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    To everyone who has ever fallen,and found the strength to stand again.
To those who keep moving forward,one step at a time.
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Chapter One
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The hospital room was one of those refurbished during the hospital’s most recent renovation. The walls were painted a soft pastel blue, and the white plastic windows were fitted with blinds and lowered shutters. Beside the door stood a small bathroom with a shower and a grey metal wardrobe. In the centre of the room were two hospital beds on wheels, covered with adjustment levers, each accompanied by two visitor chairs. Medical devices were mounted beside the headboards, connected by a web of wires, clips, and adhesive sensors.

One of the beds was empty.

In the other lay an elderly man with an athletic build and slightly greying hair. Unshaven. Eyes closed. His face calm and relaxed. A thin blanket covered him up to the middle of his chest. Adhesive electrodes and wires ran across his body, all connected to a monitor displaying the rhythm of his heart along with a host of other readings. The machine emitted a quiet, steady sound:

Beep. Beep. Beep.

Beside the bed sat a woman in her late forties with short, curly red hair. Dressed in a grey dress, she was reading a book, only occasionally lifting her eyes towards the man and the monitor before returning to the pages in front of her.

The door slowly opened and an elderly nurse stepped inside. She nodded to the seated woman, then walked over to the monitor with the large display. Pressing two buttons, she caused the image on the screen to shrink into the upper-left corner while the rest of the display filled with charts and tables. She pressed the same button again, and the screen returned to showing the familiar lines tracing the man's heartbeat.

The nurse turned towards the woman, who had meanwhile set her book aside and was watching the proceedings with careful attention.

"There are no visible changes. All his vital signs are very good, especially for a man of his age. Fortunately, he looked after himself."

“But he still isn’t waking up,” the red-haired woman replied, her voice heavy with disappointment.

“Well, whatever happened was obviously a major shock. Sometimes the brain needs time to process everything and recover. Sometimes it takes only a few hours, and sometimes, unfortunately, much longer. The important thing is that his vital signs are good and stable.”

She smoothed the creases in her skirt with one hand before continuing.

“This is completely off the record—I never told you this—but Dr Avdija believes he’ll wake up within the next two days at the latest. I don’t know who the gentleman is, but it’s obvious that a great many people care about him.”

“Well, the gentleman is retired now, but in his day he was a legend. He accomplished great things and helped some people so much that they could never repay him in a lifetime,” the red-haired woman said with a faint smile.

“It’s a wonderful thing when someone leaves a mark behind. I’ve noticed people coming from all directions to visit him. Some have even travelled from abroad.”

“I just want him to recover and wake up.”

“I believe he will, ma’am,” the nurse replied warmly. “Do you need anything?”

“No, thank you. There’s a coffee machine in the corridor, and I have my book and this chair. Thank you.”

“If you need anything at all, just call,” the nurse said as she left the room.

The red-haired woman turned her gaze back to the man and spoke softly, almost to herself.

“Ah, Rusmir... where are you now? Where have your thoughts wandered off to? Wake up, man. You’re starting to scare me.”

There was no answer.

As he had for days, the man lying in the hospital bed remained completely still, without the slightest twitch crossing his face. The numbers on the monitor held steady, and the lines tracing his heartbeat had looked exactly the same for days—more like part of a medical equipment demonstration than something connected to a living human being.

She picked up her book, cast one more glance at him, and immersed herself in its pages once again.

The room was filled only with the steady beeping of the monitor, mingling with the muted sounds of the hospital beyond the door.
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“Zizi,” a voice drifted through the room, barely audible.

The woman paused her reading for a moment, though her eyes remained fixed on the page. She listened for several seconds before returning to her book.

“Zizi...”

This time it was a faint whisper.

Slowly, she lifted her gaze towards the man.

His hair was neatly combed. His beard was nearly two weeks old. And his eyes—only slightly open—were looking straight at her.

“Where am I? Am I alive?”

His voice was hoarse, but the familiar cadence was unmistakable.

“You are. You're alive, and they say you're doing fine. You've just been lying around, you old rascal. You scared me half to death.”

“What do the doctors say? What happened to me? Diagnosis? Prognosis?”

“They say you're putting it on. That you've been lounging around because you're lazier than ever. The diagnosis is that there's nothing wrong with you, and the prognosis is that I'll wring your neck if you ever scare me like this again.”

She spoke sharply, though a tear slipped down her cheek almost unnoticed.

“No, seriously. I've got this... emptiness in my head. And flashes. I feel like I dreamt some things. When I woke up, it felt as if none of this was real.”

His voice remained rough, but his words came more clearly now.

“Dr Serdarević says it was some kind of anxiety attack. A panic response to shock. There are no signs of a stroke or a heart attack, although, judging by the way your heart was hammering away, you came pretty close.”

“As far as I remember... I think the last thing I recall is reading something on a... laptop...”

