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INTRODUCTION


M. J. Engh’s Arslan (previously released in the UK under the rather timid ars-avoiding alternate title A Wind from Bukhara) contains two of the most shocking scenes in post-war science fiction. The first is in the opening chapter. The novel’s titular Turkic military dictator-of-the-world arrives in the mid-America small town of Kraftsville, Illinois, and makes his base in the local school. Having barracked and feasted his troops, he rounds the evening off by raping one school girl and one school boy in front of this appreciative audience of soldiery.


A Communistic Asiatic tyrant forcibly occupies middle America, crushing democracy, shooting opposition, raping women and children and outlawing trade and technology. It’s an iteration of a particular US paranoid invasion fantasy: from Floyd Gibbons’s The Red Napoleon (1929) to Red Dawn (1984), US popular culture has luridly imagined the one military catastrophe – occupation by a foreign army – that the USA has never, in actuality, suffered. Engh’s contribution to this raises the transgression to deliberately hyperbolic levels.


The second shocking scene is less obvious, perhaps, but in its way more shocking. It comes near the end, when an older, physically weakened Arslan returns to Kraftsville. He builds a fortified house in the middle of town, and when a gang of marauders threatens to rape systematically the town’s women. Arslan organises the defence, and rebuts the assault. The shocking part is: we realise, by this point in the novel, that we are rooting for him. Engh, without ever directing or manipulating the reader, has managed to shift the balance of empathy around: a figure who starts the novel positively Mephistophelean ends it with his charisma elided from diabolical to heroic. It’s an extraordinary piece of novelistic sleight-of-hand; but it’s much more than that. What makes this novel so very special is the depth of its understanding of the way ‘force’ does more than enable the domination of one human being over others; that way it shows how it also informs the electric glamour that is the currency by which all adoration is bought.


About a third of the book is given over to the narrative voice of Hunt, one of Arslan’s initial victims; and through him we learn that ‘adoration’ is not too strong a term. The journey he, and we as readers, travel is pithily summed-up by the other narrator, Franklin Bond: ‘Arslan’s old theme: first the rape, then the seduction’. It gives Engh a point of purchase against which to lever her critique of the political ‘cult of personality’ that has foisted so many dictators on the world, from the Roman Caesars onward (Engh, when she is not writing SF, is a historian of the Roman Empire). But more than this, it becomes a means of dramatising the sort of love that is the novel’s true theme. Love, this novel is saying, is rarely a rational process of negotiation and free exchange. It is more often likely to be a phosphorescent blaze of overmastery that the individual must, by a process of resistance rather than surrender, somehow work to integrate into his or her everyday life.


Engh runs a fearsome risk here; for no sane writer wants to give readers the impression that the sexual abuse of children leads into loving adult relationships between abuser and victim. And I don’t think any sane reader would take that moral away from this novel. But by framing the story the way she does, Engh is suggesting that large-scale political and small-scale personal emotional dynamics are not separate things.


In fact Arslan is neither an apologia for tyranny nor a one-dimensional critique of it. Actually (and I don’t say this to deprecate the book so much as identify its real focus), Engh’s apprehension of the logic of fascism is pretty narrowly conceived. In the world, Fascism is always a societal event; a mass phenomenon. Arslan reduces all the large scale aspects of its story to background embroidery, often only nebulously rendered. Precisely how, we ask ourselves, does this warlord from a country smaller by population than Baltimore or Manchester become tyrant of the entire globe? There’s some handwaving about a ‘laser missile defence’ system, and a brief, melodramatic vignette of him holding a pistol to the head of the Soviet premier; but not even the most naïve political theorist would believe global realpolitik works that way.


The point of all this, though, is not to negate the novel’s plausibility; it is to move it, forceably, to a different arena. Actual Fascist or Communist dictators, having invaded a town, do not select a local schoolteacher, hand him a gun and offer him the chance to commit tyrannicide. Actual dictators, when faced with the assassination of a family member, would not singlehandledly wrestle the perpetrators to death in a town square display – nor would they limit their retribution to only four individuals. Actual dictators are always much more bureaucratic than gladiatorial. Engh knows this; it’s just that she’s not interested in the affective logic of bureaucracy. She is interested in writing a story about the extent to which love parses pain and bliss into versions of one another. She is interested in the practical person-to-person business of running a small town, or a school, or a family; and especially interested in the way these things contain within them the same intensities of justice and injustice, freedom and unfreedom, as Genghis Khan’s governance of all Asia. Engh’s genius as a novelist is the particular, not the general. Her account of the practical details of life, love and struggle in this novel is impressively involving and powerful, particularly given her deliberately repellent opening gambit.


Even without the sexual abuse of children, it would be a bold enough and perhaps even reckless textual strategy to take as one’s hero a pitiless tyrant whose aim – we discover as the book proceeds – is nothing less than complete autogenocide, the elimination of all humanity. In fact it is a dangerous truth of art that we find it easy to ‘enjoy’ almost any villain; to transform bloody deeds, cruelty, atrocity into drama, and thereby make the perpetrators protagonists. And in the political arena, what calls forth our admiration is not, I think, any respect for political pragmatism – the sense that a person cannot run a country, or a town, if they are too squeamishly tender-hearted. Arslan, as novel, goes far beyond that. I think the novel’s boldness is predicated upon an understanding that what makes the ruthless dictator weirdly admirable is a certain sort of authenticity. Being above the law is something dictators have in common with poets. They have the strength to break and remake notions of right and wrong in the service of winning free space for their own actions, the expression of their will. Of the three main characters in Engh’s novel, two compel our respect by virtue of their pragmatic, flexible yet inviolable refusal to compromise their principles: Arslan himself and Franklin Bond (the third, Hunt Morgan, is a more complex case).


One deep consonance in the novel is its decision to represent the logic of charismatic dictator via a focus on childhood, children and childishness. There is, for instance, something of the precocious, energetic child about Arslan, I think. Ian McEwan in his novel Saturday (2005) muses on the nature of dictators via the example of Saddam Hussein (still, when that novel came out, alive):




It’s only children, in fact, only infants who feel a wish and its fulfillment as one; perhaps this is what gives tyrants their childish air. They reach back for what they can’t have. When they meet frustration their man-slaying tantrum is never far away. Saddam, for example, doesn’t simply look like a heavyjowled brute. He gives the impression of an overgrown, disappointed boy with a pudgy hangdog look, and dark eyes a little baffled by all that he still can’t ordain. Absolute power and its pleasures are just beyond reach and keep receding. He knows that another fawning general dispatched to the torture rooms, another bullet to the head of a relative won’t deliver the satisfaction it once did.





What I especially like about this quotation is the way it suggests that children are always being dragged unwillingly along in the wake of ‘growing up’ so that the instantaneous joy of desire/gratification is always receding further and further away from them – a loss they feel acutely, if incoherently. Hitler’s mad tantrums; Stalin’s ludicrous ego; these are meagre substitutions for the original jouissance.


