Tatyana left the Field Commander to his discussion with Novaja Zemlja, debating the merit of joining the team training in the field.

She decided, to her relief, that it had been a long day and retired to her room to read a book Jack had recommended.
*~*~*~*~*~*
There are nerves, and then there's the feeling that you want to scream, throw up, and set something on fire, maybe all at once. And Irina hadn't convinced herself yet that it was a bad idea. It seemed like a great one.

She did, at least, shower. She smelled like soot, burned metal, and charred bank carpet. Volunteering to bring food for the nitpicky Natasha - who claimed not to be nitpicky, and Irina knew better than that - was stupid. The whole thing was stupid. She soaped her wings (which, to answer Smersh's question, didn't disappear in the shower, but were just little bat wings that couldn't cover anything) and bit her lip. What do wild Natashas eat?

Patriots never give up. They find a way, no matter the task. So what she needed was intelligence. (Which, she noted, she'd sorely lacked when starting this whole charade.) Where do you get information on the care and feeding of cosmonauts?

Tatyana, of course.

So she put on clothes and summoned her courage, and walked down the hall to Tatyana's door. She took a deep breath, raised her hand and, hoping she wasn't interrupting something important, knocked.

Tatyana looked up from her book, “Da?”

“Ah, Irina. Come in,” as she set down her book and offered a cup of tea to her friend.

At the bottom of it, Irina hated reliance on others. It hadn't always been that way. She'd settled into life with the Patriots like a hand settles into an old, worn glove. The way they meshed, the click and wheeze of a well-oiled machine, the teamwork, she'd loved it. Everyone complimented everyone else.

Young idealism. She knew now that acceptance had been part of her sacrifice. Czernobog had known, too, and she hadn't realized it was part of the deal. Deals with demons and dark gods never went just like you planned.

If she could have helped it, she wouldn't have come. She would have observed Natasha. Or asked Dragoslav to do so, since that was his gift. But wouldn't that have been irony? Instead, she stepped into Tatyana's room, conscious of the echoes and the way they bounced off nearby objects, one hand cautiously in front of her until she found the chair and took the offered tea.

"I am sorry if I've interrupted you..." she started, but Tatyana seemed all right with it. She sipped the tea, and let the hot liquid and fragrant steam soothe some of her nervousness. "I am... That is, I wondered..."

How to phrase this? She didn't have a date. It wasn't a date. It was watching a movie with a prickly Russian woman. And just the thought of it shorted out something in Irina's head. "Do you happen to know what Natasha's favorite foods are?" she blurted.

Taking a moment to study Irina's body language, Tatyana was briefly startled at the abrupt question.  Then she realized they were tied together and smiled softly.

"Natasha?  She enjoys good traditional food from home."

Studying Irina's face a moment longer she added, "And popcorn.  Surprisingly, she loves cheese popcorn."

Settling back into her chair, "I was hoping for company and I haven't seen you for several days."

Irina's wings fluttered, a restless movement that she didn't stop. Traditional foods from home? Irony fell like an anvil dropped from on high and landed on her head. She was going to ask Bunny, an Irishwoman born and bred, to make traditional Russian food while she hopped around her kitchen with her fluffy rabbit tail.

Welcome to Paragon City.

And cheese popcorn? Could you put cheese on popcorn? Wouldn't it disintegrate? Humanity had sent people into space, had opened portals to other dimensions, and they had managed to put cheese on popcorn. Wonders would never cease.

But it was what else Tatyana said that startled her the most. Stay? She wanted Irina's company? Wariness and suspicion warred with the simple desire to not be alone. Or to pass uncomfortable time with someone else's help. Just to relax, something she never did. Her state of perpetual tension and alertness wore thin sometimes.

Or to simply not go home.

"Da. Company would be good," she said at last. And then she took another sip of her tea, and realized she didn't have a clue what to say.

Hoping to put Irina at ease and avoid questions about her recent inactivity with the group, Tatyana chattered a bit about her classes and, with a bit of animation, about finding Novaja.

She started to light a cigarette, "Would you mind if I smoked? And what have you been busy with these last weeks?"