He paused.

“Something awful. Something my brain—my mind—simply couldn't cope with.”

He looked at her.

“And now it feels as if I only dreamt it. Hallucinated it. As if none of it ever happened. As if I never read anything at all.”

He studied her face, searching for an answer.

For a moment, she hesitated.

“You didn't dream it. We saw the text on the laptop after the ambulance took you away. Everything became clear.”

“We?” he asked. “You and...?”

The question hung in the air.

“Oh... I don't quite know how to tell you this.”

“For heaven's sake, woman, who else?” he said, exhaustion evident in his voice.

The number displaying his heart rate began to climb slightly.

“Easy now.” She smiled gently. “Relax, and I'll tell you everything, one thing at a time.”

“Fair enough. It's not like I'm on my way to the pub. Besides, how long have I been here? A day? Two?”

His eyes slowly wandered around the room.

“Well, by my count, this is your twelfth day of lounging about in here.”

A mischievous smile appeared on her face.

“I've practically put down roots. And this chair has taken on the exact shape of my backside.”

“Wait. You're telling me I've been here for nearly two weeks and—”

“While you were sleeping, quite a lot happened,” she interrupted.

He tried to sit up, but days of lying in bed had taken their toll.

Zizi got to her feet, grabbed one rail of the bed, then the other, before stepping away from him.

“Stay put. I'm going to get a nurse.”

She left the room.

Rusmir closed his eyes several times, then opened them again, finally rubbing them with both hands. He still wasn't entirely sure he was truly awake or that any of this was real. At moments, he wasn't even certain he had survived the shock.

Perhaps this was some dimension between life and death.

He remembered a film about Vikings where they had called it Valhalla.

The steady click of a woman's heels interrupted his train of thought.

The nurse entered first, followed by Zizi.

“Mr Dizdan, I see you're awake. How are you feeling?”

“I've had better days. Feels like I've been asleep for a day or two, and it turns out it's been nearly a fortnight. I can barely even sit up.”

“Don't worry, that's perfectly normal. You'll be on your feet by the end of the day. Just don't rush things—that's dangerous right now. I'll call the doctor. He's just outside speaking with some people who came to ask about you.”

The nurse checked the monitor Rusmir was connected to and left the room.

Zizi watched her go.

“Good grief, that woman...” she muttered. “I called her in to show me how to adjust the bed, and off she went.”

She sat down beside him and gently ran a hand across his cheek.

“You really scared me, you old ghost.”

Rusmir opened his mouth to speak, but she placed a finger against his lips.

“Easy now. Slowly. I know everything, and it all makes sense to me. And somehow, it turned out better than you could possibly imagine.”

A puzzled expression crossed Rusmir's face.

“I think the doctor's coming to sort out this bed, and then I'll explain everything,” she said softly.

At that moment, the door opened and the nurse returned, accompanied by a slightly older man in a white coat.

They approached the bed, and the man extended his hand.

“My name is Dr Muhidin Serdarević. I run this department. I've been asked to take special care of you. I must admit, you have some very interesting—and very powerful—friends.”

The doctor put particular emphasis on the word friends, offering no further explanation.

Rusmir thought to himself:

You haven't even met half of them yet. And the family isn't much better.

He took the doctor's hand and gave it a gentle shake.

“Well then, Doctor, what's wrong with me?”

“This is a rare presentation. You experienced an acute stress reaction of extreme intensity, accompanied by a dissociative stupor. You lost consciousness temporarily, but without any signs of organic brain damage. Your vital functions remained stable throughout. Neurological and internal medicine examinations found no physical cause.”

The doctor smiled faintly before continuing.

“Let me put that in simpler terms. In short, your body was subjected to such an overwhelming psychological shock that it simply shut down. There's nothing wrong with your brain, and you weren't injured. Figuratively speaking, your brain pulled the handbrake because it could no longer process what had happened. Had you remained conscious at that moment, the consequences would likely have been far worse. Instead, your body reacted instinctively.”

He glanced around the room before continuing in the same calm tone.

“That isn't weakness. It's a rare but recognised protective mechanism. That's why you were unconscious for several days. Your body kept functioning, but your consciousness switched off until the system could stabilise itself.”

An involuntary sigh escaped Rusmir.

“Bloody hell, Doctor...”

“To put it simply, Mr Dizdan, you were damned lucky that your brain reacted the way it did—and that you're in excellent physical condition. Now, take things slowly.”

“So what happens now, Doctor?”

“Next you'll be seen by a psychiatrist. Their job isn't to interrogate you, but to assess how your nervous system responded to the stress and how likely it is to happen again. After that, you'll speak with a psychologist. As for internal medicine, your test results have ruled out any concerns there, especially since you're already receiving treatment for your existing condition.”

“Do I really need all that, Doctor? I mean the psychiatrists, psychologists, internists and all the rest?”

