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THEY LOCKED HIM IN a room beneath a police station. At some point they returned with cameras. The flashes blinded his dark-accustomed eyes, and with the flashes came questions he couldn’t possibly answer. When he tried to ask questions back, they responded with fists and boots. A half-hour or a day afterward, he was beaten again, this time for no particular reason.

They beat him more often than they brought bread or water. And with their curses and questions, they called him John Kosichev.

He wasn’t John Kosichev. His name was Eric Melbourne, and as far as he knew he had never broken any of the laws of the Commonwealth. No matter how many times he tried to explain this, they wouldn’t listen. They kicked him again and left him in darkness. Or they went about their business as if they couldn’t hear him, which was worse.

John Kosichev was a far greater man than Eric Melbourne would ever be. He knew this, even though he also knew that John Kosichev was depraved and evil: a bandit, terrorist, and rumored bisexual, as if breaking the law in violent ways wasn’t enough. He had spread lies, stolen from the Treasury at Star Fort, and destroyed the weapons and damaged the garrisons necessary for the Commonwealth’s protection. He had saved criminals from hanging, thrown open the doors of prisons, and cut off the fingers of petty officials caught in embezzlement or the extortion of bribes. John Kosichev was cruel and irresponsible, dangerous, unpredictable, noble and daring, and he had never been captured.

“This is him?” Outside the cell, a woman’s voice, one he didn’t recognize.

“Him,” a guard agreed. There was a clatter of keys and the groan of the lock.

Eric’s heart leapt. Someone new, someone else he might convince...

The door opened and she entered the cell. The look on her face, revealed for a moment by the lights in the corridor, made the words freeze in his throat.

“Hello, Eric,” she whispered, and he wished she had called him John Kosichev instead.

She crossed the room to where he had collapsed when they left him. “Eric,” she said, still whispering, “do you want to die with your tongue—or without?”

Silence stretched until she said, “I do expect an answer.”

He swallowed, working up enough saliva to speak. They had brought bread but no water the last time. “With, if possible.”

“That is possible.” She crouched over him. “You will die as John Kosichev. You will die silent—enforced by either your measures or ours—and you will not embarrass yourself, the Commonwealth, or me by any scenes or protests.”

“When?” He should be afraid, but he had grown so used to fear over the past days that he was only aware of feeling slightly curious. 

“When will you die? Not for a while yet.” She stood. “There are a few things we want first—and we’ll need you to cooperate.”

She was almost at the door before he asked the other question. “Why are you doing this?”

“Because, John,” she answered over her shoulder, “you may not have heard, but you’re a criminal.”
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Something new: they pinned him on his back on a tilted plank and poured water on a cloth over his face. It poured into his mouth, down his throat, until it tickled the passage to his lungs and his entire body convulsed, trying to scream without air. It was the worst they’d done yet, and as he vomited water and bile, he realized they’d barely begun. Eric—that was still his name—knew he wouldn’t drown, that they wouldn’t let John Kosichev die like that, but no matter how many times it was repeated his lungs never learned. They always thought he was dying.

Long after the wet cloth was stripped away, when the last dry heave passed, Eric raised his head. He kept his eyes closed for an empty moment before he blinked water from the lashes.

“Don’t like that, do you?” the woman asked.

He turned until he could see her, standing beneath the hanging light. She crossed her arms over her waist, lips in plum-colored makeup pursed contemplatively. “We won’t do that again,” she said, “as long as you behave. I promise.”

Before he could say anything, his torturers removed the cuffs from his wrists and ankles and hauled him to his feet. The woman didn’t follow as they dragged him out the door. 

They turned right down the corridor, not left back to his cell, and went up a flight of stairs. After a period of painful walking, he squinted against the brightness ahead. They were going outside.

Fear tightened his throat until he couldn’t breathe. Was this his—John Kosichev’s—execution already?

He was pulled into blinding sun. Tears started from his eyes, running over the bruised flesh on his face. When he could see again, he made out four high brick walls—one had a broad door in it, wide enough for a tank—and a rusted-brown truck, with shackles and a tangle of chains in its bed.

Eric was pulled up, the shackles locked around his wrists and ankles, wrist to wrist, foot to foot, and each limb to the truck bed. The large door groaned as it opened.

They were taking him out.

His heart still pounded. His lungs threatened to convulse again, to choke on the cool, sunlit air. Surely not for hanging—wouldn’t they do that in the station? Except perhaps for John Kosichev, who’d earned something more public. He almost wished the woman was there. She at least spoke to him; even if she gave no explanation, she at least made promises.

Do you want to die with your tongue or without?

The truck turned onto a commercial street, one he didn’t recognize. He seemed to remember being taken a long way the night of his arrest. This must be the capital.

People crowded the sidewalks. All their eyes fell on him at once, wide, white-rimmed, and frightened. It was almost funny—there was nothing about him to be frightened of.

Watching them look at him, he imagined what they saw: a young man, his brown hair long enough to show its waves, a face structure indistinguishable for the bruises. They must make Eric look older, too. If anyone was close enough to see the irises in his blackened eyes, they’d notice their different colors—one brown, one paler hazel, almost green. Not the leaf color of John Kosichev’s, at least according to the stories. Still, close enough—close enough that his sickened stomach twisted at the answer to his question, Why? Why me? 

He swayed in his chains. 

Here he is, the unconquerable John Kosichev. In the hands of the Commonwealth. Wearing bruises and shackles. Not so unconquerable, after all. A fruitless end to all his defiance. 

A lie, but the people seeing him paraded down the streets didn’t know it. No wonder they looked so terrified. After the cameras flashing in his cell, his picture must have been published, too. The entire Commonwealth would know. They crowded onto these sidewalks to confirm it.

On and on the truck drove, leading him before all those frightened faces, making him see all the frightened eyes.

John Kosichev, a story went, never tells lies. If one of the police were to ask him, “Are you John Kosichev?” he’d say yes. It happened once, but it was in a crowded place, and the people there caused a commotion, distracting the policewoman, helping him escape.

Eric hadn’t been sure he believed the story—what could have prompted the officer to ask that question? But now he had to believe it. He wanted to believe in someone who was so honest.

This crowd wasn’t like the crowd in the story. They wouldn’t, couldn’t, help.

They couldn’t help the man they thought was John Kosichev.

Two policemen found a young lady out after curfew, who told them she was coming home late from visiting her sick mother. They didn’t like her story, started giving her trouble. Why was she trying to avoid them, two handsome, friendly men? Was she frigid or perverted? Couldn’t they change her mind? Then out of the darkness stepped John Kosichev. He pulled the men off her, held them back and saw her away with a gallant bow. And he kissed one of the bastards, or really just the air over his cheek, but with a grip on his neck so he couldn’t flinch away. Asked him how he’d have liked it, why he thought he could do it to anyone else. Then he spat to clean out his own mouth.

Why had he remembered that story? Eric almost smiled, thinking of the man he was supposed to be. Not him. Nothing like him, some kid the Commonwealth police had dragged off in the dark—according to his watch before they took it from him, he hadn’t even been breaking curfew. For a moment he felt anger, good in its strength, though he wasn’t sure if it was aimed at the liars who captured him or at himself for not being stronger, braver, cleverer, like John Kosichev.

Kosi, he’d heard him called. Especially in school; he’d been popular among the young people, beloved enough to earn a nickname.

He wondered now if the man even existed.

Leaning out almost into the street, a girl watched the truck approach. Just a year or two behind him, Eric guessed, she was nearly a young woman, but not yet. She’d need to lose the shining bigness of those brown eyes first. And then she did, as he looked a her: as the truck neared, she straightened, and the tears dried as her eyes narrowed. Color like sunset clouds burned in her cheeks, and now rather than scared and sad and childlike, she looked youthful and angry. 

When he passed her, their gazes met. Thinking of what John Kosichev would do, he winked.

Her mouth fell open. Her eyes slipped, went wide again. Then she was falling behind, and soon he couldn’t see her anymore. Eric wondered if he had made a mistake.

Still, it was something, to wink at a girl while shackled in a truck bed. Maybe something Kosi would do. Even with the bruised face.

When the truck turned down the last street and he saw the prison ahead, he knew they wouldn’t hang him today. He was just on parade, their prize being shown off.

He spotted a sad-looking young man near the prison gates and winked at him, too.
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The woman waited at the door to his cell.

“Any trouble?” she asked the guards escorting him.

“No, ma’am.”

She looked at Eric. He swallowed. Part of him, the part that wanted to act like John Kosichev, regretted not being more trouble. Yet another part remembered the board and wet rags.

She nodded. “Good enough.” She seemed to hesitate, studying him a moment longer, and then she said, “Keep it up.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he whispered. 

In the darkness of the cell, when they were gone, he smiled and winked at the gloom.
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They had a parade once a week after that, according to Eric’s best guess. Some of the drawn, watching faces had grown familiar, but many new ones appeared each time, more visitors coming to the capital to see him. He smiled and winked and acted as cheerful as possible. And he grew used to it, perhaps even enjoyed the chance to play John Kosichev. However wrong it seemed to enjoy such a thing, he did. After all, being who he was, an obedient subject of the Commonwealth, hadn’t mattered much in the end.

They handled him
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