Irina waved for her to light up. She hadn't brought her own silver cigar case with her, but that was all right. It didn't mean someone else couldn't smoke, and the odds were good she didn't need to anyway. Just in case Natasha had a good sense of smell.

Idly, Irina wondered how many showers she'd take between now and when she went to watch the movie.

Tatyana talked, and Irina listened. She was a good listener. It was something she did well, and enjoyed. When someone else talked, she learned much about them, from their choice of words, from the tone of their voice. And from Tatyana, she learned hosts of information. That the woman enjoyed learning. That she still had hope, even though it sounded flat and weak. That someone she found, from the Incident, excited her.

But Irina learned more from what Tatyana didn't say. It was all there, if you knew how to hear it. Echolocation was as much about hearing the voids as it was about hearing the solids.

Tatyana was as lonely and out of place as she was. Pain vibrated in every word, but faith never left. It couldn't. She couldn't ever lose the last of her hope. Like a good Russian. Like a Patriot.

Huh. Geny had to get it from somewhere.

"And what have you been busy with these last weeks?"

Memories flashed.

"Irina, please..."

"Nyet, Drago. Listen to me. I love you...you cannot understand how much. But I- You deserve better."

"There are none better. Why would you say such a thing?"

"Trust me. I am not what you deserve."

And she could smell gingerale and feathers on him...

"Why do you push me away?"

"Because you are too much like him."

"Is that what this is about? Ivan? When do you intend to get over him?"

"When I've put him six feet under the ground."

"Why do they avoid me, Kohl? Why do they keep me apart?"

"Because they don't understand you, little one. They don't know how to. You gave up so much, so young, and they don't know how to cope with it. Perhaps it shames them, that they didn't have so much to give."

A rough, strong hand on her arm that smelled of basic soap, soot, and space. What did space smell like? She didn't know, but she knew the scent for what it was. Space, and stars, and tinny oxygen. "You should go and lay down. Come on."

Irina took a deep breath to answer. "Learning to use my powers in different ways. Having problems with my wardrobe. Remembering heartache. Taking...chances."

She didn't know how much to say. So she said nothing. As usual.

A lot of meaning can be conveyed in a breath.  Tatyana leaned forward to refill the teacups.  "Playing with fire then, da?"

"I have never known how to play with anything else."

That was true enough. Irina had been an expert with demolitions before she had lost her sight. Her father had taught her the properties of explosives from the time she could comprehend it. Most kids recited their ABCs. She had recited the properties of black powder, prima cord, plastique, and others, just before her father took her out for rifle practice.

As Tatyana leaned forward to refill the cups, Irina reached up to scratch beneath the blindfold. Her eyes itched, never a good sign, because it meant--

Unnatural vision, painted in the colors of flame, bloomed as the material lifted enough to bring Tatyana's hand into Irina's line of sight. Tatyana, bleeding from self-inflicted wounds, sprawled on the floor. Tatyana, angry and unrepentant, standing over Maggie's ice-riddled body.

A hundred horrible scenarios played out, each worse than the last. Irina clenched her jaw and tugged the blindfold back down, and adjusted the chain over it. In the back of her mind, she heard deep, rolling laughter, as she had that night on the mountain.

But it meant she had to ask. "Tatyana, are you...all right?"

Startled, Tatyana  just managed to keep from spilling the tea. "Da. I will be fine.  Why do you ask?"

The word choice didn't escape Irina. Voids and solids, a lack of echoes from emptiness and sounds bounced off walls. "To say that you 'will be fine' says that you are not now. There is something in your voice. What is it?"

Tatyana thought of the first dark days after she learned of her home's fate, the desire to... She briskly shook her head to clear it.  "Bah. A few frozen miles... nothing that time won't solve."

Leaning back again, forcing herself to relax, "But it is not just the fire of your powers I referred to.  What chances are you taking... and what does it have to do with clothing problems?"

It was, Irina reflected, a wonder that the two of them could manage any sort of conversation. They were both masters of deflection, and turning the conversation away from their own internal conflicts to someone else's. What did two women who didn't know how to be weak, even in their weakest moments, talk about?

Clothes.

"Serge is a horrible tailor. I went to get new things, and he gave me horribly short shorts. So I asked for something that covered more, and he gave it to me...made of sheer material. If I ever wore it in public, Natasha would think I was decadent, sleazy..."

She let her words trail off. What had she just said? The desire to smack her palm against her forehead was overwhelming. When had her lips gotten so loose? Why did Natasha turn her into a gibbering idiot?

Tatyana smiled to herself. And here is the reason Irina shows up at my door asking strange questions.

"Frankly, I agree with you about Serge.  But more that the durability of his fabrics are somewhat lacking."  

She tried to think of a delicate way to approach what was obviously a slip of the tongue, "However, he does do an excellent job finding a look that shows a beautiful woman to her best advantage.  You'd not have seen some of the designs other agents have worn."

Taking a sip of tea, she continued "I have a shape he's not at his best with but Wila has worn some of the most amazing designs, and I've seen a fair number of lovely short or sheer costumes around the base."

"Even Natasha has a lovely short tank set," she added with a grin.

For a scientist, Tatyana was a tremendous diplomat. Unlike Bunsen, who couldn't grow tact in a test tube if someone gave him a chemical formula.

Although, the mention of Natasha in a short tank set did give Irina an unpleasant pressure in her nose. The last thing she needed was a nosebleed. Still, tanned legs, and... Maybe this is better when I can't see. I get into less trouble.

But the cat had come out of the bag and wanted tuna now. No point trying to hide it. "What am I supposed to do about Natasha? This is insanity. I have no proof that she has an emotion that is not scorn, derision, or condescension. What do I do with it? Why have I done this to myself?"

Tatyana's brain did a couple of jumps to get from point A to point F but managed to follow along handily.  She is after all, a woman as well as a scientist.

"Unfortunately, there are no easy answers to romantic questions, dorogoi.  Our hearts often take us places we do not wish to go... no matter how hard we may try to scramble back from the edge."

Thinking of Natasha, knowing her friend probably doesn't really like her all that much, she chuckled.  "And Natasha... Irina, your heart is an unusual beast.  I can not give you assurances in either direction.  You can only follow blindly where your heart leads and..." she paused for a moment. "Hope."

Irina believed in hope, as much as she damned it. Hope was, after all, what kept her on her feet, kept her patrolling the streets...and kept Ivan at the very back of her mind. Some nights, she wanted to crumple, fail, and let hope die. But she didn't know how to.

All blessings are curses, too.

Following her heart, though, that was a bad idea, and she knew it. Where had it taken her so far? Into Hell, literally. Into pain, exile, heartbreak, loneliness, and unfamiliar territory. And to Natasha. She was pretty sure that she'd be safer handing her heart to a random member of the Vahzilok and asking for a trade-in.

Trust my heart? I'd rather trust my eyes.

She supposed it could have been worse. She could have been in love with Angel-Night. Or Jack Paladin. Or Smersh. At that point, she would have just had to take a number and get in line.

"My heart is not an unusual beast. It is a traitor." She chuckled, because it was funny for any number of reasons. "Natasha is watching a movie with me tomorrow night. She is translating, and describing. Afterwards, I expect she will forget I exist, or dismiss me, and I can return to safely longing from a distance."

Was that what she hoped for? Hard to say. Easier, safer to limp back to Dragoslav and find a middle ground. Safer still to barricade herself as she had done in her time in Siberia, and give up company entirely. But dangerous, and treacherous, to think any further than tomorrow night.

Time to deflect. And she had an unfortunate aim.

"What of your quest to find your home? Have you made any progress?"
Tatyana flinched, hard enough to make her chair legs scrape on the floor, "We are done looking.  It is gone."

She wanted to ask about "gone". Did "gone" mean "destroyed"? Did it mean "not there"? Did it mean "not accessible"? But the scrape of chair legs gave most of the answer, which was that in the end, the answer didn't matter.

Tatyana couldn't go home.

She remembered how that felt. Not like this, not so profoundly, but she did know how it felt to pass a point when you could ever return to what had been before. All your familiar comforts, all you had known, disappeared. Yes, she knew that all too well.

So she rose, and moved to kneel down beside the older woman. Then she wrapped her arms around Tatyana, and as she did, her wings extended, from small bat-like appendages to large, leathery shrouds that surrounded and protected them both.