“You don't have to do anything,” the doctor replied. “But I'd strongly recommend speaking to a professional. And if there's anything sensitive involved, we're bound by confidentiality.”

“When can I go home?”

“Legally? This very moment.” The doctor smiled. “But it seems to me that unless I pull this lever here, you can't even sit up, let alone stand. Would you agree?”

“Well, Doctor...”

“Be patient for another day or two. Gives the gentleman waiting outside enough time to sort out a few parking tickets for me.”

Rusmir began mentally sorting through every uniformed face he had ever met, trying to work out which one the doctor could possibly be talking about.

“And who's outside the door?”

“Perhaps you should get a bit more rest first.”

“I'd much rather eat a kilo of pie right now. And that thing of yours... what's it called, Zizi? The one you bought in Blagaj?”

“Smokvara,” Zizi replied.

She was sitting on the bed near Rusmir's feet, listening to the conversation.

“The pie can wait,” said the doctor. “The nurse will bring you some soup shortly, just to get your stomach working again, so to speak. You see, your digestive system hasn't been functioning properly for several days, and pie would be a very poor choice right now. Judging by your build, I'd say you don't normally live on pies and pastries anyway.”

“You're right, Doctor. Honestly, he'll eat anything that's put in front of him, but there has to be meat and vegetables on the table. And eggs every single day. I've started having nightmares about chickens,” Zizi chimed in.

The nurse left the room.
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“Mr Dizdan, shall I let these two gentlemen in? Just for five minutes?”

“Let them in. At least until the soup arrives.”

The doctor walked over to the door and opened it.

“Mr Živković, please come in.”

He then returned to the bed and adjusted a series of levers until Rusmir was finally sitting in a semi-upright position.

A lanky man, nearly two metres tall, stepped through the doorway.

“Rade! What are you doing here?” Rusmir blurted out.

Then he went pale.

Behind Rade entered a broad-shouldered man wearing the uniform of the Federal Police, his rank insignia clearly visible.

The policeman's face—and his entire bearing—left Rusmir speechless.

The man standing before him had Salko's face.

Salko's posture.

Salko's presence.

Only older by a few years.

And this man was a police officer.

His Salko had become a criminal whose best description was simple:

evil walking the earth.

Zizi immediately noticed the change in him.

“Rusko, are you alright? Everything okay?”

“I am.” He pointed at the policeman. “And who the hell are you?”

The last words came out sharper than he intended, almost fired at the man.

“This is my father, Srećko Živković,” Rade said.

“Sorry, Srećko, but you remind me so much of someone I'd rather never lay eyes on again.”

“It's alright. I understand. Šaban wasn't exactly a saint, and everyone says I'm the spitting image of him.”

Srećko answered calmly, a faintly wistful smile crossing his face.

“Bloody hell...” Rusmir muttered.

“Of whom? I'm not following. I feel like I'm missing half the story,” Srećko said, visibly confused.

“Šaban was the restaurant owner who got Spomenka pregnant with you.”

“Yes, and...?”

“And you've inherited Šaban's face. I mean... his looks.”

“Yeeees...”

“Oh, Srećko...” Rusmir shook his head.

“I never met that bastard Šaban in my life. Never even saw what he looked like. But I know exactly what the person I used to call my son looked like. And now I can see that that creature was Spomenka's child with your Šaban.

Your biological brother. One hundred per cent.

And the woman I married was obviously cheating on me from the very first day of our miserable excuse for a marriage.”

The heart-rate trace on the monitor immediately shifted to orange.

“Mr Dizdan, please calm down,” the doctor said in a gentle but authoritative voice.

“Sorry, Doctor. I can't help it.” Rusmir lowered his voice and raised a hand slightly in apology. “And sorry to you too, Srećko. I got a bit carried away. You have to understand.”

“Are you saying I have an uncle?” Rade cut in.

“Yes, Rade. You have an uncle. A drug lord known as Don. A bastard who raped my Minela,” Rusmir replied quietly, unable to hide the disgust in his voice.

“And Minela is...?” Srećko asked.

“My daughter. Spomenka's and mine, Srećko.”

"Are you saying he raped his own sister?" 

“Along with a gang of thugs just like him—they raped her and beat her,” Rusmir said, the bitterness now unmistakable in his voice.

“I'm sorry to hear that,” Srećko replied, clearly uncomfortable.

“My son Rade was part of the team that responded when you collapsed. I thought you might be able to give me some answers, but it seems it's better not to ask and not to know. From the look of things, there are plenty of things you don't know either.”

“My mum—the woman who raised me. I call her Mum because she was the only mother I ever had—”

Srećko paused for a moment.

“Rade says you met her at the cemetery. She never spoke much about any of it, and I'm afraid she probably never will.”

“She passed away?” Rusmir asked, more quietly than before.

“No. A massive stroke. She's on life support. The prognosis is grim.”

“I'm sorry. I only met her briefly at Spomenka's funeral, but it seemed life hadn't been kind to her. Rade was there when Spomenka kicked the bucket.”

The heart-rate trace on the monitor turned green once again.

“I know. He told me. And I'm sorry about your Minela. Some things make a lot more sense to me now, both personally and professionally. And once again, I apologise for blindsiding you. I think we understand each other.”

Srećko and Rade exchanged brief handshakes with Rusmir before quietly leaving the room.
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“I don't think you're quite ready for visitors yet, Mr Dizdan, and—”

The doctor was interrupted mid-sentence when the nurse entered the room carrying a tray with three bowls.

“Here we are, nice hot soup,” she said in the tone one might use with a child. “And there's a bowl for the lady as well, seeing as she's been here all day and hasn't eaten a thing.”

She lifted one bowl and a spoon from the tray and handed them to Zizi.

Then she slid the tray into a slot built into the left bed rail, clearly designed for that very purpose.

“I think you should eat this bowl of soup now. There's some pudding as well. Wouldn't you agree, Doctor?”

“Absolutely. I was just saying he's not ready for visitors yet. His ECG went wild in the five minutes those two were in here—the policeman and the young man.”

“The young man is with the ambulance service,” Rusmir interjected.

“A doctor or...?”

“A paramedic, I think that's the proper term. He's also my ex-wife's grandson. And the policeman is her illegitimate son—the one she abandoned.”

Rusmir delivered the information in the same tone someone might use when reading out a vehicle registration number.

“Forgive me if I'm being too inquisitive, but you're not the policeman's father?”

“No, I'm not. Doctor, did you ever watch Dynasty back in the day?”

“I did indeed. Alexis, Krystle, and a whole cast of others.”

“Well, my life's turned into the same sort of thing. Without a DNA test, nobody knows who's related to whom, who's whose father, or who's whose mother. The only difference is that we don't have the money they had in Dynasty.”

The irony in Rusmir's voice was unmistakable.

“How about you stop talking and eat your soup?” the nurse said. “And you too, ma'am. You look exhausted.”

She turned towards the doctor.

“Come on, Doctor. There are other patients waiting.”

Then she pointed at Rusmir.

“And I expect that bowl empty—and the pudding as well.”

Laughing, she gently shepherded the doctor out of the room.

Zizi and Rusmir looked at each other and burst out laughing.

In silence, they picked up their spoons and began eating the soup.

“Zizi, this soup...” Rusmir said with a grimace. “It's bland, tasteless, and there's not a drop of fat in it. This is designed to force you to recover just so you can escape from here.”

“Eat it. We'll make proper homemade soup when we get home.”

“Or we could order something.”

“Order food? In a hospital?” Zizi shook her head. “Rusko, I don't think your brain is fully operational yet. Considering those two outside, it's a miracle they even let me in.”

“Those two? What are you talking about?”

“The special police. Body armour, helmets, those assault rifles hanging across their chests.”

“What the hell are they doing there?”

“You're asking me?” Zizi replied. “Dear Rusmir, I had to provide the full names of every single person allowed to visit you—apart from the doctors and nurses.”

“Haha! Did they turn anyone away? Not Sema, surely? Where's that old womaniser? Hasn't he been by?”

“What are you grinning about, you idiot? They almost turned away Minela, Joseph, and Esme.”

“Who?!”

The shock made Rusmir drop his spoon into the bowl, splashing soup across the blanket.

Disbelief spread across his face—eyes wide, mouth hanging open.

“Minela, Joseph, and Esme,” Zizi repeated softly.

“M-M-M... my Minela?”

The words barely escaped him, as though he were trying to move a mountain.

“Well, she's a little bit mine now, just as Nejla and Mak are a little bit yours now, I hope.”

“I'm dreaming. This isn't happening. I'm dead. I'm in heaven.”

Rusmir closed his eyes and rested his head against the pillow.

“What's wrong with you, you idiot? Aren't you happy she came? And sorry about the bruise, by the way.”

His eyes snapped open.

“What bruise?”

“I hit her in the face with a frying pan. Sorry.”

The expression on Zizi's face suggested she genuinely felt a little guilty.

“You hit who in the face?”

“Minela. I sprayed pepper spray in Joseph's eyes, and then Esme pulled my hair.”

“Who's Joseph? Who's Esma?”

“Esme.”

“Whatever.”

“Then Minela jumped at me, and I caught her with a right hook to the eye,” Zizi rattled on like a machine gun. “Then Joseph grabbed me and shoved me into a wall, so I kicked him in the balls and smashed that red bowl from Extra over his head. Then Esme bit my hand—right here.”

She held up her left hand, showing a faint mark where teeth had sunk into the skin.

“And then Minela grabbed my hair.”

“Stop. For the love of God, woman!”

Rusmir held up a hand.

“Ever since you mentioned the frying pan, I haven't understood a single word. I thought I was the one who'd lost his mind. Now I'm worried about you.”

“Why worry about me? I'm not the one who spent twelve days asleep in a hospital.”

“Oh, Lord...” Rusmir groaned.

“Right. Start again. Slowly. You said Minela? My Minela?”

“Yes. What's so hard to understand?”

“How did she get here?” He let out a long breath. “Bloody hell, now my head's starting to hurt.”

“Should I call the doctor?”

“Better call the undertakers. You're going to put me in an early grave.”

“What's wrong now?”

“Nothing. I just feel like my brain's stopped working. I have no idea what you're talking about. First they won't let her into the room, then you're fighting with her, then Esme...”

“Esme,” Zizi corrected him.

“Fine. Frank.”

“What Frank?”

“That one. Whatever his name is.”

“Who?”

“The bloke whose pants you turned into scrambled eggs.”

“Ohhh. Joseph.” She grinned. “Wonderful man. A bit tightly wound, very military in the way he carries himself, but incredibly polite and kind. A proper gentleman, through and through.”

She raised her thumb in approval.

“And Esme... did I get it right this time?”

“She's an absolute sweetheart. The way she fusses over you and calls you pet names...”

“Woman, you've completely lost your mind. Who fusses over me? Who calls me pet names?”

“Esme.”

“For heaven's sake, Zizi, who is this Esme?”

“Minela's daughter. Your granddaughter.”

Silence filled the room.

“Zizi, if this is some kind of game, some joke, it's gone too far,” Rusmir said in the tone of a man who had just uncovered a deception.

“What game? Do you want to see the photos? The two of us took them. We must've taken two hundred selfies.”

She laughed as she spoke.

Rusmir's face was a portrait of utter confusion.

Either he'd finally lost his mind and could no longer understand what Zizi was saying, or Zizi had gone completely mad.

Neither possibility appealed to him.

Zizi pulled out her phone and began scrolling through it. Sitting beside him, she turned the screen towards him.

The photograph showed Zizi and a dark-skinned little girl, no older than eight or ten.

“Isn't she beautiful, Rusko?”

He let out a long breath, looked at the woman beside him, then at the phone, then back at the woman, and finally at the phone again.

The girl's hair was somewhere between golden and brown, woven into hundreds of tiny braids. She had a button nose, slightly full lips, and Minela's large blue eyes.

In those eyes he recognised something of his sister Merima as well.

The eyes staring back at him from the screen held such warmth that he felt as though sunlight itself was hidden inside them.

His breathing became uneven.

Then he began to cry.

Not quietly. Not with restraint.

He cried like a child.

The tears streamed down uncontrollably, and with every one of them he felt a little of the weight he had carried for the past decade draining away.

Zizi swiped her finger across the screen.

A new photo appeared.

The girl pulling a mischievous face.

Another of her drinking juice from a bottle.

Another of her hugging Zizi.

The images followed one after another, and Rusmir had the strange feeling that he was watching an entire year of life that had unfolded somewhere far away from him.

Then another photograph appeared.

The little girl lying beside him in the hospital bed, gently stroking his face.

He laughed through his tears.

The next image showed a man—a black man, strong, broad-shouldered, handsome and well-groomed—on one side. The little girl on the other.

And in the middle...

Her.

His Minela.

His little sweetheart. His Minči.

Her hair streaked with bright colours, a bruise beneath her right eye, and scratches across her left cheek and forehead.

Rusmir quickly placed his hand over Zizi's, afraid she might accidentally swipe to the next picture and break the spell.

He simply stared.

She was happy.

The people around her gave her strength.

The closeness between them was obvious.

They weren't merely a family.

They were one.

“That's got to be this Johan fellow, right?” he asked awkwardly.

“Joseph, dear Rusko. Joseph.” Zizi shook her head. “That's your son-in-law. Try to remember his name.”

“I'll do my best.”

“And where are they now?”

“They flew back to Amsterdam this morning. He has surgery tomorrow. He had to go.”

“What's wrong with him?”

“Nothing. Why?”

“You said he has surgery.”

“Oh, that.” She laughed. “There's nothing wrong with him. He's a surgeon. Tomorrow he's operating on someone. It's scheduled.”

“Bloody hell.” Rusmir sighed. “Then why didn't the girls stay?”

“Esme has school. And you've been sleeping your life away. They couldn't stay forever.”

Sadness slowly settled across Rusmir's face.

“They told me to call them the moment you woke up.”

“Then call them.”

“You know something, Kaja? You're starting to annoy me.” She pointed at the soup. “Finish that soup and the pudding, then lie down and rest.”

“And what are you going to do?”

“I'm off for ćevapi. This soup is absolutely dreadful.”

For a moment they stared at each other.

Then they both burst out laughing.
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Chapter Two
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The morning was unusually quiet.

The renovated hospital corridor gleamed beneath the LED lighting. The lower half of the walls was coated in a glossy finish that reflected the light like glass, while the upper walls and ceiling were painted a sterile white. Patient room doors lined both sides of the corridor, each marked with a plaque displaying the occupant's details. Green indicator lights glowed above them, with only the occasional red light remaining dark.

At one end of the corridor was a small seating area with tables and chairs. At the other stood the nurses' station, the lift, and the stairwell doors.

Rusmir was slowly making his way down the corridor, with a member of the special police unit shadowing him every step of the way. Another officer sat on a folding chair outside the door to his room.

The entire situation irritated him slightly, but he understood that the men in uniform were simply following orders, whether those orders made any sense or not.

“And do you really have to walk right beside me? It's not like I'm going anywhere,” Rusmir said, unable to hide the boredom in his voice.

“I know, sir, but we have our orders.”

“And what exactly are those orders?”

“That one of us must remain outside your room while you're inside. And whenever you leave the room, one officer stays by the door while the other remains within five metres of you.”

“And whose order is that?”

“The commander's.”

“And who told him?”

“No idea. And it's not my place to know.”

“How long is this supposed to go on?”

“Until we receive different orders.”

“And when do you think those different orders will arrive?”

“Today. Tomorrow. Next week. Next month. Next year.”

“And are you guarding me to stop me escaping, or to stop somebody from taking me out?”

“We've been assigned to ensure your safety in every respect.”

“In every respect?” Rusmir repeated, puzzled. “What's that supposed to mean?”

“We're here to make sure nobody ‘takes you out’, as you put it, and to make sure nobody bothers you. We have a list of people who are allowed to see you, and another list of people whose appearance requires intervention.”

“You mean people who aren't allowed in?”

“Well, anyone not on the first list isn't allowed near you. As for the second list, if any of them show up, we call for backup and are authorised to use force, including firearms if necessary.”

“Well, would you look at that.” Rusmir raised an eyebrow. “And who's on the second list?”

“Official secret. Sorry.”

By then they had reached the nurses' station.

Rusmir turned to the officer.

“Fancy a coffee?”

“Thanks, but I don't drink coffee.”

“And your colleague?”

“As far as I know, neither does he.”

“Healthy living?”

“Something like that.”

“Well, I'm sorry to disappoint you, but you're not going to live forever. And coffee is coffee, even if it comes from that monstrosity over there.”

He walked over to the vending machine, dropped in a coin, and selected a drink.

As he waited, he found himself studying the contraption. He had never really paid attention to one of those large machines before, but at that moment he became strangely curious about how it worked. At home he had a modern coffee maker designed for personal use.

The machine emitted a mechanical whirr, and a cup symbol appeared on the display.

Ready.

He picked up the plastic cup of steaming coffee, a tiny plastic stirrer protruding from it, and shuffled back towards his room.

By then, he was no longer thinking about the machine, the officers, or whoever it was that had given them their orders.
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The other bed in the room remained empty, and all the equipment beside it had been switched off. The previous day, Dr Serdarević, who headed the department, had disconnected the machines and declared that he no longer considered Rusmir a risk. That morning, he was waiting only for the psychologist's assessment. If everything went well, he would be free to go home.

He felt a growing nervousness about the meeting with the psychologist.

Zizi hadn't called all morning. Since he had woken up, neither he nor Zizi had received any replies from Minela to their calls or messages. The uncertainty gnawed at him. Right then, he would have been happy to have a punching bag to beat senseless and burn off the tension. Instead, he walked over to the window and looked down at the car park, watching people who resembled tiny ants hurrying about their business.

The door opened.

Zizi entered wearing a knitted jacket the colour of milky coffee, decorated with some sort of Native American pattern. Her hands were loaded with shopping bags stuffed with containers and fruit.

The moment she stepped inside, she flashed him a smile, walked over, and gave him a quick kiss.

“I hope you haven't had breakfast. I brought you some food, and your lunch is in those thermal containers. Meatballs, with rice and vegetables on the side. And your salad is beetroot and apples.”

“Beetroot and apples? Since when do those go together?”

“Since forever, you Balkan barbarian. It's a Turkish recipe. I bought the spices from that Turkish shop in Brusa Bezistan.”

She began unloading containers and wrapped parcels onto the small table beside the bed.

Rusmir sat down on the bed, staring at the growing pile.

“Are you eating with me? There's no way I can finish all this on my own.”

“I'll have a couple of boiled eggs and some of that smoked chicken breast.”

“By the way, it's Wednesday, and you're here. Did you take time off work, or...?”

“I got fired.”

She said it with weary resignation.

“Fired? Why?”

“You know Igor, my idiot of a boss... We had an argument and I threw coffee over him.”

“The slick-haired one with the ponytail?”

“That's the arsehole. He's been making my life miserable for years, dumping other people's work on me. I couldn't take it anymore. I've sent out a few applications, so we'll see what happens.”

“Don't rush into anything. Take some time to rest. Besides, someone needs to look after me for a bit.”

He rested his hand on her lap, smiling.

“There's nothing wrong with you, you rogue. You haven't even left the hospital yet and you've already got certain things on your mind.”

“So, what are we waiting for?”

“The psychologist. Apparently he's going to scan my head.”

“No need. He can just ask me.”

“Oh yes, because then they'd declare me legally insane and lock me away forever. No thanks, Zizi.”
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As they opened one container after another, the rich aromas of home-cooked food quickly filled the room.

“Want some yoghurt?”

“Well, aren't you full of surprises? You even brought yoghurt? Any other surprises I should know about?”

“There might be.” She gave him a look that was equal parts concern and amusement. “I'm late.”

“Late for what?”

“The train to Zagreb,” she replied dryly. “Oh, dear God. I really did end up with an idiot.”

“You think?”

“I don't know. I'm forty-nine. Maybe it's that time.”

“What time?”

“Menopause, you primitive fool!”

“Oh, that.” Rusmir nodded. “That's probably it. These eggs are excellent. Where did you buy them?”

“At the market. From that heavyset woman right by the entrance. They seem pretty good.”

“I usually buy mine either at the shop or from Safeta. Her stall's right next to the heavyset woman's.”

“I know exactly who Safeta is, and you're not buying eggs from her anymore. I trust we understand each other.”

“I don't see the problem.”

“The problem is Safeta.”

She punctuated the statement by casually waving the knife she had just used to slice the smoked chicken breast.

“And you're not going anywhere near her again.”

“Well, when you present your arguments like that...” Rusmir nodded towards the knife.

“I think I'll stop going to the market altogether.”

“Good.”

“I'm dying waiting for this psychologist. What's taking him so long?”

“Eat your lunch. He'll get here. You're not the only patient in the hospital.”

At that moment, Zizi's phone chimed.

A Viber message.

“Aren't you going to check who it is?”

“I will. Let me finish eating first.”

They continued their meal in silence, listening to the distant sounds of the hospital around them.

As soon as they finished, Zizi cleared away the leftovers and wiped down the folding table.

She picked up her phone to check the message at the exact moment the door to the room opened.
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A striking blonde woman in her mid-thirties entered the room.

Her hair was blonde and softly wavy, falling neatly around her shoulders. She stood about five foot nine, with the kind of perfectly balanced figure that seemed designed by someone drawing an ideal woman. Her face looked as though it had been sculpted by some ancient master in the image of a goddess of beauty.

She wore a light brown leather outfit consisting of a fitted jacket and a skirt ending just above the knee. Beneath it, a black turtleneck and patterned tights with a raised floral design.

Zizi looked her up and down.

“I think you've got the wrong room.”

The blonde turned towards Rusmir.

“Mr Dizdan?”

She gestured in his direction.

“Yes,” Rusmir replied, almost under his breath.

“Then I'm exactly where I'm supposed to be, ma'am.”

She smiled politely.

“Allow me to introduce myself. I'm Jasmina Hadžielić, a psychologist. I'm here to carry out Mr Dizdan's assessment. I'm afraid I'll have to ask you to step outside.”

“Do I really have to?”

Zizi looked as though she couldn't quite believe what she was hearing. A complete stranger had walked into what Zizi considered her territory, and now she was the one being sent away.

“I'm afraid those are the rules. The only exception would be a member of the hospital staff.”

Still clutching her phone, Zizi slowly left the room, her jaw trembling with irritation.

The psychologist pulled a chair up to the left side of Rusmir's bed and sat down, crossing her left leg over her right.

The leather skirt shifted slightly, exposing most of her thigh.

At least, that's what Rusmir noticed.

She opened an A4 notepad and began reviewing her notes—or at least that was what he assumed she was doing.

He caught himself letting his gaze drift down her body.

She really was exceptionally attractive, and she didn't seem overly concerned with hiding her attributes. Rather, she displayed them in a way that was almost discreet, yet impossible to miss.

He even found himself noticing her shoes, which matched the shade of the leather outfit.

“Mr Dizdan, could you please look at my face?”

The psychologist smiled faintly.

“Sorry. I got distracted.”

He felt like a child caught stealing biscuits.

“Rusmir, would it be alright if we used first names? No need for all the formalities.”

“Of course, Doctor. I'd prefer that myself.”

“I can see from your records that you're in your sixties and retired. But judging by appearances, there's still a young man somewhere inside you. There's plenty of life left in you yet.”

“I refuse to give in. I've found enough things that still bring me joy.”

“Your wife seems considerably younger.”

“She is. About twelve years younger. We're not married—we live together. Life somehow brought us together. I was married once, but my wife died a little over six months ago.”

“Do you have children?”

Rusmir let out a long breath.

“I don't know how to answer that, Doctor.”

A shadow passed across his face.

“I do. But how many, I honestly couldn't tell you. I've got grandchildren too, and I don't even know how many of those there are. I haven't met all of them, and whether I ever will... I don't know that either.”

“How is that possible, Rusmir?”

“I don't know.”

“Then who does?”

“I don't know that either. If there's someone up there, maybe he knows. But we're not exactly on speaking terms. And even if I asked, I doubt he'd tell me.”

“How did all this happen?”

“Long story, Doctor. You'd go grey before I finished.”

“Nobody's rushing me. And I enjoy listening. Something tells me you've got quite a story to tell.”

“Where do I even start? I don't know what you'd find interesting.”

“Lots of things interest me. For example, what smells so good?”

“Ćufte. Meatballs. Zizi made them for me. She tried that hospital soup and decided I wasn't allowed anywhere near it. Since I woke up, I've been eating nothing but her cooking.”

“That's rather sweet. How long have you been together?”

“A little under six months. But a lot has happened.”

“Well then,” she said, settling back into her chair, “I'd like you to tell me how you ended up in that hospital bed.”

Rusmir could have sworn the skirt had slipped a little further.

He concentrated very hard on not looking at her legs.

“When I think about it now, everything in my life started leading to this from the day I was born.”

“Then start with your family. Your parents. Brothers and sisters, if you had any.”

“My parents were children of communists. Communists themselves too. Religion was never part of our household. Whenever I visited my mother's relatives in the countryside, I'd watch them pray, but I was never part of that world. My father was an economist and the director of a state-owned enterprise. My mother was a lawyer at an institute. I had a brother and a sister. My brother died young from a rare form of leukaemia. My sister survived the shock.”

Rusmir spoke rapidly, almost without pausing, as though he feared the thoughts might escape if he didn't release them immediately.

He stopped for a moment.

“Not long afterwards, both my parents died within seven days of each other. Then my sister left for India and joined the Hare Krishna movement. I was left alone. In six months I lost my entire family—or at least it felt that way.”

“A brutal beginning for a young man.”

“Very brutal. And I was too young to understand life.”

“At that age we all do things we later regret or feel ashamed of. That's normal.”

“Yes. Except sometimes the consequences are anything but normal.”

“I agree.”

“I graduated from the Faculty of Economics and got a job at my father's company. People respected him enormously, both as a worker and as a man.”

He took a sip of the mint tea Zizi had brought in a flask.

“I thought things were finally starting to go right.”

“Young, I assume. Your own flat. Good money?”

“Exactly. I never stopped to consider that I might be prey. I got involved with a nurse. She was from eastern Bosnia somewhere, from a village in the hills. Came to Sarajevo to validate a diploma from some dubious nursing school in Čačak. Stayed with an aunt. Then she got involved with a restaurant owner and gave birth to what people would call a bastard.”

“That's a harsh word, Rusmir.”

“That bastard seems to have grown into a decent man. I've met him. Met his son too. They were here yesterday.”

“What?”

The psychologist's notebook slipped from her lap and hit the floor.

She bent down, picked it up, and settled back into almost the same position.

“The man came looking for answers. Instead, he found more questions. That's pretty much the story of my life.”

“How did you feel while talking to him?”

“I got an answer to a question I'd never even thought to ask.”

“Which question?”

“When did my ex-wife start cheating on me?”

“And?”

“I think it was the moment we got back from our honeymoon.”

“With whom?”

“With the same bastard she had that child with.”

“The man who visited you?”

“No. My son. I realise this is getting confusing.”

“Yes,” the psychologist admitted. “Very.”

“Let's take it slowly. Your late wife had a child out of wedlock with this man?”

“Šaban.”

“That's his name? The restaurant owner?”

“Yes.”

“And his child was adopted by a nurse?”

“Yes. Živka.”

“And then you married your wife?”

“Exactly. Unfortunately, I married her while she spent the marriage making a fool of me.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“Because the son who visited yesterday—her first son—told me, and I quote, that he's the spitting image of Šaban.”

“Genetics can be merciless.”

“I never met Šaban in my life, Doctor. Never even saw him. But my first child—the one I believed was my son—looks almost identical to the man who visited me yesterday. In short: the spitting image of Šaban.”

“Oh, shit...” the psychologist muttered before she could stop herself.

“Exactly, Doctor. Shit squared.”

“Sorry about my language. It slipped out. But affairs happen all the time. Statistically speaking, in thirty-eight per cent of marriages at least one partner commits adultery at some point. You can't take it this tragically.”

“If she'd only cheated on me, I'd have survived it. It's everything else I can't accept.”

The psychologist frowned.

“This son of mine—the one I raised as my own. He isn't mine. