said. “But after the VR, I can embroider and sew. Even with these.” She held up her long nails and wiggled them suggestively.

  “And this,” Svetlana said. She tossed her head, and her long blonde hair whipped around perfectly, not a single strand out of place, to settle around a different shoulder. “No one taught me how to do that.”

  “We think the VR can train our bodies,” Tatiana said. “And if that’s the case, we were wondering if there was some way it could teach us other things besides walking in high heels or putting on eyeliner. For instance, how to fire a handgun or punch someone.”

  Sergei tapped his chin thoughtfully. “The VR programs were originally developed to train the military,” he said. “I have access. There’s a whole closet full of disks, all numbered. Dr. Yuri gives me the number and I take that drive, load it into your helmets and then bring them to you. There have to be hundreds in there, many of which I’ve never given any of the girls he’s made.”

  “Is there a catalog, sakharok?” Tatiana asked.

  “In Yuri’s office,” Sergei said. “It’s in the cabinet, the one that’s never locked. It should be easy to get a look at it.”

  “Could you, moi horoshiy?” Svetlana asked sweetly. “We need some way to defend ourselves.”

  “Of course, kotyonok, I’ll do it right away,” he said. “I just have to distract Yuri for a few minutes.”

  “Do it,” Tatiana told him. “We’ll see you tonight, okay?”

  “I can’t wait,” Sergei told her, giving each of the sisters a deep kiss before ducking through the door. Zimka gave them both a loving look, perhaps even with a tinge of jealousy, before following.

  * * * * *

  “I can’t believe it’s tonight,” Svetlana said the next morning, looking at the tacky clothes hanging up beside her mirror with a mixture of excitement and apprehension.

  “I wish there was another day,” Tatiana groaned, stretching awkwardly. “I ache all over.”

  The VR programs Sergei brought took most of the night – first, the dancing and etiquette modules for their trip to the nightclub that evening, and afterwards three very intensive training programs for armed and unarmed close-quarters combat. The muscle training left the Vorodin sisters sore and stiff, which they could not let show for fear of being discovered.

  Svetlana sipped the prosecco mimosa from her breakfast – more training with alcohol, apparently – while admiring how the slender fluted glass looked in her freshly-manicured fingers. Tatiana pushed herself out of bed with an effort and stopped at the breakfast table just long enough to take out her customary cigarette and light it, then tuck in to her coffee. She paused for a moment, just considering how quickly her life had changed. Before, Tatiana took coffee black, and slurped it greedily in the mornings. Now she sipped a caramel macchiato and didn’t even notice if she left lipstick on the rim of the cup any more. Femininity was her new normal. Nothing about girlishness fazed her.

  “Sergei told me today is largely a free day when he brought breakfast,” Svetlana told her. “We’re to check in with Lemenova after our shower, then spend the rest of the day getting ready to go out tonight. She will come and collect us around six o’clock this evening. We’ll have dinner in the city and then proceed to a carefully chosen nightclub for our evening out.”

  “That’s good,” Tatiana said. “Having a little unstructured time will help. God, I feel like I’ve run a marathon. What did those helmets teach us last night, powerlifting?”

  “I’m pretty sure I could field-strip a Kalashnikov with a blindfold on,” Svetlana giggled.

  Sipping her coffee, Tatiana dug out their “clean” Blackberry and checked her messages. Her face brightened a little. “David emailed me back,” she said delightedly. “He finally took all the hints I’ve been dropping. He says he’ll be in Zurich in two weeks and he wants to meet.”

  Svetlana made a little displeased grunt. “I wish Michael would get off his ass,” she said. “He’s still going on and on about the selfies I sent him and hasn’t even mentioned meeting me.”
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  “We’re a bit pressed for time, Svetka,” Tatiana cautioned. “You might have to be a bit forward about it.”

  “Fair enough,” Svetlana pouted. “Can I see the phone, please?”

  Svetlana took it in her two hands and thumb-typed at high speed – with the pain gone, the long nails didn’t slow her down one bit – narrating each word as she typed it. “…with… my… sister… to… Zurich… at… end… of the… month… and… I would… love… if you… could come… and meet me…”

  She pressed ‘send’ with a flourish. “Done,” she said, handing the phone back to her sister. “Some men like aggressive girls, I suppose.”

  “Get used to bossing him around,” Tatiana laughed. “We’ll both have to learn to manage our husbands once we have them. Otherwise, they’ll just sit there in their own filth.”

  “Was I being a bitch, do you think?” Svetlana asked, using the feminine term without a moment’s hesitation.

  “Probably,” Tatiana answered. “But as long as you make it clear that you’re his bitch, I don’t think he’ll mind at all. Besides, you fuck him well enough, you can be as big a bitch as you like, da?”

  Svetlana looked at the tacky watch sitting on her dressing table, overlarge and glittering with crystals, and clicked her tongue in exasperation. “Time to go see Lemenova in an hour and a half, lyubmaya. If we skip washing our hair, we might just make it in time.”

  Tatiana stubbed out her cigarette and sighed. “Mustn’t keep the bitch waiting,” she grumped.

  Svetlana tossed her sister a fluffy pink towel. They linked arms and sashayed down the hall towards the shower room, chatting and giggling gaily. Even though their slinking walks dripped “catwalk strut” and unconscious sex appeal, a close observer could see that their movements betrayed a hidden power, a sense of danger in the way they governed their bodies, that wasn’t there the day before. Whatever Sergei put into their VR helmets last night, both sisters now carried the unmistakable air of women who knew how to handle themselves.


  Part Eleven

   

  SVETLANA AND TATIANA SCARFED DOWN their lunch of olivye, a heavy potato salad made with carrots, eggs, pickles and peas. It weighed far more heavily in their stomachs than usual, but the sisters didn’t complain, thinking they would need the energy. Lemenova had seen to it that they’d been provided with wine for their lunch and a generous splash of brandy in their tea to go with it. At the rate they were going, Svetlana and Tatiana would emerge as drunks by the time they got to America.

  They didn’t waste much time with eating – it constituted more of a prolonged cigarette break than anything else – and didn’t spend their usual time chatting and flirting with their beloved Sergei, either. Preparation for the night at the club dominated everything, giving the girls a laser focus. The last session with the VR helmets took about two hours after seeing Lemenova that morning, just to hone their skills as dancers and to instill decorum and etiquette, fine-tune their mastery of flirtation and small talk, everything they would need for a night out. No one would suspect they had only been female for a few short weeks.

  The VR sessions concerned Tatiana a little bit – since they remained consciously unaware of what got taught to them during the hypnotic sessions, she couldn’t help but wonder what kinds of things Yuri and Lemenova implanted in their brains alongside things like cookery and dancing. She suspected that the strong feelings in her heart, and those her sister echoed when they spoke, that centered around words like “wife” and “marriage” and “mother” gave clues. She and Svetlana were to be sold, after all, given as property to someone rich and powerful. It only made sense that she and her sister should be indoctrinated strongly to know a woman’s place.

  “I wish we could have taken a little time and fucked Sergei this afternoon,” Svetlana commented quietly, winding her long blonde hair into thick rollers as she spoke through a cleansing mask. “I’m afraid of how horny I’ll be by the time we get to the club.”

  Tatiana giggled. “You’re so bad, Svetka.”

  “It’s true!” she protested. “Tell me you don’t feel the same way.”

  “Not so much horny as worried,” Tatiana said. “So many things can go wrong, krasotka.”

  “Our Sergei will protect us,” Svetlana said proudly. Tatiana felt a flush of strong emotion – gratitude, safety, relaxation. More indoctrination from the damned VR helmets, she suspected. Reinforcing that need for a big strong man to look after her.

  “Well, if your little pizda is that wet, that means you’ll be stinking up the air with those pheromones,” Tatiana told her. “That could be advantageous for us.”

  “I can recruit us an army of guys who’ll do anything to fuck me,” Svetlana bragged.

  “Something like that,” Tatiana said.

  “Come on, cheer up, bryuzga,” Svetlana teased, sticking out her tongue at her sister.

  “How can you be so unconcerned about this?”

  “Our plan, it will end one of two ways, da?” Svetlana explained. “It will succeed, or it will fail. But we are getting to go out! To see other people, to dance and to drink and to party. That ends one way. We enjoy ourselves, we have fun. They’re two separate things, Tati.”

  Tatiana’s gaze softened and she breathed out an anxious breath. “You’re amazing,” she told her sister. “You’re completely right. I’m so focused on what can go wrong, I’m losing sight of what can go right.”

  “See? You’re so lucky,” Svetlana said teasingly as she pinned another of the large curlers in place. “Not every girl has a sister who is so much smarter than she is.”

  Tatiana decided to take the bait. “It’s only fair, since I’m so much prettier.”

  Svetlana threw a makeup blender sponge at her. “Suka,” she said mock-angrily.

  “And proud of it,” Tatiana said. “Thanks for the beauty blender, by the way. Mine’s all yucky.”

  “Hey!” Svetlana squawked. “Give that back!”
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  Their squealing, tickling fight over the makeup sponge, punctuated with giggles and full-throated laughter, came to an abrupt end with a faint knock on their door. Zimka entered furtively, bearing a small box, which she set on Svetlana’s dressing table.

  “I don’t have long,” she said a little breathlessly. “It took a while, and we paid through the nose for overnight shipping, but here it is. An exact copy of every piece of jewelry you’ll be wearing tonight, but without tracking devices.”

  “Zimka, lyubov moya, you’re a star,” Tatiana breathed, looking at a garish cocktail ring encrusted with rhinestones and crystals. She kissed Zimka’s cheek affectionately.

  “I’ll wait for you both at the bar,” Zimka told them. “You excuse yourself to the bathroom, I’ll follow you in, and we can exchange the jewelry you’re wearing for this. I’ll take the ones with trackers and hide them somewhere in the club.”

  “Won’t you be recognized?” Svetlana asked.

  “Only by Sergei,” Zimka said. “I’ll be wearing a wig.”

  “Promise me you’ll be careful, lapochka,” Tatiana told her.

  “I will,” Zimka said with a slight blush. “Now, I have to go home and get ready myself. This nightclub is pretty exclusive, I might have to wait in line for a while. But the next time I see you, you’ll be on your way to being free women.”

  “I can’t begin to tell you how good that sounds to me,” Svetlana told her.

  “Do vechera, my dear,” Tatiana said, giving Zimka’s hand a fond squeeze. “Until tonight.”

  * * * * *

  Sergei certainly looked the part of the bodyguard, when he finally arrived to collect them. Standing tall and straight in a dark suit with a blood-red dress shirt, a palpable sense of menace and foreboding coming off of him in waves, he ushered the primped and preened young women down the hallway to Lemenova’s classroom. They tried to hurry in their towering heels, making them mince in a cyclone of jiggling breasts and hypnotically wiggling behinds.

  He led them through the little exercise yard, pausing only to insert an earpiece and put dark glasses over his deep-set eyes. The girls tried to make use of the pause for kisses, but he gently held them off.

  “Time for that later, zvoyozdochka,” he whispered gently and with just the right amount of frustrated disappointment. “We have to stay focused right now. This way.”

  He unlocked the steel gate with a key from a large ring and pushed it open with a tortured squeal. A freshly-waxed, gleaming black Mercedes idled just beyond on a paved circular drive. He opened the rear door for them cavalierly, assisting them into the leather interior. Two chilled glasses of champagne awaited them which they accepted eagerly.

  The driver’s door opened from the outside and Sergei slid in. He popped the earpiece out for a moment and turned to the girls. “We’re on camera, so I must make this look like I’m giving you a stern lecture. Try and look chastened,” he instructed them with the barest hint of a smirk. “I’ll let you know when we’re out of the camera’s eye, but we’ll be followed. One at a time – please, don’t both do it at once – reach into the pockets on the seats in front of you. I brought you both a little something.”

  He replaced his earpiece with a little grin, then faced forward and put the luxury car into gear. Both the girls sipped champagne and smoked cigarettes with the haughty, bored expressions they’d been taught as Sergei guided the car down the drive and onto a lonely, neglected road.
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  “The cameras can’t see us any more,” he mumbled.

  Tatiana waited for Svetlana’s nod, signaling you go first, before reaching into the pocket of the seat in front of her. She brought out a cheap pre-paid flip phone and a compact little Makarov PM .380 pistol. She wordlessly ejected the magazine, seeing it loaded and ready for use, then reloaded and tucked the firearm into her designer purse.

  A few moments later, Svetlana tossed her cigarette out the open window and did the same, tucking away her own Makarov and burner phone. Neither of them said a word or made eye contact, but hoped that the beaming love and gratitude they emitted could be felt by the wordless Sergei in the front.

  He placed a forefinger on his earpiece, receiving a transmission, and grunted a terse acknowledgement. “Your trackers,” he said without turning around. “They just tested them, and you’re showing up on their instruments.”

  The bright lights of Moscow began to dot the far horizon as Sergei guided the car onto a thoroughfare and picked up speed. Headlights followed them on, announcing their tail, and Sergei made no move to evade them. He was supposed to be part of the team, after all.

  “Where are we going, zaichik?” Svetlana hazarded quietly.

  “First stop, Red Square,” he told them. “You have reservations at Apollon.”

  “Apollon?” Tatiana giggled, taking her sister’s hand. “I’ve only driven past. Too expensive.”

  “Well, dinner tonight is on Dr. Yuri,” Sergei said with wry amusement. “I figure, let’s spend as much of that bastard’s money as we can before we leave him behind, da?”

  * * * * *

  The opulent dinner passed quickly – the girls tasted their first experience of being leered at and receiving special treatment based solely on their looks, and both of them were somewhat embarrassed to admit that they both really enjoyed it. Even the rude catcalls on the street as they walked back to the car, Sergei hovering comfortably behind them, pleased them immensely and brought a flush of color to their cheeks.

  He ushered them back into the back seat, then pulled out into the river of headlights on the road, heading towards one of the major thoroughfares. The two girls in the back tried to check all around the vehicle – their VR military training kicked in, looking for unseen threats – without making it too obvious.

  “We’re being tailed,” Tatiana announced, looking behind the car on the pretense of checking her makeup in a compact mirror.

  “I’m aware, Tati,” Sergei said softly. “Remember, they still think I’m on their side. They’ve been announcing their positions to me every ten minutes.”

  “Where are we going now, lyubov moya?” Svetlana asked.

  “A very exclusive nightclub. Squat ¾. We got you both on the guest list. Zimka will be waiting for us there. It’s going to take forever, in this proklyaiyy traffic. She’ll probably be inside by the time we finally arrive.”

  “I don’t see that as a problem,” Tati said, reapplying her thick coat of lipstick. “It’s not like we’re actually going to be back in time for curfew, da?”

  “I’m just worried about the guards,” Sergei told them. “Lemenova has six of them placed in the club, in various locations. I only know four of them by sight. Two, I won’t be able to recognize. I got some grainy pictures from an old phone, but they’re not much good to us.”

  “I know you’ll protect us, moi horoshiy,” Svetlana said sweetly.

  “And we aren’t bad at protecting ourselves, either,” Tatiana added. “Have a little faith in us, too, okay, moi sladkiy? We’ll be all right.”

  “My sweet girls,” Sergei said proudly. “We’ll be there shortly. Best that you change your jewelry.”

  Tatiana nodded, retrieving Zimka’s little box from her tiny sequined clutch purse and distributing the non-trackable jewelry with her sister. They made short work of removing earrings, bracelets and cocktail rings, but with the long nails the navel rings and tongue studs took a little longer. Eventually, all the jewelry with trackers went back into Zimka’s little box to be tucked into Tatiana’s purse again. The trackers would see the two of them go into the club, where they’d deposit the box with Zimka for disposal as they’d planned.

  “How many of our watchdogs do you think will be in the club with us, solnyshko?” Svetlana asked.

  “Only two,” Sergei replied. “Too big a presence, we’d be noticed by the wrong people and it would draw too much unwanted attention. That’s the last thing we want – Lemenova only wants the public to see two gorgeous girls out on the town, da?”

  “That’s fine,” Tatiana said. “Is there a ‘but’ coming?”

  Sergei grunted a mirthless chuckle. “The club owner and bartenders will have been paid off,” he said. “They’ll report anything out of the ordinary to the guards outside.”

  “We can’t do a thing about the guards outside,” Svetlana said.

  “You can’t, but I can,” Sergei said.

  “Promise me you won’t take chances, malyshka,” Tati whined.

  “I’ll be fine, zvezda moya, I promise,” Sergei reassured her. “I’ve arranged to have coffee delivered to them all. It will contain a bit more than cream and sugar. And if that fails, I have my cousins and some of their friends coming. All dockworkers and teamsters – rough men – and all with military experience.”

  “You have a little army of your own?” Svetlana giggled.

  “They owe me a favor,” Sergei said without further explanation.

  Svetlana blew out a long breath. “So much can go wrong,” she whispered.

  “Don’t scowl so, katyonok,” Tatiana teased. “You’ll get wrinkles. Besides, the time for worrying is over. We’re here.”

  The car wended past the nightclub, with a long line of revelers in front and the thump of music rattling dully through the air. Svetlana’s mood brightened immediately.

  “At least we get to dance,” she whispered, squeezing her sister’s hand.

  * * * * *

  Tatiana and Svetlana barely heard the stern lecture they received from their chaperones, bouncing on their toes in the chilly air and looking past the guards’ shoulders towards the thumping nightclub. They took off like a shot towards the line, eager to be inside and among the young, sexy crowd. The guards steered them past the queue, to the head of the line, only to see them ushered in by the stone-faced doorman who checked their names off the VIP list on a tablet computer. He allowed himself a long, appreciative look at their dual delectable backsides as the sisters entered the door into the chaotic, writhing crowd inside, already shucking out of their opulent furs to reveal the abbreviated party dresses that showed more skin than they concealed.
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  The club assaulted the senses – near darkness torn apart by glaring strobes and harsh lights in primary colors which whirled and danced in patterns. Music so loud it could be felt as much as heard. The mingled smells of packed people, too much perfume and cigarette smoke, and the feeling of being bumped against from every angle. The two guards led them past the foyer and into the club proper, skirting the edge of the packed dance floor towards a VIP booth cordoned off by a velvet rope which overlooked the DJ – a lithe young man in a fishnet top which displayed an impressive physique, spinning records and waving his hands in the air to the beat while the whirling lights danced across his face.

  Tatiana leaned close to her sister, having to yell to be heard over the din of music and intermingled voices. “This is perfect!” she shouted happily, blowing her sister a happy kiss.

  “I can’t wait to dance,” Svetlana said, knowing that her sister would have to read her lips as much as hear her words. “There are so many cute boys here!”

  The guards wouldn’t let them bee-line for the dance floor, instead positioning themselves strategically as they ushered the two beauties to the booth. Once they were seated, Tatiana deposited the box of tracker jewelry under the seat while her sister distracted the two guards by elaborately adjusting her breasts in their casing of Lycra and sequins.

  One of the guards leaned close. “I know you’re here to have fun, but you have to stay close to us,” he cautioned them. He used a patronizing tone – probably used to the brainless ninnies that the process usually created – which set Tatiana’s teeth on edge.

  “I know, I know, they told us,” she said. “But we’re here to have fun, sakharok, not just sit in a booth all night. Now, pour us some champagne, please? And I need to find something stronger – there has to be someone in this place selling MDMA or cocaine.”

  “Relax,” the guard said. “We have someone for that. Stay here.”

  He slipped into the crowd. The other guard leaned over, placing a full champagne flute in front of each of them. Neither of the girls seemed inclined to sit still, however – they both stood, craning their necks to survey the crowd as they sipped champagne and smoked cigarettes.

  A short time later, the guard who’d left returned, passing a little sealed baggie to Svetlana’s slim-fingered hand. “What you asked for,” he told her.

  “I know this place is open-minded, kroshka, but shouldn’t my sister and I go do this in the bathroom?” Svetlana asked with a raised eyebrow, done “Instagram” style and impeccably groomed and shaped.

  “I suppose so,” the guard said. “Follow me.”

  “No,” Tatiana said with her luscious bottom lip stuck out in a pout. “If we follow you everywhere, lapochka, then the people here will think you’re a boyfriend and Svetka and I will never get company. So, instead – you follow us, da?”

  The guard stood flummoxed, unable to formulate a suitably menacing reply, and finally bowed to the logic Tatiana showed. He shrugged, then stood aside, and the girls made their first catwalk-strutting foray into the crowd. They walked with linked arms, heads held high and breasts jiggling, their long shiny hair floating in artful curls behind their slim backs, perched as they were on their high platform heels. And the crowd seemed to part for them like the Red Sea before Moses. The girls walked down a private lane, lined on both sides with wide, leering male eyes and narrowed, jealous female eyes. In just a few moments, the girls became queens of the whole establishment. They could hear the muttered conversations behind them, all the hunger and speculation emanating from the people they passed.

  As they passed one of the several stand-alone bars dotting the club, Tati caught the eye of a well-camouflaged Zimka, looking completely different in her heavy makeup, gaudy jewelry, short little dance-club dress and long, black wig. She nodded imperceptibly to Tati’s wink, downed her shot of vodka and made her own way towards the bathroom, taking a completely different route through the crowd than the two gorgeous sisters.

  As they turned the corner into the hallway where the ladies’ room waited, the music seemed to dim a little bit, more of a distant pounding, and conversation emerged as a possibility again. Tati leaned close to her sister and hugged her arm tight – pressing her delectable breasts firmly against Svetlana’s bare skin and giving her a little thrill of pleasure – before whispering, “I haven’t seen Sergei, have you?”

  “Not since we came in,” Svetlana said, falling into the line with the other girls waiting to go in. Their guard fell back a little ways, loitering near the doorway after determining that there was no other way out than the way they entered.

  “I hope he’s okay,” Tati said.

  “Tati, do you feel strange?” Svetlana asked with a bright smile, hoping that their “shadow” in the doorway looked and saw only a frivolous, girly conversation and nothing sinister.

  “Strange how, kotik?”

  “Strange, like – I feel like I have to pee, but not pee. It’s like all this pressure in my little pizdá,” Svetlana said, pointing at her crotch with a long, pink lacquered nail.

  “I felt that way a little bit when we first walked in,” Tati said. “I felt better, though. It felt like I farted, honestly, but with my pussy, and then all the pressure went away. Is that crazy?”

  Svetlana giggled. “Maybe I should pussy fart, too, and I’ll feel better.”

  “It worked well for me, kotyonok,” Tati said. She gestured, showing an open lane to the door of the ladies’ room, and the two sisters went in, arm-in-arm. The interior was lit warmly – a jarring departure from the dark, strobing club outside – and a long line of women posed in front of the long mirror, touching up makeup and hair and making themselves sexy again for whatever encounters they wanted. All of them seemed to wear a “uniform” not unlike Tati and Svetka – a skin-tight club dress with spangles and sequins, low cut and high-hemmed, and platform heels. The two sisters fit right in.

  A soft voice distracted them from the long line of attractive young women, out of one of the stalls. “Psst! Tati! Svetka!”

  They pushed into one of the stalls to find Zimka, attired similarly to them, in a long black wig and false eyelashes. Tati squeezed in first, Svetlana after, taking little up-and-down clicking steps on her heels, pushing the door shut just past her shapely ass.

  “Zimka, myshka, you look amazing!” Tati squealed sotto voce. “You’re so beautiful!”

  Zimka blushed a little bit. “You’re so sweet,” she said, squeezing Tati’s arm. “Do you have the jewelry?”

  “Right here,” Svetka said, digging the little box out of her purse and passing it to her. “What are you going to do with it?”

  “I’m going 2 plant it on somebody in the club,” Zimka said. “Stuff it in a girl’s purse or something. As long as she’s here, the guards won’t suspect, they’ll think you’re still wearing it. By the time they figure out we’ve used a decoy, you’ll be miles away.”

  “Good,” Svetlana said. “We lost sight of Sergei.”

  “He’s arranging a car,” Zimka said. “All you have to do is get to the back door. Sergei will be waiting. He’s giving the guards the spiked coffee any minute now.”

  “We should get back out there,” Tati said. “I don’t want that guard coming in here, looking. He could spot Zimka – there’s better light in here, he could recognize her.”

  “Okay, okay,” Svetlana said. “We just have to act high when we leave.”

  “How do I act high?” Tatiana asked.

  “I don’t know, haven’t you ever seen someone high before?”

  “Not on this stuff,” Tati said. “My cousin used to smoke pot.”

  Zimka giggled. “You can always not act, kukalka,” she said. “Do a little bit.”

  “I always was curious,” Svetlana said, biting her plump bottom lip consideringly.

  “Try the cocaine,” Zimka said. “It will help keep you sharp and focused. The MDMA will do the opposite.” She dug in her purse and produced a little makeup mirror, showed the girls how to tap the powder from the baggie and arrange it into little lines, then rolled up a 100-euro note. She knocked back the first line with a practiced flourish.

  “Oh, it’s been a while,” she said with a delighted smile. “I’ve missed this.”

  She passed the rolled bank note to Tatiana, who took her turn after a few false starts, and then Svetlana brought up the rear. All the girls regarded one another with bright, pleased smiles and flushed cheeks, feeling the first stirrings of the high in their bodies.

  “This is incredible,” Tatiana said.

  “Amazing,” Svetlana echoed.

  “Don’t get lost in it,” Zimka cautioned. “You need to stay focused on what’s ahead. I’m going to come and ask you to dance when Sergei is ready. That’s when we’ll make our move. In the meantime, don’t get too drunk. Go have some fun, but keep yourselves under control. Be the girls they expect you to be.”

  “Yes, mama,” Tati giggled.

  “Go,” Zimka said, swatting Svetlana’s firm ass playfully. “Be sexy bitches. You’ll hear from me soon.”
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  The two girls staggered back out, giggling and bouncing, and the guard seemed suitably satisfied that the two girls were high – even taking a moment to inspect their noses – before leading them back out to their VIP nook off the side of the dance floor.

  “I want to go dance,” Svetlana faux­-whined, pouting.

  “When the other guards get back,” the first guard said gruffly.

  Strangely, an idea popped into Svetlana’s head. Without knowing exactly how she knew to do it, she released the building pressure in her crotch in that strange, bubble-popping “fart” sensation Tatiana described. She stepped closer to the guard, almost nose-to-nose, and her voice became more of a purr. “Please, krasotka? Can we go dance?” She ran the tip of a long, manicured nail under his chin.

  His lips parted and his breath seemed to come faster. His eyes dilated a little and he swallowed hard. Svetlana saw him lean forward imperceptibly, almost as if he wanted to kiss her. Svetlana looked deeply into his eyes, matching her breathing to his, and then pushed him back a little. When she broke the hypnotic contact, he cleared his throat suddenly, shaking his head a little as if to clear it.

  “I suppose.. I guess it wouldn’t hurt,” he said, a little dazed. “Dancing, I mean. Go ahead.”

  Svetlana licked her lips and offered him a glittering smile. “Thank you so much, moi horoshiy,” she said, patting his cheek gently. “My sister and I owe you big.”

  She could see that he took that to mean something very intimate, and Svetlana didn’t do anything to dissuade him. Tatiana tottered on her heels behind her sister as they passed on the way to the dance floor, looking confused and alarmed.

  “Svetka, what did you do?”

  “The pussy fart,” she giggled. “I just thought, all of a sudden – it’s our pheromones. You know, the ones they told us about. I puffed them out, they got in his head, he did whatever I asked.”

  “He looked like he was going to jump on top of you and fuck you right there,” Tati said.

  “And I felt like I might do the same thing to him,” she confessed. “They had an effect on me, too, not just him. Or maybe it was the cocaine, I don’t know for sure. But Tati, you have to try that. I had total control over him.”

  “Scary,” Tatiana said.

  “Now, where is the back door?” Svetlana asked, peering through the cigarette smoke and the packed bodies as they reached the edge of the dance floor.

  “Over there,” Tatiana said, pointing.

  “Let’s dance that direction, okay?” Svetlana said, raising her arms above her head and beginning to sway her body to the music, already drawing lustful eyes from the crowd. Tatiana wasted no time in doing the same, and the two girls soon formed the center of an admiring crowd, as well as the occasional young man who stepped up to dance with them, who went away rewarded with a rub of a firm ass against their cock or soft hands across his chest and jaw, or spectacular breasts squashed against him.

  Like most veteran club girls, though, the sisters never really focused on the men they tried to attract, but on themselves and the performance they put on for the crowd. The strobing, harsh lights seemed to caress them, highlighting at intervals the smooth curve of a shoulder, the upper slope of a perfectly round breast, the outer taper of a thigh, the soft parting of breathless lips, the feathery fringe of lashes above sparkling eyes, the halo of long, silky hair. They morphed into different women as each color of light limned their perfect bodies – a breathless, passionate pink to an inviting, liquid blue to an angry, hungry red. Their bodies moved as if their skeletons were slightly liquid, each passage of an arm or leg, each roll of hip or shoulder through the surrounding air all sinuous curves and undulating movement, as if the music were lifeblood being pumped through their nubile bodies by some massive, relentless external heart. Both girls surrendered themselves to the thumping, pulsating rhythm, letting it take their bodies over and guide them, and found themselves both dripping wet and panting, nipples straining against the thin film of stretchy fabric covering them.

  They maintained enough composure to guide themselves, through a series of interlinked couplings with random men they danced with, like apes brachiating through a forest canopy, towards the back door. Tati was the first to see their beloved Sergei, standing cloaked in shadow next to the door, and her breath caught with the strength of the want that surged through her. She could easily imagine herself tearing his clothes off and riding him like a wild woman, right in the floor of the club with a crowd of onlookers as she bucked and screamed. Her sexual desire filled her to that extent. But she gave a surreptitious elbow to her dancing sister – Svetlana had her eyes locked with a young man in a tailored suit while she slithered her belly along his midsection and rolled her hips – and gestured to her. Svetlana’s eyes brightened, the sexual spell broken, at the sight of the towering Sergei. She broke away from her temporary dance partner and the two girls walked arm-in-arm to the waist-high chrome railing, now just a few tantalizing feet between themselves and Sergei and the back door of the club that led to freedom.

  Sergei took them in by eye, his face stony and emotionless, and nodded meaningfully in two directions, pointing out the two guards who flanked them and closed slowly on their positions. Svetlana dug in her small purse with the chain strap – on the pretense of taking out a cigarette, but more to reassure herself that the cold Makarov pistol still remained there. At least eight lighters flared to life, from dance partners and admirers, as she put the cigarette to her lacquered lips, and she couldn’t help but smile. She and Tatiana made quite the impression tonight, in just a few short minutes.

  Sergei stepped forward. “I thought you two would never get here,” he whispered.

  “What do you mean?” Tati asked, taking Svetlana’s cigarette between her own fingers without asking, taking a long drag, and then returning it to her sister.

  “You were out there dancing for over an hour,” Sergei said.

  “That long?” Svetlana asked, wide-eyed. She had hardly felt the time pass, she felt like it had only been minutes.

  “It’s time, zvezda moya,” Sergei said. “The car is waiting, the outside guards are drugged. There are only those two left, and you can leave them to me.”

  “Nonsense, zolotse,” Tati said. “Svetka, you take the one on the left, I’ll take the other.”

  Svetlana gave her sister a cute little giggle and a bounce, then tottered over to the guard she’d been assigned. A quick little squeeze of her pubic muscles, as she’d done before, and then a subtle suggestion that she could really use a bottle of water, she was so parched, and the guard dropped all pretense of actually doing his job and made a bee-line for the nearest bar. Tatiana’s guard was off in another direction, just as quickly, in the same amount of time.

  They bolted as soon as the guards turned their backs and passed through the back door into the freezing alley outside. Sergei shut the door behind them and jammed a couple of tiny wedges into the frame on the hinge side. A nondescript Range Rover idled a few short steps away, and he opened the door for them to pile into the back seat. He’d even thought to bring their fluffy, blessedly warm fake fur coats – standard uniform for the Moscow bimbo, they’d realized – and they snuggled into them gratefully.
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  Zimka sat behind the wheel, her dark wig gone but her slutty club-girl makeup and false eyelashes still in place, and put the car in gear as soon as Sergei piled into the front seat. She drove sensibly – even though Svetlana and Tatiana both wished she would floor it and lay rubber all over the streets – and had them far from the downtown club district by the time Sergei put a finger to his earpiece and announced that the other guards noticed the girls’ absence.

  “We need to hurry, Zimka,” he told them. “The trackers won’t fool them for long, and then they’ll start looking for the radiation with the satellite.”

  “Of course,” Zimka said, picking up a little speed. The next ten minutes passed in a haze for the girls, but soon they were pulling into a small carport behind a nondescript apartment, where she parked the car.

  “Take them up, Sergei,” Zimka said. “I’ll get rid of the car and take a taxi back. I should only be an hour.”

  “Be careful,” Sergei told her, ushering the sisters out of the car and up a rickety wooden stair into the second-floor flat. The Range Rover backed out into the street – a few little flurries began to fall in the night, dancing wildly in the beams of the headlights – and then disappeared.

  Sergei unlocked the door wordlessly and gestured them inside. “You’ll be safe,” he said, locking the door and throwing the deadbolt behind him. “We’ve treated the walls and ceilings, the radiation from your bodies won’t be visible as long as you’re in the apartment.”

  He turned back around to find both sisters naked and staring at him hungrily. They advanced as a pair, still perched on their platform heels, and their hands slid up his chest. Svetlana grabbed his tie and pulled him down to her waiting lips, and Tati wasn’t far behind her.

  * * * * *

  “It turns out I really like cocaine,” Tatiana told the near comatose Sergei as she propped herself up on his sweaty chest. She smiled like a cat in the sun, feeling a little warm dribble of Sergei’s seed leak out of her and run down her creamy thigh. Beside him, in the crook of his arm, Svetlana sighed happily, nestling into his shoulder on a pillow of her slightly-damp, silken hair.

  “Sergei, lyubmaya, did you get the computer we asked you for?” Tatiana purred, all satisfaction and glow in the aftermath of the cathartic sex she’d just indulged in.

  “Of course, myshka,” he said, his voice gravelly and sleepy. “It’s in the living room, on the table.”

  “Down to business already?” Svetlana said dreamily. “Can’t you just stay here a while?”

  “I’m cold,” Tatiana said. “We’re in the entryway, suchka. We barely made it inside. There’s a draft under the door. And besides, we can’t stay here forever – as nice as that sounds. Time to go embezzle a rather large amount of money from the biggest khuy I’ve ever met.”

  “When you put it that way, I feel like I should join you,” she said. “Are you coming, zolotse, or do you plan to sleep in the doorway?”

  Sergei groaned and giggled. “I don’t know if I can move,” he said. “You were animals just now.”

  Tati giggled hard enough to make her breasts jiggle provocatively. “I don’t know what it was. The cocaine, or just how glamorous everything was. Or how amazing you looked in your suit, or even using those pheromones. Whatever it was, darling, I could barely control myself.”

  “That was not a complaint,” Sergei chuckled. “I’m just a little surprised. You’ve never asked me to finish inside you like that. Svetka either. I wasn’t sure what brought that on.”

  “Neither was I,” Tatiana said. “Normally, I would’ve thought I’d be scared and nervous. But I know in my heart, lyubov moya, I would have a hundred of your babies. It just seemed right. And I loved how it felt, all that warmth – your warmth – in my belly like that. It was incredible.”

  “Ti takaya kraslvaya,” Sergei said fondly, stroking her cheek. “So very beautiful.”

  She smiled and leaned her cheek against his hand, purring a happy noise deep in her throat. “Now, I have to get to work,” she said after a long, happy interval. “I have to go steal money, and unfortunately, when I’m finished with that, I have to go find myself a husband.”

  Sergei’s eyes darkened. “I hate when you say that.”

  “Don’t scowl, solnyshko,” Tatiana said, pressing her lips into his palm. “Please. I may marry him, I may even fuck him, but it will only be you that I love. Forever. I promise.”

  “We’ve worked so hard and risked so much,” Sergei said, “to keep from you and Svetlana being any man’s whore. I hate the thought of you volunteering for it.”

  “We can’t leave this country any other way, lapochka. Svetka and I have to be wives if we expect to leave Russia in one piece. Kavlov would find us. It’s the only way. And she and I, we have to make sure we keep our American husbands very happy for a while. We can’t risk a divorce until we have our citizenship. We can’t be deported.”

  “I know all this, I know,” Sergei said, holding up a placating hand. “I don’t have to like it.”

  “We will find a way to be together, all of us,” Tati promised with a small, wistful smile. “It won’t be forever.”

  “It will only feel that way,” Sergei said.

  “But, doesn’t every American woman with a rich husband have some sordid affair?” Tati giggled. “It’s required, and Svetka and I will need to fit in, da?”

  Sergei laughed aloud, which caused Svetlana to stir and make a little baby noise before nestling back into the crook of his arm. He smiled benevolently down at her, kissing the top of her head.

  “We really do need to get out of the doorway,” Tatiana told him, pushing her slender body up onto her dainty feet in a single fluid motion, like a gymnast. “Zimka will be back any minute, and I don’t want her to have to push past a pile of naked people.”

  “Because that would be rude,” Sergei laughed. He sat up, rubbing his eyes, causing Svetlana to make a little frustrated noise and bury her face into the puddled gold of her hair.

  “Come on, zaichik,” he said, shaking Svetlana gently. “Time to get up. I’ll make us some tea.”

  “Mmm,” Svetlana mumbled, still sleepy. “With bourbon?”

  “If that’s what you like,” he said.

  “Yes,” she mumbled. “Tea with bourbon and a cigarette would be lovely.”

  “You can’t have it laying naked in the doorway,” he told her. “Come on, go help your sister.”

  “Help her with what?”

  “With robbing Kavlov blind,” Tatiana said, “and getting ourselves married to rich American men.”

  “Sounds like fun,” Svetlana said with a sleepy giggle.

  “I know, doesn’t it?” Tatiana giggled.


  Part Twelve

   

  “I THINK THAT SHOULD BE everything,” Svetlana said, peering at the laptop screen carefully, her long-nailed finger hovering over the touch-pad. “Even the investments.”

  “This will clean him out,” Tatiana said.

  “He’ll land on his feet,” Sergei put in, sipping tea from a tall mug. “I’m sure he has millions in cash hidden away.”

  “What’s the total, Svetka?”

  “Spread out across the sixteen different banks? Somewhere around six hundred million Euros,” she said. “Once the transfer orders go through – and once we approve them, posing as Kavlov – they’ll all be moved to banks in America, England and Switzerland. I’ll let them sit there for a while, then possibly move them again, perhaps to Hong Kong or Germany, or to the US Virgin Islands.”

  “Click it, already,” Tatiana said, giggling. “Tap that finger and we’re going 2 be very rich girls.”

  “And we’ll have targets on our tits,” Svetlana added.

  “I made sure that none of the documents you have from the lab are traceable,” Sergei told her. “Unfortunate fire. So, for the moment, Kavlov doesn’t know you exist. There’s no way to tie Svetlana and Tatiana Volodin to Dmitri Baranov and Andrei Rybakov.”
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  “How long will that last? Once they talk to Yuri, that bastard will tell Kavlov everything. He’ll have our pictures, our fingerprints, our DNA.”

  “I couldn’t be certain, milaya,” Sergei said. “Dr. Medleyev has already shut down his lab. He fired Zimka and myself through an email. My neighbor texted me this morning and said there were men at my apartment, more than likely sent to kill me.”

  “Where is Yuri now?” Svetlana asked.

  “I’m not sure,” Sergei replied. “I lost track of him when he changed cars in the Rogovskoye Settlement. I would imagine he’s bound for an airport. Kavlov would want to keep him secret, I think, in case Mazdalov tried to grab him up. Lemenova is probably the same case.”

  “Yuri’s not the important thing,” Sergei said. “What’s important is that I know where Kavlov is keeping the radioactive material he uses.”

  “The stuff that made us us?” Tatiana said?

  “Da,” Sergei said. “They put it in a warehouse in Latvia.”

  “Can we get it?” Tatiana asked. “We could make sure this doesn’t happen to anyone else.”

  “I don’t know, lyubov moya,” Sergei said. “We only know where it is. We don’t know who’s guarding it, or where it’s going to go after this. I have some people I can call.”

  “Please call them, then, kotik,” Tatiana said, kissing his cheek and ruffling his hair. “If there’s any way we can capture that material – and maybe the records of it – then the world becomes just that much safer.”

  “And if we can figure out where the other victims were sent, maybe we can rescue them,” Svetlana added. “We have enough money now to hire people to go and extract them, if we need.”

  ”You’re such good girls,” Sergei said, beaming. “But first, we have to get the two of you safe.”

  “Agreed,” Tatiana said. “I’ve run across a problem with that, though. This fellow in Chicago who likes me, I’ve sort of portrayed myself as a party girl. He seemed to like that, it got him interested that much faster. But now he’s asking for pictures of me out partying with my friends, and I don’t have any to send him.”

  “We can’t risk going out,” Svetlana said.

  “I know, zaika, I know,” she said. “And I am terrible at Photoshop.”

  “Tease him,” Svetlana told her, her eyes twinkling. “Tell him he has to buy you something or do something for you if he wants those pictures.”

  “You’re so naughty,” Tatiana said. “I think I can make that work. I should put on some lingerie and send him a few selfies, just to whet his appetite. How are things with your man in Philadelphia, lapochka?”

  “He eats from my hand,” Svetlana said proudly. “I think he is one of those sexually submissive types, actually. I tell him to do something, he does it. I think he would beg me and kiss my feet if I told him.”

  “Doesn’t sound like much of a man at all,” Sergei said darkly.

  “I’m not looking for much of a man at all,” Svetlana said, leaning her head against Sergei’s broad shoulder. “I have all the man I could ever need. I’m just looking for a visa and a healthy bank account.”

  “You shouldn’t be so jealous, Sergei,” Tatiana said. “These aren’t love affairs, zvoyozdochka. Svetka and I are going to be trophies, nothing more. Just decorations for rich men to show off to their friends.”

  “They should have more respect for women,” Sergei growled.

  “Of course they should,” Svetlana said. “Which is why we love you and will never love them.”

  “There,” Svetlana announced. “The money is transferred.”

  Tatiana sighed deeply. “There’s no going back now.”

  “No, there isn’t,” Sergei said. “Only forward.”

  Svetlana pushed herself to her feet, her chair rolling backwards crazily. “Time to get moving. I can’t stand just sitting in a chair pushing buttons. I think I’m going to work out or do yoga or something.”

  “Yoga? That sounds fun,” Tatiana said. “I think I will join you. Sergei, are you interested?”

  “He will be if we do it naked,” Svetlana said.

  * * * * *

  The bright day gave way quickly to overcast skies that drained the color out of Moscow, a sharp tang in the air giving the promise of more snow. Tatiana and Svetlana sat together on the couch, looking out the windows while they smoked and drank, huddled in blankets. Sergei had left earlier, to get in touch with some of his contacts and to start exploring the possibility of raiding the warehouse in Rēzekne, Latvia where they suspected that the radioactive material that Yuri used to transform the sisters was being held. The two girls bridled a bit in their hideout, already pining for another night spent in a crowded nightclub, dancing and drinking. They tried to fill their hours with sex – between themselves and with Sergei before he left – workouts, texting their prospective husbands, shopping online, literally anything they could think of to alleviate the boredom. What seemed to work was to fall into a routine much like the one they’d experienced in captivity, however. The time seemed to pass faster when they “attended classes” – YouTube makeup tutorials now, instead of sitting in the little classroom listening to Zimka or in the larger room with Lemenova. They cooked, cleaned, organized and tried to make the little apartment more of a “home.”

  But they still pined to be out, in the thriving Moscow nightlife, being admired and worshipped for their beauty, the focus of every eye, like the last night in the club where they escaped. Even if it was just to daydream about Sergei’s little “suggestions,” such as taking them to a shooting range so they could practice with their firearms, or a little tea shop he knew of near his old apartment that they would just love. Even the worsening weather outside could dim their desire to be out. But they didn’t dare step foot out from underneath the lead-lined roof or outside the walls that protected them. Surely, Yuri had his pirated feed off of government telecommunications satellites scanning for the radiation that their bodies gave off. Svetlana thought about that as she picked at a loose corner of the lead foil glued to the wall near the window.

  She snapped her fingers – no easy feat with nails as long as hers. “That’s it, suchka!” she said.

  “What’s it? What do you mean?” Tatiana said.

  “Yuri, he tracks us with a satellite, right?” Svetlana said. “To find our radiation.”

  “That’s right,” Tatiana said. “What of it?”

  “Everybody who got transformed – even Yuri – wouldn’t they give off the same radiation? Couldn’t we just as easily track them using the same technology? All we have to do is find Yuri’s pirated feed from the satellite and pirate it ourselves. And then we could find Yuri, and also every single person he’s ever done this to.”

  Tatiana’s eyes widened. “That could work,” she said. “That could be really useful.”

  Svetlana opened her laptop, taking a moment to be very unladylike and dangle it from her plumped-out bottom lip long enough to open it and bring it back to life. “It should be right here,” she said, taking the cigarette from her mouth and holding it back between the tips of her elegant fingers. “There. The list of all the bills that got paid for that facility out of Kavlov’s operating account in Italy. The internet service is right here, see?”

  “Here, give me that,” Tatiana said, taking the laptop. “You’re awful at systems intrusion, and you need to text your future husband, anyway, he’s been blowing up your phone.”

  Svetlana giggled – the idea of having to press “pause” on something like this just so she could wrangle a proposal of marriage out of a total stranger half a world away tickled her. She took her phone between her hands and brought up the messaging app, then pulled a face.

  “The poor baby,” she said, pouting sexily. “He’s lonely, he thinks I don’t like him anymore.” In response, she lifted up her loose sweater and bared her magnificent breasts, snapped a quick picture and sent it. “I think that should convince him otherwise.”

  “You’re lucky,” Tatiana said. “Mine is religious. I tried to send him a picture of my tits and he texted back asking where my crucifix was that I normally wore.”

  “Oh, Philip makes enough of a fuss about that,” Svetka said. “I’m going to have to convert to Catholicism once I get there or he won’t even think about marriage.”

  “I hope he doesn’t intend to make you into some baby factory,” Tatiana said. “I’ll fly to Chicago and strange him if he puts stretch marks across that gorgeous belly of yours.”

  “No, I told him I was barren,” Svetlana said. “The only babies I intend to have are Sergei’s.”

  “Look here, Svetka,” Tatiana said, pointing to the laptop. “You see the lab’s usage? It spiked about two hours after they realized we’d escaped. I’m willing to bet you that’s when they started using the satellite. And it all goes to this server in the lab.”

  “I suppose it’s too much to ask that Yuri uses his birthday as a password,” Svetlana chuckled, then yelped aloud. “Oh blyat, he sent me a picture of his dick! Look, Tati!”

  “Oh, you poor suchka, you have to suck that?” Tatiana said, giggling. “Try not to get it stuck between your teeth.”
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  “I don’t know, it doesn’t look that small,” Svetlana chuckled. “Just bent. I’m sure he’s very proud of it.”

  “Keep that to show to Sergei,” Tatiana said. “He’ll never feel jealous again.”

  “Shut up, I have to write something appreciative,” Svetlana said, texting.

  * * * * *

  The girls were busily making notes, bent over the kitchen table, on everything they’d found once they piggy-backed onto the satellite feed that Kavlov and Yuri used to search for their radiation. And they discovered hundreds of women, around the world, who gave off the same radiation as they did. The sisters tried to use what resources they had to try and discover the identities of these women, but Yuri did his work well. All their tracks were thoroughly covered.

  Just as the sky began to darken, and the first flurries of snow began to drift past the windows, the door opened to Zimka’s key and she came in with Sergei and another man, tall and lanky, who wore a worker’s coverall but moved with the purpose and directness of a soldier.

  “Tati, Svetka, this is Nicholai,” Sergei introduced. “He’s one of the friends I told you about.”

  The girls turned as one and offered their hands, giving a little dip in their knees as they curtseyed prettily when he took them, like graduates of a fine finishing school.

  “Tati, love, why are you dressed like that?” Zimka asked, stepping forward to kiss their cheeks.

  Tatiana blushed a little – she wore a tiny plaid skirt, a skin-tight white blouse that strained across her breasts, a red tie and wore her hair in two lustrous pigtails that fell over her shoulders. “For my man, in the United States,” she confessed. “He has a thing, it seems, for women who act like little girls. I’ve been carrying a teddy bear every time I Skype with him, and I even sucked my thumb a little.”

  “Tell him the rest, zolotse,” Svetka urged.

  “I told him the sad tale we came up with,” Tatiana said. “About how I hate it here, I have to work in a terrible job for a boss who drools all over me, my parents are dead, all of it. And he said he wants me to join him in America. I expect him to ask me to marry him any moment.”

  “Well done, kukalka, well done,” Zimka said. “Nice touch with the pigtails.”

  “Thank you,” Tatiana said. “They were Svetka’s idea. Turns out she’s a little pervert.”

  “If one of you can get her some lollipops, I think she’ll get a cash bonus,” Svetlana said with a sly smile.

  “It’s good to see you both in good spirits,” Zimka said.

  “Tell them what you told me, Nicholai,” Sergei said, getting down to business.

  The tall man cleared his throat, clearly taken aback by the glamorous beauties wearing next-to-nothing standing in front of him expectantly. “My brother lives in Rēzekne,” he said. “I called him and he drove by the warehouse that Sergei pointed out to me. It’s guarded, but not well. Mostly holding goods for export and import, awaiting inspection by customs.”

  “Can we get in?” Tatiana asked, lighting a cigarette.

  “Not without government credentials,” Nicholai replied. The girls could see the effort he put into not staring at their breasts, and appreciated his attempt. “No, the best time to try and get to the package you want would be when they move it to an airport or a dock.”

  “Do we know when it will be moved?” Svetlana asked.

  “Not yet, but it should be easy enough to find out,” Sergei said.

  “My brother and I know some trustworthy people,” Nicholai told them. “We can intercept this package for you.”

  “Did Sergei tell you to whom this ‘package’ belongs?” Tatiana asked.

  “He did,” Nicholai said. “Since we don’t intend to keep it or try to sell it, I think we should be very hard to find – particularly because we are all good, law-abiding citizens otherwise. We don’t even have parking tickets. We’ll be the last people anyone suspects. And it’s well-known that Latvia is Mazdalov territory. In all likelihood, anyone Kavlov sends to investigate will start there, and my brother and I should be long gone by the time that happens.”

  “Long gone?” Svetlana asked.

  “We’re only a few months from moving to Istanbul,” he said. “My brother bought a little vineyard out there. We only lack a little bit of capital, but from what Sergei here tells me, you could provide that in exchange for the job.”

  “And you’re sure you can do it?” Tatiana said.

  “Nicholai and his brother specialized in this kind of thing in the army,” Sergei told them both. “I’ve seen them in action. You have nothing to worry about. I didn’t want to discuss price – not without the two of you present – but they’ll be worth the money.”

  “If you vouch for them, lyubmaya, that’s enough for me,” Svetlana said. “What do you think, Tati? Two hundred fifty thousand?”

  “That depends on you, Nicholai.”

  The lanky man swallowed hard, obviously hearing a much higher number than he originally expected. “That’s very generous,” he told them.

  “We will wire fifty thousand into a bank account in your name,” Tatiana told him, “so you can equip and hire your men. My sister and I, we want a minimum of bloodshed, is that acceptable?”

  “If we do our jobs properly, there won’t be any bloodshed at all,” Nicholai assured her. “We hope they’ll never even realize we were there.”

  “Perfect,” Tatiana continued. “Fifty thousand now, the balance when you send us proof that you have the package. But this is most important – neither you nor any of your men can open it, do you understand? It’s very dangerous if you’re exposed.”

  Nicholai stiffened. “It’s not going to used for a bomb, is it?” he asked. “I won’t be a party to that.”

  “That speaks very well of you,” Svetlana said. “No, milyi, it’s not a bomb or anything like that. It’s medical, but it does run on a radioactive source. Any exposure to you or your men could be very bad. They’re completely safe so long as they’re kept in their shipping cases.”

  “I understand,” Nicholai said. “Sergei tells me that they’re best handed over to you in America, is that correct? Would either of you have a problem with me sending them to you through a smuggler?”

  “Depends on what he smuggles,” Tatiana said. “Drugs or money would be fine. Guns or slaves, we would have an issue with that. And, of course, there’s the small matter of whether or not he can keep his mouth shut, if Kavlov starts asking questions.”

  “No worries there,” Nicholai said. “He smuggles black market American merchandise – high-end electronics, blue jeans, designer clothing – into Russia, and smuggles raw opium into the United States. His father was killed by Kavlov a few years ago, so I have no illusions that he won’t give us up.”

  Tatiana kissed Sergei’s cheek. “He’s perfect, lyubmaya. You thought of everything.”

  “Are you sure you won’t be on that same boat?” Zimka said.

  “It’s an option,” Svetlana said. “But the way things are progressing, it’s looking quite likely that Tati and I will make our trip to America in first class, sipping champagne.”

  “I will be on the boat,” Sergei said. “And Zimka can come with me, if she likes. Both of us need to disappear, and that’s the best way for both of us.”

  Nicholai made his farewells – a fond embrace for Sergei and chaste, mannerly kisses to all the women’s cheeks – and left the way he came in after leaving his particulars and contact information for the wire transfer. The door had no sooner closed and the chill dissipated beneath the apartment’s heater before Svetlana made the transfer and paid their new employee.

  “Zimka, moi sladkiy, it’s good to see you,” Svetlana said, hugging her tightly.

  “You, too, Tati,” she said. “Svetka, too. I have been worried about you.”

  “You mustn’t, you’ll get wrinkles,” Svetlana scolded.

  “I have new papers for you,” she said, pulling an envelope out of her thick coat. “They won’t hold up under much scrutiny, my loves, but they’ll be good enough for the two of you to travel.”

  “Philip will be buying my ticket any moment now,” Tatiana said. “Just as long as I can clear customs on either end, that’s all I need.”

  “And I should have a similar offer from Daniel in a few days,” Svetlana said. “He’s right on the edge. He’s already told me he loves me. I’ve been hinting that all I’m waiting for is a ring.”

  “This just leaves the matter of getting you to the airport without Yuri finding you on his satellite,” Sergei said. “And what happens once you’re in America. There are already several irradiated girls there, but Yuri will notice if two more appear suddenly, out of nowhere.”

  “Tati and I have given this a lot of thought,” Svetlana said, stealing a cigarette from her sister’s pack and lighting it with a match. “We only see limited options. First, sabotage the satellite, which is next to impossible with the resources we have. Next would be to sabotage Yuri’s feed, but he would be able to get it back in time. And the third…”

  “…kill Yuri,” Sergei said. “I was afraid of that.”

  “And we couldn’t rule out Lemenova being a part of this, too,” Zimka said. “As much as I hate to say it, we’d have to silence her, as well.”

  “I know. Regrettable,” Sergei said. “As much as I hated her, I don’t wish her dead.”

  “Svetka and I do, but we have our own reasons,” Tatiana said. “But God help me, I still get this thrill in my heart at the thought of her naming me printsessa for the day.”

  Sergei looked down at the floor. “I suppose I can do it,” he said.

  “Never, moi horoshiy, never,” Svetlana said, caressing his face. “Tati and I would never make you carry the weight of that.”

  “Then how?”

  “We would make it look like Yuri and Lemenova stole the money,” Tatiana told him. “Leave a little trail of bread crumbs, maybe even some evidence that they’d switched allegiances to Mazdalov. Kavlov would do the dirty work for us that way.”

  “That’s devious,” Zimka said.

  “And once they’re taken, then we sabotage the computers. If we erase the specific wavelength that the satellite can scan for, then Kavlov could be years trying to figure it out a second time. All that takes is a strong magnet, solnyshko. No blood on any of our hands.”

  “Does that mean it’s decided?” Zimka asked.

  “It does,” Svetlana told her. “Once the satellite surveillance is gone, then Tati and I can move around however we like. It should only take a week or two.”

  “Good,” Zimka said. “In that case, I’ll say farewell.”

  “Farewell?”

  “I’m going to hide out in Bucharest until it’s done,” she said. “I plan to fake my death and change my identity. I’ve contacted a few of the contractors who worked at the lab, they’re going to get me new papers. By the time I’m ready, the package should be at the port in Riga. I’ll fly there and join Sergei.”

  “We’ll miss you so much, malyshka,” Svetlana said, gathering her into a tight hug.

  “You’ve been a godsend,” Tatiana said, wrapping them both up in an embrace. Tears sparkled on her long lashes. “If not for you, we’d be sold as slaves, God only knows where.”

  “I’m so glad I met you both,” Zimka said, sniffling. “I can’t wait to see you again in America.”

  * * * * *

  That night, Tatiana celebrated her marriage proposal from Philip in Chicago with champagne licked from her adopted sister’s breasts and bouncing, screaming sex atop her lover Sergei. Svetlana indulged her wicked side by typing out a long text to her Daniel in Philadelphia, professing her love and desire to come and join him, while on her hands and knees, being very spiritedly fucked by Sergei while her sister sucked her nipples and massaged her clitoris.
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  They woke a little late the next day, and made sure to “top off” their tanks as far as sex with Sergei, since he would be gone for a few days. Luckily, a package arrived that morning, containing a pair of rather large pink strap-on dildos that the sisters had ordered shortly before they left the facility, which promised that they wouldn’t go missing one particular part of Sergei too badly in his absence.

  The rest of that day the sisters spent playing with their new toys – making them both delightfully sore and thoroughly satisfied – and packing. They decided to ship most of their new belongings – the clothing and jewelry they’d ordered under Lemenova’s direction – to the United States and keep only what they needed in the meantime, which filled large overnight bags kept by the front door. The rest of the time they spent working out, texting with their intended men in America, and trying to find out any news they could about their various operations currently in play.

  The second day after Sergei’s departure, Svetlana finally got her own proposal of marriage from Daniel, which she accepted in a phone call. She was pleased to discover he had a very pleasant voice and an infectious laugh, and decided that her time as Mrs. Daniel McCullough might not be as bad as she’d feared. He wanted to start planning immediately, but Svetlana put her foot down – she couldn’t be expected to get her affairs in order, apply for a visa and uproot her entire life in just a few short days. She had to give two weeks’ notice at her job, for instance. He acquiesced after a short, girlish tirade, showing a good nature and amused patience that allayed many of Svetlana’s lingering fears.

  A very different situation affected Tatiana. Once she agreed to become Mrs. Philip Howard, her future husband summarily dumped all preparation and planning squarely in Tatiana’s shapely lap. She requested him to find information about transferring a cosmetology license from Russia to the US and he didn’t even deign to respond. Still, she had her methods. When her messages to him began to center less on the wedding and more on the wedding night, he perked right up. However long the engagement, Tatiana had herself a lovely four-star vacation at a resort in the Bahamas to keep up her spirits. And she did get the impression that Philip was kind, and not inclined to hurt her. He seemed more astonished that she liked him and accepted him than anything else. Tatiana got the impression that despite Philip’s wealth and standing, he was always awkward and unlucky with the ladies. Hopefully, Tatiana could use his gratitude to her advantage.

  That evening, as they cleared away their dishes from a light dinner and smoked cigarettes over glasses of wine in the evening, Svetlana’s phone rang. She answered it and put it on speaker on the table between them.

  “You’re well, my loves?” Sergei’s tinny voice said through the speaker. A part of Tatiana felt a pang of anticipation for the time when her rich American husband would buy her the latest iPhone because she pouted at him adorably, and she would be able to better hear the caress of Sergei’s voice.

  “Fine, lapochka,” Svetlana said. “And you?”

  “Well enough,” he said. “Freezing out here.” They heard a long blare of a ship’s horn in the background.

  “Where are you, Sergei?”

  “Riga,” he said. “Waiting for Nicholai and his brother to arrive with a special package you requested.”

  “So soon?” Tatiana said in wonder.

  “But it isn’t why I called,” Sergei told them. “I got word from my friends in Moscow.”

  “Which friends would these be?” asked Svetlana eagerly.

  “The ones I had watching the safe houses,” he replied. “Your plan worked. Lemenova was taken this morning, Dr. Medyelev a few hours after. By Kavlov’s men, they tell me.”

  “Do we know where they were taken?”

  “Not for certain,” he reported. “But they were headed south. The only things we know of in that direction is the facility where you were taken and a few warehouses that Kavlov keeps through a shell company. My guess is, they’ll be leaving in plastic bags.”

  “And hopefully it will throw Kavlov off of our scent,” Svetlana said.

  “I have someone breaking into the facility in a few hours to erase the hard drives,” Sergei told them. “Once he calls me back to confirm, the two of you should dress up pretty and treat yourselves to a night on the town with Kavlov’s money.”

  “All that’s left is the smuggler,” Tatiana said.

  “Who I am set to meet tonight at midnight, once Nicholai makes the introduction. If everything goes according to plan, I will pick Zimka up at the airport tomorrow and we’ll be on the ship heading west by sundown.”

  “You must promise to call us every day,” Tatiana said. “I miss you so much, zolotse.”

  “Me, too,” Svetlana echoed sweetly.

  “Not as much as I miss you,” he said.

  “We owe you so much, zvezda moya,” Tatiana told him. “If not for you, Svetka and I would be whores to some rich sultan or businessman, God knows where, doing God knows what.”

  “You have repaid me a hundred times over,” he told them. “Is it possible, to be this much in love with two women at the same time and not have to choose?”

  “It’s possible,” Svetlana told him. “You’re just one of the few who was strong enough.”

  * * * * *

  O’Hare International Airport bustled loudly, the chatter of hundreds of travelers overlaid with nearly constant announcements on the PA making Tatiana’s head swim a little bit as she clicked and clacked in her designer platform heels on the tiles coming out of US Customs. Or perhaps it was the six or seven glasses of champagne she’d drunk on the flight from De Gaulle. It was hard to tell. She tottered along, her wheeled suitcase behind her stuffed with Prada and Chanel and Díor bought in Paris with her sister, and made her way down a long hallway into the bustling pickup area outside the airport. A cold wind cut across her, ruffling the white faux fur of her coat and creeping beneath the short hem of her skin-tight dress, chilling her thighs in a way she’d grown quite accustomed to in Moscow, dressed as the partying club girl she was. A long limousine sat parallel to the curb just outside, and a liveried chauffeur stood holding a sign with her name on it in tasteful calligraphy. The chauffeur took her bags – she traveled light, but still enough to convince onlookers she was a proper lady – and stowed them in the trunk as she slid gracefully into the leather seat in back. A tall, graying man with gold-rimmed glasses in an impeccably tailored suit sat in the seat next to her. Tatiana recognized him instantly and fell into his arms, pressing a very passionate – but not too passionate – kiss against his dry lips.

  “You must be Tatiana,” Philip said fondly when she broke away.

  “Oh, no, dear,” she corrected, caressing his face lovingly. “Call me Mrs. Howard.”

  “Mrs. Howard,” he said. “I like the sound of that. Speaking of which, I have something for you.”

  He reached into the inner pocket of his coat and produced a small teal box – Tiffany’s, Tatiana recognized from the Internet – and opened it before her eyes to reveal a large diamond, at least four karats, sparkling in a nest of smaller diamonds in a platinum setting.

  “It just wasn’t right, not giving you an engagement ring,” he told her. “I hope you like it.”

  Tatiana put it on her finger and regarded it at arm’s length. “I love it,” she said. “It’s beautiful.”

  She gave him a look through sensually narrowed eyes, having decided to get this part over with quickly on the plane, but now not regarding it with such dread. “And I have something I want to give you, too, lapochka, something I’ve wanted to give you since we met.”

  “And what is that, my dear?” Philip asked.
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  She rolled up the privacy barrier between themselves and the driver, then sank to her knees in the floorboard, working on his fly with her long-nailed hand, sparkling with a new diamond.

  * * * * *

  Svetlana tried her best not to feel lost without her sister’s presence by her side as she sashayed out of the US Customs office into the crowded chaos of Philadelphia International Airport. She retrieved her luggage promptly and looked desperately for a place she could go and have a cigarette after the long flight from Paris – silly Americans, not letting decent people smoke in the airport! – and soon found herself at an airport bar with a little outdoor area for smokers. She ordered a glass of wine – she’d slept for most of the flight and could probably use a few drinks before she met her new husband – and smoked three very satisfying cigarettes in a row, wrapped in her pink faux fur, her blonde hair whipping in the gusts coming from the Atlantic. She drew plenty of eyes among the other smokers, but she disregarded them with a haughty pout, a skill she learned in the clubs of Moscow and Paris alongside her conspicuously absent sister.

  Looking at her wristwatch – how soon before her husband replaced the cheap timepiece with something more befitting her trophy-wife station? – she noticed the time and tossed her last cigarette into the overflowing public ashtray, downed the last of her chardonnay and gathered up her luggage once again, heading out of the terminals and towards the entrance to the airport. A black Mercedes idled alongside the curb, shiny and sleek, and a tanned man of middling height but impressively broad build leaned against the door. His patrician face split into a beaming smile when he caught sight of her and he rushed forward, gathering her into his arms and spinning her effortlessly around.
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  “It’s you,” he said, “It’s actually you. I was beginning to think you were a dream.”

  “No dream, pupsik,” Svetlana told him. “Here, let me get a look at you.” She stood him off at arm’s length and looked him up and down, from his Italian loafers to his designer sweater, the heavy Rolex on his wrist and the high-dollar condition of his tanned skin.

  “You’re more handsome than your pictures,” she said, leaning in to kiss him. He returned the favor gratefully, and Svetlana felt herself relax. At the very least, her soon-to-be husband was a spectacular kisser, and he obviously worked out because his embrace took her breath away a little bit.

  “And no picture could do you justice,” he told her. “But here – let me take your bags. I’ve been pacing around and bouncing up and down like a schoolboy all day, waiting for you. I’m so excited to finally meet you!”

  “Ti milaya,” Svetlana said.

  “That means ‘you’re sweet,’ right?” Daniel said. “I’ve been learning a little Russian.”

  “And you have to help me work on my English,” Svetlana told him.

  “It sounds perfect to me,” he told her. He stowed her bags in the car’s truck in a flurry of motion, and then opened the passenger door for her and ushered her inside.

  He slid in next to her, buckling his seatbelt and taking a moment to just look at her, even though several impatient travelers honked their horns behind him, covetous of his parking spot.

  “Where are we going now, lapochka?” she asked him.

  “Home,” he told her. “Chestnut Hill.”

  “Is it far?” she asked.

  “No, not too far. I thought I’d show you some of where you’ll be living on the way, though.”

  “So, we’ll be driving for a while?” Svetlana asked.

  “Probably,” he told her. “Is that a problem?”

  “Not at all,” she said, putting her hand on his knee and sliding it up his inner thigh. She gripped him tight, making him gasp, and then slowly began to stroke him with one hand while she raised her skirt with the other and began to stroke her pussy with the other.


  Part Thirteen

   

  SVETLANA PAWED GROGGILY AT THE bedside table, searching for her ringing phone, her long nails clicking on the finished wood. She dared not raise her head – a pounding headache borne from an excess of champagne, vodka and cocaine hammered her forehead – and she tried not to groan too loudly. Finally, her fingers found the rhinestone-encrusted iPhone and she brought it to an ear buried beneath a tangle of blonde hair.

  “Good morning, zaika,” her sister’s voice chimed, entirely too chipper. “How are you?”

  “Hung over,” she said sleepily, “but glad to hear your voice. How are you?”

  “I am wonderful,” Tatiana said. “I spent all day yesterday in this charming little spa, getting pampered. My skin feels like silk – you have to try a Turkish Hamam Scrub. I’m glowing, Svetka.”

  “Sounds nice,” Svetlana said, forcing herself upright and digging in last night’s Gucci purse for a cigarette. “But right now all I can think about is coffee.”

  “You’re just now getting up? It’s almost eleven o’clock, lapochka!”

  “I know, I know,” Svetlana replied. “I had a late night.”

  “Out again, moi sladkiy?”

  “Daniel likes showing me off,” Svetlana said. “And you remember how it feels, being out, being the center of all that attention. It goes to my head. Even if I promise myself, only one drink, it always turns into three or four, and then I start in on the cocaine…”

  “The same thing happens to me, zaika, you don’t have to explain it,” Tatiana said. “I always wind up getting carried away, too. I think Yuri programmed us that way, but I also think that was inside us to start with.”

  “I wanted to let you know that there’s a boat landing in Florida tomorrow,” she told her sister happily. “Do you think your husband would let you book a flight to Miami?”

  “Mmm, South Beach,” Svetlana said happily. “Cuban coffee.”

  “Suite at the Fontainebleau, naked Sergei, naked us… Will your husband let you?”

  Svetlana giggled. “I’ve discovered some really fun ways to convince him to give me what I want.”

  “You’re lucky,” Tatiana said, her voice betraying a pout.

  “Trouble in paradise, lapochka?”

  “I shouldn’t complain,” Tatiana said. “I mean, I have my personal trainer – who I fuck – and my stylist – who I fuck – my tennis pro – who I fuck – and my golf pro – who I also fuck. And a hairstylist and makeup artist who come by appointment, who I fuck.”

  “So, why do you sound so glum?”

  “I don’t have a husband who I fuck,” she said. “He likes to watch me with the others. On camera, through a two-way mirror, sometimes in a chair in the corner. But he hasn’t fucked me once since I moved in. I’ve only sucked his dick and given him a few handjobs so far.”

  “Maybe he’s waiting for the wedding night,” Svetlana told her.

  “Or maybe he just gets off on being a cuckold,” Tatiana said. “As long as he funds my shopping trips and pays for my Porsche, I don’t intend to ask too many questions. Speaking of the wedding, milyi, I sent you pictures of my dress. I want to know what you think.”

  “You’ll be beautiful,” Svetlana told her. “Anything you choose, you’ll be beautiful.”

  “And you’ll be my maid of honor, of course?”

  “Only if you will be mine.”

  “It’s settled, then,” Tatiana said. “I must run, malyshka. I have an appointment with the florist in half an hour and I need to change clothes. Go and get your coffee. I miss you.”

  “I miss you, too,” Svetlana said. “I can’t wait to see you tomorrow.”

  She blew her sister a heartfelt kiss and broke the connection, then paused in the mirror to remove last night’s makeup, then reapply her winged eyeliner, refresh her lipstick and finger-comb her hair into some semblance of presentability. Once she looked suitably sexy – in that “just rolled out of bed” kind of way – she pulled her satin robe down to expose one creamy shoulder and tugged down her peignoir to show off a more tempting amount of cleavage, stepped into some nude Louboutin platforms and descended the staircase, calling out to her husband to ask him ever so sweetly for a plane ticket to Miami.

  * * * * *

  Svetlana took an Uber from Miami International Airport to a small AirBnB near the water in South Beach, taking the time to catch up on her nicotine dependency and apply her makeup in the back – she offered an additional $100 tip to the driver for letting her smoke, but she had the feeling he would’ve allowed it in exchange for pulling down her dress and showing her tits. By the time she arrived, she felt much better from the flight and looked appropriately sexy. She walked up the short sidewalk, her suitcase rolling loudly on the concrete sidewalk behind her, and rang the bell with the tip of a long fingernail.

  The door opened to reveal a stunning, leggy redhead with her hair up in a huge “meatball” bun, with exotic almond-shaped eyes and swarthy skin, the delicate cappuccino complexion of a habibi. Huge, perfectly round “done” tits perched over a skinny but well-muscled frame. The girl wore a tight pastel pink dress, a pink fur coat and knee-high black heeled boots, and a sparkling chain belt set off a tiny waistline and large, rounded hips. The inflated, “done” lips – far too big to be natural – split into a huge, delighted smile that revealed straight, snow-white teeth.

  “Svetka, it’s so good to see you!” she cried, throwing her arms wide. Although the form could not have been more different, the color of the hair and that sweet soprano voice could not be mistaken.

  “Zimka? Is that you?” Svetlana said, eyes wide.
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  She turned her wide arms into a model display, turning a quick circle to show off her delectable new body. “Of course! Don’t you recognize me?” she giggled.

  “What happened?”

  “When I was in hiding, getting myself a new identity, I decided to call some of the facility’s old contacts and get myself a new face and body to go with it,” she said. “Also to make sure they weren’t going to tell anyone any tales. They rebuilt me from the ground up, and I decided I didn’t want you and Tati getting all those leers and catcalls to yourselves, so… ta-da! You like?”

  “I love,” Svetlana said.

  “And it’s not Zimka any more,” she said. “That suchka is gone. My name is Mliana, now. Milana Abdulov.”

  “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Milana,” Svetka giggled, taking her firm, nubile body in her arms and kissing her cheeks fondly. Milana’s skin actually felt as soft as it looked, and Svetlana’s nipples stiffened at the sensual contact. She was pleased to note that Milana’s nipples had the exact same idea as her own.

  “Come in, come in,” Milana said, gesturing with long-nailed hands that sparkled with glittery jewelry.

  She closed the large oaken door behind Svetlana and beckoned her across the white marble tile of the entryway, bidding Svetlana to just leave her bags. The blonde brought only her Fendi purse slung over one shoulder by its gold chain, following the beauty who was once her fashion and styling instructor in a former lifetime into the large living area.

  Svetlana dimly registered her sister Tatiana – gorgeous in her spray tan and a white bandage dress – and another woman, very stylish and sophisticated, with gray in her upswept hair before everything but the towering figure of Sergei faded into hazy obscurity in her vision. He smiled broadly – he’d cut his hair short and close-cropped, and he seemed a bit thinner – and rushed to her, sweeping her up in his arms and whirling her around.

  “I missed you so much, lyubmaya,” he whispered into the soft nest of her hair.

  “I went crazy, not hearing from you,” she whimpered, pressing kiss after kiss onto his forehead, his nose, his lips, the stubble of his beard on his cheeks.

  “I’m safe,” he told her. “And I have everything. The materials we stole, all Yuri’s records, everything. You and Tati are finally safe from those monsters. They have no way to ever find you.”

  He set her down gently, but her knees proved a bit uncooperative in her overwhelming relief and she sagged against his broad chest, listening to the steady, calm thump of his heart.

  Tatiana smiled knowingly. “I did the same thing, kukalka,” she said softly.

  “I have so much to tell you all,” she told the group.

  “As do we all,” Tatiana said. “But first, I need to introduce someone to you. Grace, this is my sister Svetlana. Svetka, dear, this is Ms. Grace Anderson.”

  “Pleasure,” Svetlana said, leaving the gentle fortress of Sergei’s arms to take the woman’s proffered hand.
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  “I’ve hired Grace to run our new agency,” Tatiana said. “With your approval, of course.”

  “Agency?” Svetlana asked.

  “For models,” Milana told her. “We’ve opened a modeling agency.”

  “And why have we done that?” Svetlana asked.

  “As soon as I got to the United States, I made some calls,” Tatiana told her. “Like we spoke about. Trying to find all the other girls like ourselves, remember?”

  “Yes, I remember,” Svetlana said. “And have we?”

  “We’ve only just started,” Sergei told her, stroking her hair softly enough to give her goosebumps. “But so far, we’ve located twelve and of those, we have freed seven.”

  “Freed them how?” Svetlana asked softly, suddenly serious.

  “However was necessary,” Tatiana answered cryptically. “I’ve chosen not to ask about the methods.”

  “They’re nobodies, now,” Sergei told them. “Completely without identity. They were bought and made property, some of them don’t even have names any more.”

  “Disgusting,” Grace said in a melodious alto voice.

  “We’re working to establish identities for them all,” Tatiana said. “Zimka – I mean Milana – has contacts who have made that possible, but it takes time. And once they have identities, they will need a home and a way to make a living.”

  “And they’re all every bit as beautiful as you and Tatiana,” Grace said. “From what your sister tells me, that’s by design. There is always good work for beautiful young girls, my dear.”

  “So we created the agency,” Milana said. “They’ll be safe with us – we won’t let them be exploited – and we can help ease their transition into a normal life. Quite a few of them have borne children, and we can provide for them, as well. Plus, we won’t be asking any uncomfortable questions, will we?”

  “It’s all being funded with ‘our’ money,” Tatiana told her with a slight raising of a carefully-sculpted eyebrow telling her sister that they were using the money they’d stolen from Kavlov. Which also meant that their husbands-to-be would never know, since Tatiana and Svetlana agreed to keep those accounts completely secret from their fiancés.

  “Tatiana also wants to hire me and Sergei,” Milana said happily. “Which means we can get visas and stay here as long as we want!”

  “Brilliant, Tati,” Svetlana said with a beaming smile. “I’m so proud of you.”

  “I hoped you’d approve,” Tatiana said with the hint of a blush in her cheeks. She handed over an envelope. “I thought you’d want to see this. The very first model we’ve contracted to represent.”

  Svetlana opened the envelope and slid out a glossy 8x10 headshot of a breathtaking brunette with melting green eyes and some of the most inviting lips Svetlana had ever seen. She stared a moment, seeing something familiar in the face, and struggled to place it.

  “Oh, my God,” she whispered as recognition dawned on her. “Yevgeny.”

  “It took me a while, too,” Tatiana said softly. It was, indeed, their old boss at the investment firm where they’d worked as Dmitri and Andrei, before they were imprisoned and transformed. They knew Yevgeny intended to flee the country, and probably availed himself of the same change-of-identity “service” that claimed Dmitri and Andrei in favor of Svetlana and Tatiana.

  Svetlana flipped the headshot over. “Magdalena Torres,” she read. “Spanish?”

  “That’s her reported country of origin,” Sergei reported. “We found her ‘working’ for an industrialist in Shanghai. He didn’t put up much of a fight when we confronted him. He was too concerned with what exposure would mean for his family.”

  “She’s beautiful,” Svetlana said, handing the envelope back to her sister.

  “And she works for us, now,” Tatiana said. “She should be arriving in a few days, once her papers are finished. And a few more around the same time.”

  “I’ve been tasked to see that they’re housed, clothed and helped to adjust to life here in the US,” Grace told her. “I want you to know that I take this part of the job very seriously. I won’t let anything bad happen to any of these poor girls. And you have my undying admiration, Ms. Volodin. I’m proud to be a part of your efforts, breaking up a human trafficking ring like this.”

  “Please, dear, call me Svetlana,” she urged. “I have a feeling you and I are going to be friends.”

  “I certainly hope so,” Grace said. “And I understand it won’t be Ms. Volodin for much longer, anyway, is that true?”

  “Only for two more months,” Svetlana said. “Then it’s on to Mrs. McCullough.”

  “Congratulations,” Grace said.

  “And you’ll come to the wedding, of course,” Tatiana said. “Mine, as well. And bring all the girls.”

  “If that’s what you want, I’m sure we’d all be delighted.”

  Svetlana elbowed Sergei softly and wrinkled her nose at him in a playful moué. “Don’t scowl, kotyonok, I swear I’ll make it up to you,” she whispered. “And it might be sexy for you to call me Mrs. McCullough tonight when you’re between my legs, don’t you think?”

  Sergei blushed scarlet and bit his lip to keep from laughing. Svetlana covered her own laughter by reaching into her purse for her filigreed cigarette case and matching lighter, gifts from her fiancé, and opening it. She offered the open case to Grace, who declined, and to her sister and Milana, who accepted gratefully. They stepped out onto the deck outside to watch the water while they smoked and chatted.

  Svetlana discovered Grace to be extremely well-read and open-minded, and perceptive as well. She found herself having to confess to her marriage of convenience and her devotion to Sergei, whom she shared with her sister, and Grace took it all in stride with no judgment. Grace proved devilishly easy to be honest with, a quality which Svetlana had never before encountered. Her previous offer of becoming friends seemed more and more a possibility as the sun sank.

  Grace took her leave a few hours later, and the sisters bid her farewell with fond kisses to both her cheeks and promises to stay in touch. Then, Svetlana and Tatiana took a moment to sign the papers declaring the incorporation of Novyye Nachinaniya Management and declaring the two sisters as principal shareholders and officers. Tatiana giggled happily signing her name – in bubbly, circular letters as programmed by Yuri’s machines, like a little girl’s handwriting – as “Mrs. Tatiana Howard” and showing off her enormous engagement ring.

  “You seem happy,” Sergei told her.

  “I’m not,” Tatiana said. “He’s kind enough, and generous, but I feel like I’m just his plaything. Fucking all these people for his amusement. I’m not his wife so much as I’m his personal porn star.”

  “And you want to be intimate with him?” Sergei asked.

  “I don’t want to make you jealous, zvezda moya, but yes,” she confessed. “It doesn’t seem right, to have a husband and not be with him like that. The whole thing feels fake. Forced. Like I’m meeting the terms of a contract. I never wanted to hate or resent my husband, just not to love him. That didn’t mean I didn’t want to like him or even want him.”

  “I understand,” Sergei said. “I’m not jealous, myshka, I promise. But I don’t like that he doesn’t make you happy. If he’s to be your husband, he should make you happy.”

  “It’s early, yet,” Svetlana consoled her. “Perhaps he’ll come around once you’re officially married.”

  Tatiana toyed with the cross around her neck for a moment. “He is a bit old-fashioned,” she said. “I hope that’s all it is. But in the meantime, I don’t mind putting on all his little shows for him. They’re not real to me, and that means I can save up what’s real to spend with Sergei.”

  She seated herself at the porch table, crossing her slender legs sensuously, and produced a shaped leather case from her purse. She opened it to reveal several long, slender cigars and selected one, clipped the tip with a sterling silver guillotine cutter and tested the draw between her thick, inflated lips.

  “At least he introduced me to these,” she said. “We do this every Friday night, on the balcony outside our bedroom – sit under the stars and talk over cigars and brandy. I’m happy to report I’ve developed quite the taste for them. Sergei, love, would you like one?”
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  “No, thank you,” he said, holding up a hand. “As much as I love you and want you all to myself, malyshka, that belongs to you and your husband. I’d feel like I was taking something that didn’t belong to me. But I will take you up on the brandy, if you’re offering.”

  She smiled – touched by his respectfulness – and handed him a filigreed silver flask from her purse. He took a generous swallow before passing it back to her.

  “I can see why he enjoys those nights,” Svetlana said. “You look so sexy, smoking a cigar. Perhaps I should develop the taste for them, too, do you think?”

  “How do you plan to do it?” Milana asked suddenly, out of the blue.

  “Do what?” Svetlana asked.

  She gestured between the two sisters with her cigarette. “This,” she said. “Live so far apart from one another, and still share Sergei.”

  “I had an idea for that,” Svetlana said. “My fiancé and I have talked about what I’m to do with myself. He doesn’t mind the idea of me working, but not in a place where he can’t have access to me whenever he likes. He says, he wants to be able to come in and tell me to drop everything, he’s booked us a flight to Italy, and I’d be at liberty to go.”

  “How romantic!” Milana squealed.

  “So the only way such a thing could work is if I ran my own business. I’m not even sure what I’d want to do – I thought about a clothing line, or cosmetics. With my husband as my investor, I can really choose anything I’d like. And if my sister were to be my partner, then we’d have the perfect excuse to fly back and forth to be with one another. And if we were to make Sergei our CEO, then we could have very frequent ‘business meetings’ together.”

  “We could hire you, too, Milana,” Tatiana said.

  “I like being a model in your agency right now,” she said. “But I’m not saying ‘no.’ I’m afraid I’d cause more problems than I’d solve.”

  “Nonsense,” Svetlana said. “You know more than anyone I’ve ever met about fashion, cosmetics, fragrance, fitness – if I were to choose any of those fields to start a business, you’d be perfect for Chief Technical Officer.”

  “It could be good cover, too,” Sergei commented, rubbing his chin. “For our continued search for the other transformed girls. We could open offices around the world.”

  “This seems like a very good idea, Svetka,” Tatiana said. “I think we should do it. If anything, it could give us a way to keep tabs on Kavlov in Russia.”

  “That reminds me,” Milana said. “I heard from one of our contacts back home. We found out what happened to Yuri and Lemenova.”

  “They weren’t killed?” Tatiana said, surprised.

  “Worse,” Milana reported. “He didn’t need the stuff we stole to finish the transformation process, just a few doctors and those VR helmets. They both work together in a brothel in St. Petersburg, in the Murino District. Both of them have the minds of six-year-olds – they still play with dolls – and breasts so big they can barely walk. It’s hard to even look at them, even though the soulless bastards deserved it.”

  “At least they’re not a threat to us,” Svetlana said. “And I have every intention of rescuing them.”

  “Of course we will,” Sergei said. “But I don’t know that they’ll ever be able to look after themselves properly. Kavlov destroyed their minds. My contact told me that he paid to go in their room, so he could get a look at them. He took a few pictures, and when he told the girls he didn’t want his cock sucked, they both broke down in tears and said he was ‘mean.’”

  Tatiana puffed on her cigar. “You all realize, that we will never be truly satisfied until we’ve dealt with Kavlov, don’t you?”

  “I have big plans for him,” Sergei growled.

  “Later, lyubmaya, later,” Svetlana said. “We can think up all sorts of nasty fates for that bastard tomorrow. But for now, I haven’t seen you in weeks, and I don’t know how much longer I can stand it.”

  She cuddled into his arms, leaning her head against his chest. “Tatiana, do you want to join us?”

  “Very much,” she said, “but I also want to finish my cigar, and I’ll admit I’m dying to see Milana without her clothes on – if you’re interested in that sort of thing, that is, kroshka.”

  Milana blushed a little, but smiled. “I was hoping one of you would ask.”

  “Sergei, kotik, do you want Milana to join us later?” Svetlana asked.
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  He cleared his throat roughly, a little embarrassed. “You and Tatiana…”

  “…fuck loads of other people,” Svetlana finished for him. “It’s only fair, if you want Milana, that you should have her. It’s the same rules that apply to me and Tati, after all – fuck her, but love us.”

  “Is that something you’d like to do, krasotka?” Tatiana asked Mliana.

  “Sergei, you are the luckiest bastard in the world,” she teased. “Because God help me, it’s something I’d really like to do.”

  Svetlana nodded. “I’ll get him all nice and warmed up,” she said. “He’ll be all primed and ready by the time you two finish and come upstairs.”

  “Don’t wear him out too badly,” Tatiana warned, smiling.

  “I’ll be sure he stays hydrated,” Svetlana chuckled. “But if he thinks that I’m getting on a flight back to snowy Philadelphia without his baby in my belly, he’s out of his mind.”

  “You mean it?” Sergei said.

  “More than anything,” she told him. “Daniel is already talking about a family, and I don’t want to bear him a child. I only want yours. So if you send me home to him already knocked up, then we can pretend it’s his and he’ll be none the wiser. Don’t you think I’d be a good mama to your baby boy?”

  “Or baby girl,” Milana corrected.

  “You’ve said it before, but I thought you might be teasing,” Sergei told her. “It’s a bit different to know you’re serious. But yes, zolotse, I do think you’d make a good mother.”

  “And you’ll be an amazing father,” Svetka told him, kissing his neck. “But I don’t want to talk about the kind of mother and father we would be, my love. I want you to take me upstairs and make me a mother, and I’ll make you father at the same time.”

  “I love you,” he said simply.

  “And I you,” Svetlana said.

  “And I you,” Tatiana added.

  “And if you’re not careful, being so romantic like that, so will I,” Milana told him.

  “I wondered,” Svetlana said. “All that time together on that boat, in the middle of the ocean.”

  “There were a few moments,” Milana confessed. “But he stayed faithful to you both. You stayed in his thoughts, no matter where we were or what we did. But I confess, I did entertain the fantasy a few times. And I think he might have done the same.”

  “Maybe, in another life,” Sergei said. “My heart belongs to Svetka and Tati.”

  “It doesn’t have to,” Svetlana said softly. “You want us to be happy? We want you to be happy. And you’ve proven that you’re man enough to love two women at the same time, so why not three? Especially if we all love you, too.”

  “Doesn’t that make me seem greedy?” Sergei asked.

  “Not if we all choose you,” Milana said, her heart starting to hope that her girlish daydreams might turn into something more than she ever expected possible.

  “You know, Milana, you should marry him,” Tatiana said. “I’m serious. It would make things a lot less suspicious with our husbands, and it would lend you all legitimacy if we’re to go into business together.”

  “I think that’s more a decision for Sergei and I to make, honey,” Milana said, but her eyes sparkled.

  “Slow down, all of you, I’m getting confused,” Sergei laughed. “Fuck this one, make a baby with this one, marry this one, start a business with this one. You’ll have to start over so I can take notes.”

  Svetlana turned his face towards her own with a soft hand against the line of his jaw. “Let me make it simple for you,” she purred. “Make a baby with this one.”

  “Ti takaya kraslvaya,” he told her. “Come upstairs.”

  She followed him gratefully, hand in hand. They’d not reached the landing before Milana was in Tatiana’s lap, kissing her neck. All around them, their connection deepened. What began as strangers, thrown together in a situation scarcely to be believed, much less lived through, with hatred and mistrust somehow, in the midst of the chaos, became a family none of them expected.
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  A family they all hoped numbered one more by the end of the night.
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