But rather than slot her novel into the easy groove of satirical caricature, Engh takes the more challenging and, ultimately, more rewarding approach of drawing Arslan as a fully rounded character. Arslan is a novel absolutely interpenetrated all the way through with a deep interrogation of ‘childishness’ and ‘adulthood’; with what is gained and lost in growing up, with questions of parental authority good and bad. We might say, and truly, that Arslan is a profoundly ‘grown-up’ novel; but that is not to say that it is a novel purged of childish intensities. Quite the reverse.


This is one reason why Engh structures the story around a plot to do away with children altogether: the simultaneous forced maturing and extermination of the human race. And this is why Hunt has such a pivotal role in the book: raped as a child, abandoned by his biological father, torn between the ‘good’ paternal figure of Bond and the ‘bad’ paternal figure of his abuser and mentor Arslan, it is Hunt who gets the last word. In the retrograde American pastoral imposed on the world by Arslan, Hunt goes hunting for a deer, in doing so mediating adulthood and childhood. ‘Though for years past I had delighted to play with bows (making of civilization’s wreck an excuse to return to my childhood’s toys), for this hunt I chose a graver weapon … Arslan’s gun.’ It might misfire, he thinks, but accepting that risk was only being fair to the deer. And then he says: ‘fair: a sweeter, truer word than just.’ Justice is what politicians talk about; but children, with no sense of connection to that ‘adult’ concept, nevertheless intensely comprehend the power of ‘fairness.’ Justice is general; fairness is personal. The shocking scene with which this extraordinary novel opens is bitterly unfair for the children caught up in it; but the strength of this fiction is in the way it bridges the space between this initial shock and the rather different shock that grows on us at the end – that, like a brilliant child, ingenuous, impulsive and unflagging, Arslan himself has worked his way into our affections.


Adam Roberts







      

PART ONE


FRANKLIN L. BOND







      

1


When his name first cropped up in the news reports, it was just one more foreign name to worry about, like so many others. And like so many others, it graduated in due time to the level of potential crisis. But before it had gone any further than that, suddenly all the rules had been changed when we weren’t looking, and if you said ‘he’ without an obvious antecedent you were talking about Arslan.


On TV and in the news weeklies he’d looked no different from a lot of them: young, jaunty, halfway Oriental like the second-row extras in Turandot, and every one of them a major general at the very least. ‘Turkistan – is that independent now?’ Luella had asked me, one of the first times he showed up.


‘I think it always has been.’ I meant to look it up in the big atlas at school; but I was busy planning for quarterly exams, and that intention went the way of a lot of other things I meant to do. I never did get around to it till after the Emergency Broadcast Network began its terse announcements that martial law had been proclaimed throughout the United States and that all US armed forces were under the command of General Arslan. Among other things that hectic day, I looked at the map of Central Asia. Turkistan. Cap: Bukhara. Pop: 1,369,000. Even South Vietnam would have been able to handle a place that size. Still, with China on one border and Russia on another, and an oil field begging for development, it was small wonder Arslan had made a splash at the UN.


‘Stay off the highways,’ the EBS kept saying. Whether that was a friendly voice or a hostile one was anybody’s guess. ‘Only military transport is permitted on state, interstate, and national highways.’ Military transport – that included, apparently, the great commercial trucks that rolled past the square and on through town. We stood and watched them in the early dusk, and I wondered if it was good luck or bad that Kraftsville happened to lie on a main highway.


‘I’ve got to get home,’ Paul Sears protested. ‘I can’t help it if I live on the hardroad.’


‘If I were you, Paul, I’d go around by the back road.’ That was Arnold Morgan, knowing all the answers. ‘Once the President invokes his emergency powers, we’re required to follow his instructions. That’s Federal law.’


Paul snorted. ‘It didn’t sound like the President to me.’


‘I’d feel better if I knew who that General Arslan was,’ somebody else put in. Which was about par for Kraftsville. Plenty of people in town had never heard of Premier Arslan, or didn’t remember it if they had.


‘He’s the one that’s been talking to Red China,’ I said. The last news I remembered hearing about him, Arslan and the Chinese premier had been in Moscow by invitation, presumably discussing their border dispute. The Russians had been offering for months to mediate it. Turkistan had been cagey, China had emphatically refused; but at last they had agreed to a Moscow summit meeting, agenda unspecified. Now, a few days after the meeting started, Arslan was Deputy Commander in Chief of the United States armed forces. And the trucks were rolling. It didn’t make a whole lot of sense.


Everybody was on the telephone. Long distance calls were getting through to some places, but none farther away than Louisiana, where Rachel Munsey talked to some of her relations and found out there was fighting going on down there. Maybe riot or maybe war – Rachel had managed not to find out that little detail; but there were people with uniforms and people without, and black and white in both categories. We couldn’t make connections with the East Coast or the West Coast, and even Chicago was cut off cold. There were open lines to St Louis, our nearest city, for just two days. Then they went dead, sometime in the night.


And the next morning we got word from Monckton that a real, genuine army was driving west on Illinois 460, which meant straight towards us. But Kraftsville, Illinois, wasn’t likely to be anybody’s military objective, and the highway didn’t pass the school; I saw no reason to declare a holiday.


It was just after lunch when Luella came hurrying across Pearl Street to my office. ‘I thought I’d run over and tell you instead of tying up the phone. Helen Sears just called, and she says they’re passing her place right now; they ought to be in town in a few minutes.’


‘You shouldn’t be alone,’ I said. ‘Why don’t you go over to Rachel Munsey’s?’


‘No, I’d rather be in my own house. And somebody might call.’


‘All right. Call me or come over if you hear anything that sounds important. Otherwise just stay put. I want to know where you are.’


From Nita Runciman’s eighth-grade room, which was the southwest corner of the top floor, you could see a little bit of the highway four blocks away. I told Nita to post one or two of her students there as lookouts and let me know as soon as they saw anything. In less than ten minutes she was on the intercom. ‘They’re coming through,’ she said. ‘Mr Bond—’ Her voice crackled. ‘Some of them are turning down Pearl Street. Trucks and jeeps.’


They didn’t pass the school; they stopped beside it. I watched them from the south window of my office while I talked on the intercom. They pulled up in a line right in front of me, their engines still running, stretching nearly the full block. The last jeep of the string drove past the others and turned into the parking lot. There was a driver, and a man with a submachine gun, and one passenger. I didn’t know what I had been expecting, but when I saw him, my heart went down a notch. He was too young, too young and too happy.


I had no doubt of who he was, much as I could have used a little doubt right then. The news pictures that had seemed so anonymous suddenly flashed into vivid focus. He gave orders exuberantly, waving his hands. Soldiers swarmed out from Pearl Street in both directions, into the schoolground and into the yard of my house. I searched the upstairs windows for a sight of Luella. But I didn’t have much time to look. Soldiers were at the south door, a few steps from my office, some of them with rifles reversed – ready to smash the glass if the double doors were locked, or maybe just for fun. I got there first, and they waited grinning while I opened up. We might be wanting those doors intact.


They pushed in. Whatever they were, they weren’t Americans. I got in front of a sergeant (I didn’t bother to count his stripes, but he looked like a sergeant) and braced my legs. ‘Wait a minute!’ I said. He looked at me without much interest and gave an order, and three men backed me into my office. I guessed this was what was called token resistance; anyway, it seemed like the best idea available at the moment. Now it was my teachers’ turn. They had instructions to sit as tight as possible, cooperate without objection, volunteer nothing, and keep the children still. There wasn’t much else we could do on such short notice.


Boots thudded along the hall, up the stairs, down into the basement. Doors opened, doors slammed. A long barrage of thumps told me they were opening the desks. Then most of them came trooping back and out of the door. It had only taken a few minutes.


The sergeant held the south door open, saluting smartly, and General Arslan strode in, with quite a retinue behind him. He was stocky, but he moved with lightness and bounce, like a good welterweight boxer. He turned into the office as if he knew his way around. The soldiers let go of my arms and fell back, and I was face to face with him.


‘You are in charge of this school?’ His English was very clear, his voice a quick baritone.


‘That’s right,’ I said. ‘I’m the principal.’


‘What is your name?’


‘Franklin Bond.’


He had been smiling all the time. Now he tilted his head in a little hint of a bow, never taking his eyes off mine. There was nothing else impressive about him that you could put your finger on, but he did have the most piercing eyes I’d ever seen. ‘Good,’ he said. ‘You will show me your school.’


‘Gladly. But I’d like to know what you’re here for.’


He strode out, and a bayonet prodded the small of my back, in case I hadn’t gotten the message. My legs were a good deal longer than his; I caught up in two steps, and we went down the hall side by side. He glanced up at me with amusement. ‘I shall bivouac in your town.’ Well, that sounded temporary. ‘I shall hold a dinner here tonight. You will be my guest.’


I showed him the new west wing first, with the kitchen and cafeteria and the wide folding doors opening into our gym that doubled as auditorium. He took it all in with those eyes of his, as if the fate of the world hung on everything he looked at. Then the library and the audio-visual room and the music room. Then I had to lead him back into the main block of the school.


‘And what is this?’


‘That’s the fire door.’ Where he came from, it might be a revolutionary concept. ‘In case a fire ever broke out in one part of the building, we could pull this steel door down and keep it out of the other part.’


He nodded and ran his left hand up the tracks. ‘It is good,’ he said. A connoisseur’s appreciation.


It wasn’t much different from a start-of-school guided tour for the PTA. A little pack of soldiers – half a dozen, maybe – seemed to be tied to General Arslan’s heels. I showed him the shop, the furnace room, the washrooms, the teachers’ lounges, the broom closets. We looked into every classroom. He asked the name of every teacher. The children sat subdued and uneasy at their desks; I was proud to see that the teachers were keeping them quietly busy.


The only classroom we actually went into was Nita Runciman’s eighth grade. Arslan paused a moment at the open door, resting his hand lightly on the frame, and then stepped in with a broad smile. He stood with arms akimbo, surveying the class. For the first time I noticed he wore a pistol on his left hip. The children watched him blankly.


Suddenly he stepped forward, down one aisle and back another, swiftly tapping three children on the shoulder as he passed. He was saying something, chuckling, to his men as he came back toward the door. Immediately the three were pulled from their seats and hustled after him. It was two girls and a boy – Paula Sears, LouAnn Williams, and Hunt Morgan. He had picked, very possibly, my three best eighth-graders.




‘Wait a minute,’ I said. He had to stop or walk into me. He stopped. ‘Where are you taking these children? And what for?’


He put on an expression of mocking innocence. Yes, he was too young. He shrugged. ‘Is it important that you should know this? However, I tell you. They will serve at my dinner tonight.’ He stepped forward, and the faithful bayonet prodded me out of his way.


Back in my office, one hip perched on the edge of my desk, he lit cigarette after cigarette, smoking each one down in intense short drags till the live coal touched his fingers, flipping the smoldering butts onto my floor. He had a window opened, which let in a cold draft without clearing the air much. Meanwhile he was busy. The three eighth-graders had been led out and driven away in a truck. Soldiers kept coming and going, reporting to Arslan and receiving orders. Every one of them looked like a kid getting ready for a birthday party. I’d never seen so many jubilant faces on grown men at one time before. Whether it was a good sign or bad remained to be seen.


He wasn’t just planning a bivouac and a dinner. It was to be a feast. It was to be, all too obviously, a victory celebration. The cooks were put to work, not just in the kitchen but in the home ec room, with Maud Dollfus in charge there. Five of Maud’s best students were drafted to help, and so were the music teacher (Hunt Morgan’s mother Jean) and our new little librarian. The freezers were emptied. There was a regular procession of soldiers carrying cases of liquor. My phone kept ringing, and Arslan kept answering it himself, sounding brusque and casual in his ungodly language. I wasn’t much acquainted with the ways of generals, but it seemed to me he was an almighty informal commander.


I’d settled down in my desk chair at first, to keep him out of it; but the intrusion was getting to my stomach, and pretty soon I had to stand up and move around. I was just pacing back from the big window when he suddenly swung toward me with a friendly smile and announced, ‘Now it is your turn.’ He waved his hand hospitably toward my phone. ‘You have three hours, twenty minutes; at five P.M. the telephone service stops. You will inform the parents of your students that their children are held as hostages for the good behavior of all citizens. You will inform them that they will surrender all vehicles and all weapons and ammunition to my soldiers on demand. You will inform them that each time one of my soldiers is attacked or resisted, two children will be executed – if possible, children belonging to the family of the guilty citizen. You will inform them that they may bring one blanket for each child, to be delivered to the southwest corner of the school grounds by five-thirty P.M. You will inform them that for each citizen seen outside his or her home after six P.M., one child will be executed – if possible, again, a child belonging to the family of the guilty citizen.’ He straightened up suddenly from the desk and stepped close to me, thrusting his face up toward mine. He was alive with eager pleasure. ‘Have you understood?’ he demanded exultantly. ‘Do you believe that I can do what I say – and that I will do it?’


Maybe and maybe not. I pushed past him, bumping his shoulder hard, and picked up the phone. He was still grinning as he led his retinue out.


There were about two hundred families represented in the school, and not all of them had telephones. I called first the ones who were most likely to be of help and gave each of them a list of others to contact, ticking off names in the school register. It wasn’t just a matter of spreading the news. Everybody had to be convinced. Everybody. The middle of southern Illinois might not be a very likely spot for military atrocities, but I was damned if I’d call his bluff. I wasn’t going to have children slaughtered – not my own students, not in my own school. And he looked like a man who could have a taste for blood.


The second call I made (I wanted to let Arslan’s men get out of the office first) was to Luella. ‘They’ve been here,’ she said grimly. ‘They took the couch and the green armchair, for some reason. And they turned the whole house wrong side out. They just ransacked everything. It’ll take me days to get it cleaned up.’


‘But they didn’t hurt you?’


‘No, no. I just stayed out of their way.’


I gave her a list of names to work on and told her to be careful – good advice in a cyclone, but there wasn’t much else to say.


I was still on the phone at five, checking with people who’d helped make calls. The line went dead almost on the second by the master clock. That was it. I rubbed my face and said a little prayer.


They had left me alone all this time, and when I stepped out into the hall nobody bothered me. I walked down to the cafeteria and through it into the gym. My living-room couch was standing in the center of the stage at the opposite end, with my coffee table in front of it. Some of the cafeteria tables had been moved into the gym, and between them the floor was crowded with chairs – all of the school’s folding chairs, teachers’ desk chairs, and a medley of chairs that must have been confiscated from people’s homes. No doubt my armchair was in there someplace. I strolled back into the main block of the school.


Relays of children were being led into the A-V room and the shop room, and a couple of Arslan’s officers were interviewing them there. The officers were polite, but it wasn’t likely they’d get much information, considering that the scared kids couldn’t understand one word in four of their accented English. A lot of blankets had already been delivered, and more were coming all the time. Grinning soldiers were distributing them, as friendly as you please. Little Betty Hanson was very shaky, but the rest of the teachers made me proud. I sent Nita Runciman down to help Betty with her third grade, and took Nita’s class across the hall to join the other eighth-grade class under Jack Partridge.


This time there was a colonel in my office. He was in the process of going through my desk, taking a few notes and helping himself to a few of my papers, which he filed neatly in a large folder. He glanced up when I came in and introduced himself in an atrocious accent. It went with his dark, sharp features and wolfish eyes; he would have made a pretty good villain in an old movie. I couldn’t make out the name very well, but part of it sounded like Nizam. I stood and watched him till he got through with my desk and applied himself to the file cabinet. Then I sat down and watched him some more. He breezed through the files very rapidly, not seeming to find anything worth taking, thanked me, and stalked out.


After the five-thirty deadline no more blankets were accepted, though a few more people showed up with them. Maud Dollfus organized teams of seventh- and eighth-grade boys to carry supper trays to the classrooms. (She was about to use the girls from her home ec classes, till I told her I wasn’t going to have girls running around with the halls full of soldiers.) It was a slow way to feed three hundred children, but keeping them out of the way was worth a little inefficiency.


Six o’clock came and went, and I felt my stomach tighten as the hand of the clock moved past that curfew mark. What I wanted most of all right then was to sit down somewhere and pray, but I wasn’t about to do it with all those grinning Turkistanis (assuming that was what they were) bustling around. Besides, the supper business was keeping me busy. We finished a little before seven-thirty. I was eating my own meal at last when a certain stir among the soldiers told me Arslan was coming back. He carried a sphere of motion and excitement around him. I knew the phenomenon very well. We didn’t see it so often in grade school, but it happened every few years in high school, whenever the basketball team had a star player who inspired the rest of the kids with pride instead of envy. There was exactly that feeling obvious in the looks of the Turkistanis; wherever Arslan went was where the action was.


He certainly moved with the style of an athlete riding a wave of popularity. He came in swinging along as if he heard cheers on every side. ‘Now.’ He faced me, about a foot too close, considering the liquor on his breath. ‘You should see that your children are disposed for the night. Very soon they will be locked in their classrooms.’


‘Quite a few of them are going to need to go to the bathroom in the night.’


‘There will be a man on duty here.’ He tapped the intercom on my desk. ‘The door will be opened for any adequate cause.’ He grinned arrogantly. ‘You see, I am not unreasonable. You will return to this office with those members of your staff who are not required in the classrooms or in preparing food.’ The corner of his mouth drew itself into a deep dimple of amusement, and he paused for just a second before he added, ‘Including Miss Hanson,’ and it was only then that I began to understand what we were really in for.


‘Miss Hanson is required in her classroom.’




‘This is not true,’ he told me reprovingly. ‘Mrs Runciman is competent to replace her there. You yourself have arranged this.’


‘By what authority are you acting, General?’ It was a question I’d forgotten to ask before. He carried his credentials in his eyes.


He pursed his lips. ‘By authority of the President of the United States of America.’


I made sure that things were squared away in all of the rooms, and the intercom working. I said a few words to each class, and a few more to each teacher privately. Last of all, I brought Betty Hanson out. There was a lone soldier in my office now. We stood in the empty corridor. She hadn’t been crying for a while, from the looks of her, but she was shaking. I squeezed her arm, and she took a deep breath and tried to calm herself. ‘How old are you, Betty?’


‘Twenty-three.’


‘That makes you our youngest faculty member. But remember, Betty, there are about three hundred people in this building who are younger than you. A lot is going to be demanded of you, but a lot is being demanded of them, too. They’re my responsibility, and they’re your responsibility, and every teacher’s here. You understand that, don’t you?’ She nodded. She’d stopped trembling, and a little color was coming back into her fragile face. ‘Nobody’s asking us to do anything heroic, Betty. I’m just asking you to remember you’re a teacher. I expect you to behave accordingly. Will you promise me that?’


She took another shuddering breath. ‘Yes, Mr Bond.’


‘Good girl. I know you will.’ I put an arm around her and shepherded her into the office, which comforted her and saved me from having to look at her directly. She was too young and too scared – too pretty, aside from the temporary effects of the tears. Arslan’s hands had looked very hard.


It was mainly to provide cover and comfort for Betty that I pried loose Maud Dollfus and Jean Morgan from the cooking. Perry Carpenter had been helping the janitor bank down the old furnace. As shop teacher and coach Perry hadn’t had much to do all day, and he was pretty nervous. The six of us waited in the office, and at first nobody spoke.


‘Franklin,’Jean said sharply, when she saw me watching her, ‘if you’re wondering whether to tell me that they took Hunt, I already know about it. But that’s all I know, so if there’s anything else, for Pete’s sake tell me.’ Her chin was up and her voice firm. I didn’t need to worry about Jean Morgan.


‘You know as much as I do, then, Jean. Hunt’s a level-headed boy.’


‘That’s what I’m telling myself,’ she said doggedly.


The soldier lounging at the door came to eager attention. ‘Here it is,’ I said. But Arslan didn’t bother to enter the office; he just returned the soldier’s salute and gestured us towards the cafeteria. Two of his followers dropped off to herd us down the hall after him.


The tables bristled with liquor bottles. The folding doors stood wide open, and we threaded our way through into the gym. It was filling up fast with soldiers. The moment Arslan appeared, they raised a shout of joy. There was no doubting the spontaneity of that cheer. He waved his arms and shouted back at them. He loved it; and to all appearances they loved him.


They were streaming in from the back door, filling the gym and starting now to flow on into the cafeteria, so that Arslan, in his progress toward the stage, breasted the full stream of them. They opened a path for him, closing in again in little eddies around us, and as he passed they laughed, shouted, shook their fists triumphantly. It was an impressive thing to walk through.


They were fresh and spruce. They didn’t look as though they’d been in any battles very recently, but it was a dead certainty they’d been in battles. Not a man of them but looked older and grimmer than their general, though there was nothing grim about their mood at the moment. In one word, they looked tough – not the desperate boy-toughness I’d seen in so many American veterans, but the unpretentious toughness of professionals.


Near the back door we were halted by the pressure of the stream. Arslan stood flushed and laughing – shaking hands, slapping backs, waving over shoulders at faces beyond. In half a minute we were cut off from him by the swarm, and gradually forced backwards. I steered us up against the wall, and we stuck there stubbornly.


No matter how well you knew your teachers, you could never predict for sure how they would act in a completely new situation. But you could make a pretty darned good guess – especially if one of them had been your next-door neighbor for four years. Perry Carpenter worried me. Perry with his breezy ways and red hair and long-handled basketball reach had been the most convenient hero for the boys of his teams and classes, but not a man I’d ask for anything out of the ordinary. Now, scared rotten, he was ready to sell the school or the whole country, whichever was in demand, to whoever held the gun. I couldn’t blame him, any more or less than I blamed myself for having a bad stomach. It was just another aggravating factor that had to be taken into account.


At last the stream stopped flowing. The tiers of seats were packed; the tables were crowded. Whoever had decided how many troops were to be squeezed into the gym and cafeteria tonight had figured it pretty close. But they were all in; I could see that only a couple of sentries were left outside when the door finally closed. Arslan waved his arms, and the soldiers jostled down into their seats. Now only he, and we, and the little pack that must be his bodyguard, were left standing. He turned to us, and the look that lit up his face made me stiffen. It was a devil’s look, a look of white-hot pleasure.


‘You are my guests,’ he said. Without turning his eyes away from us he gave an order, and suddenly his guards were at us, pinioning our arms, wheeling us face-forward against the wall, and in what seemed seconds we were helpless as papooses, our arms roped tight (they had had those ropes mighty handy) and our mouths choked with cloth gags. All except Betty Hanson.


They turned us again to face Arslan. He let his eyes drift relishingly over us all and settle on Betty. She was leaning against the wall beside me, trembling so hard that I felt it through the plaster. Slowly and thoughtfully he stretched out his left hand and closed it on her right breast. Slowly and thoughtfully he caressed it. ‘You,’ he said tenderly, ‘will wait.’ He nodded to one of the bodyguard, and instantly she was grabbed by the arm and hustled out the back door. The troops shouted applause and groaned disappointment. He threw them an acknowledging grin. Then he took two easy steps to stand in front of Perry Carpenter at my other side. The gleam of his eyes was intensely mocking. ‘You are not worth keeping alive,’ he said. And he turned to another one of his men and gave a brusque order. The soldier looked regretful.


It wasn’t necessary to know the language. A quavering whisper of sound came from Perry, and he pitched limply against my shoulder. ‘You should not worry,’ Arslan said consolingly. ‘I have ordered him to play no games with you. He will kill quickly.’


So he was willing to murder a man to make a point. The soldier who’d received the order pulled Perry off of me and prodded him to the door. Arslan looked us over coolly, wheeled, and mounted the steps to the stage. He waved down their cheers and settled himself on my couch, stretching out full length and sinking his head and shoulders luxuriously onto a pyramid of cushions in the corner. And the feast began.


Maud’s scared boys served it – not bringing the food all the way, but forming a bucket-brigade line from the kitchen to just inside the gym door and passing the trays along it. From there the soldiers took them, and they flew, wavering wildly, through a forest of reaching arms, hand to hand up to the highest rows. There weren’t enough trays to go around, of course, and well before all the tiers were served, plates began to appear – confiscated plates, no doubt. All things considered, it was a pretty efficient operation.


And whether it was from being under their general’s eye or some other reason, for a mob of celebrating soldiers they were pretty gentlemanly. That dawned on me against my will when I saw the emptied trays being passed back. And so far as I’d been able to see all day, not a man had made an improper move – not a serious one – toward any of the girls or the women teachers. They looked wild, they sounded wild, but they were better disciplined than any troop of Boy Scouts I’d ever seen.


As fast as the top tiers finished their noisy meals and politely handed in their trays, they started to sing. There must have been a couple of hundred voices joined in by the time I realized that singing was what it was. It puzzled me, the mindless, tuneless, inhuman noise that came out of them, till I realized this must be what passed for music in Turkistan. Then it grated on me, hard. As noise, it was acceptable. As music, it was desecration.


How long we stood there, deserted and ignored, I wasn’t sure. Jean beside me held herself stiff as a poker and alert as a sentry, her face awkwardly strained around the gag. For myself, I was aching just to move – longing just to stretch, just to change position, just to shake off the ropes. I shook my head, shifted my feet, flexed my shoulder muscles. I felt like yelling and stamping and throwing a few things. The worst of it was the gag. It was a lot more than uncomfortable; it was insulting.


Meanwhile the show went on. Maybe we were an exhibit ourselves, but we were something else, too. General Arslan was on stage, all right, and playing to a double audience. It wasn’t enough that his own men should respond to him like an orchestra; some representatives of Kraftsville had to hear the performance and watch him conduct. Now he was in his glory. He proposed the toasts, he led the songs. The whole gym echoed and reeked with drunken happiness. Still there was a waiting air, an overture feeling, as if there was some expected climax yet to come. And it came.


Arslan, propped on one elbow, swung his glass arm’s-length high; at once they were all attending eagerly. He bellowed a few sentences at them, and each one drew its response of cheers and laughter. Then he drained off his drink, shouted a brisk order backstage, and sank again into his cushions.


A long, welling, multitudinous sound rose out of the relative silence that followed his last word; a growing, blossoming, selfrenewing disharmony of whistles, laughter, cries, applause. Paula Sears was being led out from the left wing of the stage. Each of her elbows was gripped by a studiously poker-faced soldier. She was naked. She was thirteen years old.


They kneed the coffee table away, to give the spectators an unobstructed line of sight. They forced her down on her knees in front of the couch, and as Arslan’s hand went under her arm and clasped her back they released her and sprang aside, each to one end of the couch, and stood there at attention.


The khaki wave-trough of the gym grew suddenly rough and ragged, as men fought for a better view, climbed on chairs and tables, waved their arms enthusiastically. She was struggling, but it was hardly what you could call a contest. Already he had got her stretched out against himself, rolling upon her hard. The noise took on coherence and rhythm, and in a surging chant they cheered him on. When he was through, he heaved himself against the back of the couch, and with one knee and one elbow he nudged her off onto the floor. She lay tumbled there till the two soldiers hauled her up and walked her stumblingly off the stage and down the steps at our end. They passed within a yard of us on their way to the back door. I saw her face, and I saw the blood that drabbled her legs.


That would have been enough; surely, that would have been enough. But no – any man could have raped one little girl. He took time to enjoy another drink. Then he turned his head and gave his sharp order once more. And this time, to their delirious whoops, it was Hunt Morgan who was led naked onstage.


He was walking docilely enough when I first caught sight of him; but from the second he realized the scene that had been set for him, he was fighting. And the troops were crazy with delight. The whole gym shook with their shouting and stamping. Arslan had trouble keeping Hunt under. The boy fought with flailing arms and legs; the soldiers screamed and bellowed with a new ferocity; and I felt my flesh sag with a cold sadness. Then through a lull in the din I heard Hunt’s cry – a muffled, wordless squawl of anguish and shame and rage. It was a signal that set off their cheers again.


Jean Morgan was leaned against the wall, not slumped, but tense and quivering, her face drained. They led Hunt off and past us, and he walked upright, not half-collapsed like Paula, not struggling now, either, but with eyes fixed on the floor, his dark hair falling raggedly around his closed face, and his naked shoulders looked thin and pitiful.


When he was gone, and the troops had settled down a little, Arslan stood up. He made a little speech, and they cheered him, and the liquor detail hauled more bottles out from under the stage and started passing them out. A wiry little corporal, serious as a judge, suddenly bounded up on the stage and knelt to tie the lace of Arslan’s shoe, and the soldiers guffawed with happy humor. Arslan made as if to pat the man’s head, and then bowed gravely to him instead, doubling the joke. Finally he stooped to finish off his last drink, flipped the glass high over his shoulder in a comedian’s gesture, and walked down the steps.


He stopped directly in front of us. Whether the bronze of his skin was suntan or native color, it gave him a discordant look of wholesomeness. He was brimming with glee, glowing, disheveled, with heavy, drunken breath; and I swam in pure fury.


He cocked his head at Jean, his eyes crinkling with laughter. ‘You should be proud of your son, madam. He fights well – well.’ He faced me square and laid the flat of his left hand lightly on my chest. Involuntarily I twisted. ‘You, sir, you give me much pleasure. You are good – good.’ And the hand gave one real, very gentle pat. He beamed intensely on us, and passed us by.


In a little while they took us to the teachers’ lounges, unbound and ungagged us, and locked us in. For a long time yet the noises of the feast went on. I lay on the cot, trying to pray away the pain in my stomach and chest, concentrating everything I had on that simple task – to burn away, dissolve, drain out somehow some part of the killing hate that swelled in me. It was too much. It was too much.
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‘I have seen your mayor and your aldermen. I have seen your county supervisor and your commissioners. They are not adequate even for normal times. Their government is now dissolved. If they attempt to revive it, they will be executed. You, sir, will work with my officers. I have assigned an interpreter to you. Your task is to convert your district to self-sufficiency.’


It was morning. I was sitting at my desk, and he was sitting on it, or as near as made no difference – perched sideways on the far edge, his right hand planted flat on my papers and his weight leaned on it squarely. ‘What do you mean, “my district”?’ The difficulty I had talking to Arslan was physical. My lips and tongue and vocal cords simply resisted. It was obscene and unnatural to use human speech to him.


‘Approximately your county. The boundaries will be demonstrated to you. Any citizen attempting to cross those boundaries is liable to execution. Within the few simple rules that I have given, sir, your people are entirely free.’


They were simple enough. Anyone out after sunset (which he considerately defined for me as the moment the sun disappeared below the horizon) was liable to be shot on sight. Anyone resisting or disobeying a soldier was liable to be shot summarily. Anyone found in possession of firearms or ammunition was liable to be executed – no qualification on that one. Now the boundary rule. And the cruellest of all, the teaser, the killer, the one that knotted up my stomach in the worst spasm I’d felt in years: the billet rule. Every household – whether it was old Billy Moss living alone in his little ramshackle house, or Junior Boyle and his bride in their trailer behind his mother’s place, or the Felix Karchers with eight kids, two grandmothers, and a hired girl – every household was to have one soldier billeted in it. If any one of these soldiers died of any cause or was attacked in any way, anywhere, at any time, by anybody, all the members of ‘his’ household were to be executed. Summarily, no doubt. I didn’t like the distinction between shot and executed, either. Shot was at least definite; it eliminated a lot of possibilities. As for my household, the billet rule didn’t quite apply to us. We had something a little extra. We had Arslan.


Upstairs we had four rooms and a bathroom. They had all been intended as bedrooms, but we’d never needed that many, and since the little boy died a dozen years ago, we’d needed only one. Luella used one of the smaller, back rooms for her sewing, and I had fixed up the other one as a den and home office, where I could play Verdi records as loud as I pleased, and work out the plans for next semester and next year that there was never enough time for in my office at school. The east front room we kept as a guestroom, and we slept in the other ourselves. I assumed that Arslan had taken over the guestroom.


I hadn’t been home yet; didn’t know, as things stood now, if I would ever get home. It looked as though the bivouac was settling into an occupation. The Turkistanis were busy after their debauch. A considerable arsenal was being collected in the school music room, as they brought in confiscated shotguns and rifles. The billet rule sounded like a permanent substitute for hostages; Arslan wouldn’t have any excuse for holding the children much longer. And while I didn’t expect that fact to influence him the way it would a human being, I did expect it to bring a turning point of some kind. Whether I was willing to ‘work with his officers’ was doubtful, to say the least, but it might depend a lot on the direction of the turn.


We had served a breakfast of leftovers, as soon as possible after they had unlocked us. Only Jean Morgan stayed in seclusion in the women’s lounge. I’d known Jean through many years and more than one trouble, and it had taken this to daunt her. We put all the classes to doing calisthenics, and then a singing session, and got started on schoolwork at almost the normal time.


It was barely ten when Arslan appeared, with his twinkling eyes and his few simple rules and the news that he had quartered himself in my house. And gradually I got my vocal apparatus under control. Entirely free, he had said. ‘What about your soldiers? Aren’t there any restrictions on them?’


He smiled swiftly. ‘There are restrictions. It is not desirable that your people should know exactly what restrictions. This would encourage disputes and misjudgments. I myself will judge my men.’


I looked at him. ‘How old are you?’ I asked him. My voice was still a little thick.


He gave my look back steadily, and soberly for the moment. Then he straightened up. ‘Twenty-five years,’ he said softly. ‘Come.’


He motioned me ahead of him, into the cross-hall and out through the south door into the parking lot. It was the first time I’d been outside since yesterday morning. We had had a late fall, with off-again on-again weather that had put the forsythias in bloom at Thanksgiving, and now in the first week of December it was like October again, mild and sunny and breezy. The air was delicious.


There were soldiers all over the lot, buzzing in every direction like bees at the door of a hive. A good deal of their traffic was straight across Pearl Street to my house. That sharp-eyed colonel was expounding something, without gestures, to a little cluster of noncoms, making them look first west, then south, then east. Arslan spoke, and they all saluted him and stared at me, the noncoms grinning, Colonel Nizam with a mortal frown.


We crossed the street, but when I started up my front walk, Arslan laughed. ‘This way.’ Some kind of armored truck was parked in my driveway – my car had disappeared – and a Land Rover behind it on the lawn. He slid into the driver’s seat of the Land Rover and motioned me toward the seat beside him.


I got in. He threw it into gear and plowed straight across the lawn and one of Luella’s flower beds before he turned down the Morrisville road. Even so, he drove well. He handled the car like a man who made his living driving. There wasn’t a bump or a pothole on the road that he didn’t foresee and compensate for. He was looking very smug.


‘Would it be easy to kill me?’ he asked pleasantly.




I imagined not. In any case, I wasn’t about to try it, with the school full of children and Luella alone with his soldiers. And it didn’t make any obvious sense for him to drive out into the country with me, alone and unguarded; there had to be a catch. ‘That’s not why I’m watching you,’ I said. ‘I was thinking you may make some pretty big headlines, but this is the first time I’ve seen you do anything for yourself. It takes a corporal just to tie your shoes.’


He stopped the Land Rover right there in the middle of the road, turned off the engine, leaned his left elbow on the wheel, and slewed around on the seat to face me full. His eyes fairly danced, exactly like some fourth-grader bound to stir up mischief at any cost. And by God, it made me ache to look at him – ache to get my hands on his neck or my foot in his face. We were already out of sight of town, just before the road turned west, with Sam Tuller’s fields on our right and the woods of the old Karcher place on the left. There wasn’t a sign of life anywhere.


‘I have brought you here for two reasons, sir. One, that you should tell me about these farms. Two, that you should see that I do things for myself.’


The little breeze stirred the heavy, dead-black hair above his foreign face. He was breathing fast and easily. His eager eyes were no more than two feet from mine. And I felt my blood surge up like a river rising. ‘Are you daring me to attack you?’


‘Yes, sir,’ he said softly.


I took a deep breath. ‘You’re a good seventeen years younger. You’re armed, and you’re a professional soldier. I’ll be damned if I’m going to throw away whatever chance I’ve got just to satisfy your sadistic whims. If you want to kill me, you’ll have to do it on your own initiative.’


He didn’t move a muscle; only the whole expression of his face changed. The smile was still there, but the eyes were serious. ‘Good.’ He stared at me as if he was reading the fine print on the inside of my skull. ‘Your language has a beautiful saying, “Strike while the iron is hot.” Now, sir, you are hot. You would like to kill me, yes. But you are afraid that if you tried, you would fail; and this is true. Also you are afraid that if you succeeded, my soldiers would take a great vengeance; and this is also true. But there will be times when it will be easy to kill me, for you or for others. I tell you now what will happen if I ever die within the borders of this district – even of what you call … natural causes.’ His smile tightened. ‘Every effort will be made to exterminate the entire population of the district, beginning with Kraftsville, which will be surrounded and burned to the ground.’


I swallowed a swell of rage. ‘What you mean is, those are the orders you’ve given.’


‘This has been sworn to me by Colonel Nizam,’ he said portentously – there should have been a dark bass chord of accompaniment – but all at once he grinned. ‘Yes; yes, sir – orders and oaths are no more immortal than men. So I tell you this, sir: my soldiers are like a pack of hungry wolves; they need no whip to drive them to the kill.’ He fished a cigarette out of his shirt pocket and lit it without taking his eyes off mine. ‘It is important for your people that you should understand this. Do you understand?’


I nodded. I understood it.


‘Do you believe it?’


I nodded again. I believed it very well. Whatever was going on in the rest of the world didn’t matter much – this was what was happening in Kraftsville. ‘Do we have anything to gain by not killing you?’


He smiled sweetly – sweetly is the word. ‘That, of course, you cannot know with certainty. But it is a chance, and you cannot afford to lose any chance.’


I cleared my throat. ‘Second question. What if somebody decides to kill you anyway? How are you going to stop them?’


He shrugged. ‘That is your problem, sir.’


‘I’d say it’s yours.’


He pursed his lips – considering, probably, how to make it sound plausible. ‘I desire to live, yes. But the desire ceases with the life. And the process of dying does not deter me. I am a soldier. Sir, I am Arslan. You should not expect me to think like a citizen of Kraftsville.’


No, not a citizen of Kraftsville. Looking into his eyes was like looking into the bottomless pit. ‘If you don’t mind dying,’ I said, ‘why go to all this trouble?’




He smiled again. ‘I have said that I desire to live. It gives me pleasure; also there are plans to be fulfilled before I die. Therefore I take certain precautions. But when I am dead, I shall not remember these things. Only the living can suffer.’


‘That’s a matter of opinion.’


‘I urge you to believe that it is my opinion.’ He cocked his head. ‘I have a question for you also, sir. Why are you not afraid of me?’


‘Because I can’t afford to be.’ I’d no sooner said it than I felt my insides jerked by a cold convulsion. He must have seen it in my face, because he exploded suddenly into a laugh, gay and contemptuous. That made me hot again. ‘I’ve got a bad stomach,’ I said steadily. ‘If I got upset, it would interfere with my work.’


‘And exactly what is your work, sir?’


‘I’m responsible for my school. If you don’t know what that means, I can’t tell you.’


He studied me. ‘I can make you afraid.’


‘Maybe so, General. But why bother to try? I can’t do you any good if I’m disabled.’


He nodded agreeably. He finished his cigarette in silence, crushed out the butt between his thumb and fingers – he could be very careful, I noticed, when it suited him – and flipped it onto the road. ‘Now, sir, we shall show each other something. I shall show that I mean what I say; and you will show whether you have understood.’ For the first time since he stopped the car his eyes left my face, as he unholstered his pistol. He took it loosely by the barrel and held it out to me.


I had to lick my lips before I could speak, and I could barely hear my own voice through the blood singing in my ears. What made him think he could play games with me? ‘You wouldn’t offer it to me, except you’re sure I won’t take it.’


‘Ah, no,’ he said quickly. ‘There is always risk. In every battle there is risk of death – even when victory is sure.’ He smiled. ‘It is loaded, sir; with live ammunition.’


I thought that when I reached for the gun, or at least when I touched it, he would simply jerk it back. But he didn’t. For just an instant we both had hold of it, and I felt the solidity of that casual-looking grasp. And then it was all mine. It was years since I’d held a handgun, a lot of years. It felt very effective.


He wasn’t smiling any more, but his whole air was too comfortable. I could well imagine the gun wasn’t loaded, or was loaded with blanks. It was the sort of joke that might tickle his fancy. And if I fired a trial shot at something else, the report – if there was one – would bring his men down on me as fast as if I’d really killed him. No doubt the woods and fields were full of them already. But he was right about one thing – I couldn’t afford to pass up any chance.


‘Start the car.’


‘No,’ he said. ‘You are not my master; I am yours.’


I had hit him – as hard as I could, lefthanded and backhanded in that cramped space – literally before I knew what I was doing. He took it full in the face without flinching, and it knocked him back against the frame. But as I struck, his hand came up and touched my left wrist – not a grab or a blow, just a touch like a cat’s playful pat.


He straightened up and leaned on the wheel again. Still, that had gotten to him. It took a minute for his eyes to clear – ten seconds, anyway – and when they did, he looked really hard for the first time, like a man fighting. ‘It is not your fault,’ he went on smoothly. ‘You have the strength, and the courage, and the brain, and now the gun. You lack only the army.’ I could see he was swallowing blood. ‘If my troops were not occupying your town, I should act differently. Perhaps I should even start the car. But now, sir, if you kill me’ – he smiled thinly, swallowed again, and shrugged – ‘it is the end for me, but it is the beginning of very bad things for you and for Kraftsville, and for many other places.’


‘Your little Turkistani wolf pack looks pretty small in the middle of the United States of America, General.’


His mouth pursed with amusement or a good imitation of it. ‘Do not forget, sir, that I command the armed forces of the United States of America.’


‘You can’t tell me they’d fight for you.’


Another shrug. ‘Was it necessary for the armed forces of Vichy France to fight for Hitler? Do not deceive yourself with false hopes, sir. There is no United States government to help you. There is no Soviet government. There is no government in Canada, in England, in France, in Germany, in Egypt, in Israel, in Turkey, in India, in China, in Japan, in Australia. I am the government. I am the leash that holds my wolf packs. If you kill me now, sir’ – he smiled a real smile – ‘hell breaks loose.’


‘As far as I can see, it already has.’


He shook his head gently at me. ‘Then you have not seen war.’


‘What happens if I don’t kill you now?’


He turned and spat over his shoulder, and wiped his mouth on the back of his hand. ‘You will not be punished. You have asked how I can prevent others from killing me. There is no certain method. But you, sir, can help. Do you understand?’


‘You mean spread the word that you’re worse dead than alive?’


‘Exactly.’


‘Before I did that, I’d have to believe it. And I’m not about to believe anything till I know a whole lot more about the situation. Just what the hell have you done, General? What the hell are you planning to do?’


He said nothing. He looked at me, cool and level. The gun felt warm and heavy in my hand. ‘Do you think I am some politician,’ he said at last, ‘to feed upon power and praise?’


‘I think you’re a devil. I think you’re a barbarian Hitler. Your idea of fun is raping children in front of their mothers.’


‘Fun, yes,’ he agreed comfortably. ‘If you cannot endure this, sir, shoot – and let my soldiers have their turn. But I have not conquered the world for … fun.’


Up the back of my neck I felt my scalp prickling. ‘There’s a lot of world not covered in that list you reeled off.’


An empty smile flitted across his face. He looked very thoughtfully at the pistol in my hand. ‘Well, I am a soldier. I do not pretend that I would have let the chance go by, once I saw it. But also I saw another chance.’ He met my eyes suddenly. ‘More difficult, sir. But if I work quickly, it is conceivable that I can do it.’


I had to wet my lips again. ‘Do what?’


‘Make the world a good place in which to live.’


I heard myself make a snorting noise. Somehow I had expected better from him.


He smiled innocently. ‘Or I could say, “destroy civilization,” if you prefer that I should be … diabolical. But what is that civilization, sir? Is it so worthy of preservation? Tell me, what was wrong with the world, sir?’


‘I’ll tell you exactly what is wrong with it. Too little Christianity.’


His eyebrows went up. ‘Christianity has had its chance. Now I have mine. No, sir; the two great curses of mankind are very simple: hunger and crowding. Crowd human beings together, and all miseries multiply. And there is no greater misery – believe me, sir – than hunger. Therefore there are two great needs: more food, more land. And this has always been true, even when food and land were absolutely plentiful. It is a problem of distribution.’


I stared at him, amazed as much as disgusted. It was incredible that a two-bit warlord from nowhere, infected with some outmoded Middle Eastern strain of agrarian socialism, could be kinging it over my town – let alone my whole country. I had it in my hand, if the gun was loaded, to end it right now. And if he was as crazy as he must be, it might really be loaded, and we might really be alone. I didn’t think it would take two weeks for this country to shake off Arslan’s wolf packs. If the gun was loaded.


And I would have the gun and the Land Rover, and maybe a little time. My hand was slippery with sweat. Good God, I had thought of the noise – why hadn’t I thought of silencing it? But with what?


‘So you’re going to redistribute the wealth,’ I said. ‘It’s been tried.’ I scooted back as far away from him on the seat as I could get.


‘No, sir. I am going to redistribute the people.’ I flipped the chamber open, flipped it shut. It was loaded. Arslan watched, but he didn’t move. ‘And I am cutting lines of communication,’ he said. ‘I intend that every community should be self-sufficient. It should produce everything it consumes, and contain no more people than it can support in comfort.’ He was speaking dully, absently. His eyes were on the gun.


I had started to take off my suit coat. And just now, when I needed every speck of coolness I could manage, sweat ran into my eyes and I kept seeing faces in the corner of my mind’s eye: the children’s faces, Hunt and his mother, Betty white with fear, and Colonel Nizam’s face, and faces of soldiers; and over and behind what Arslan was saying now, I heard him saying to Perry, ‘No games,’ and the noise Perry made.


‘I thought there were too many people to go around.’ I had my left arm out of the sleeve. I reached across my chest and pulled the coat loose from behind me, pulled it down from my right shoulder, leaving my right arm in its sleeve, and began to wrap the loose folds around the gun.


‘Of course. It is too late to solve the problem by distribution alone. But it is better to die quickly than by starvation or malnutrition. And those who remain alive will have enough. Also, there is more land than you may think, sir. Very much is now wasted.’ He watched the gun. It was the first time I had seen that face dead serious, without a trace of mockery or humor. No games, I heard his voice saying, and I saw the soldier’s rueful look, and Paula’s face.


‘Destruction of civilization sounds like a good name for it, all right. What about industry?’


‘Only local industry. No trade. Total self-sufficiency based on the land.’ He glanced from the gun to my face and smiled faintly. ‘Yes, these are clichés. You yourself live by clichés, sir. But mine are enforceable.’


‘Not for long.’


‘No. But for long enough to change the pattern of society, the pattern of human life. If I succeed, I think it will be several hundred years before the world becomes again as bad as it was last summer.’


‘In other words, you want to set the world back several hundred years. What about medicines? What about training doctors and dentists?’


‘They can be trained like other craftsmen, by apprenticeship. There will be less disease, because conditions will be more healthful; less contagion, because less travel. Medicines enough can be produced locally.’


‘What are you doing here? Why Kraftsville?’


‘There was a cause for celebration. It was convenient to halt here. And then—’




It was the first time I’d seen him hesitate over anything. ‘And then?’


His grin came back, just for a second. ‘Kraftsville pleases me.’


I had the gun as well muffled as I was likely to get it. ‘You said there’s no United States government. What happened to it?’


‘It abdicated to me.’


‘That’s unbelievable,’ I said. ‘And I don’t believe it. Any of it.’
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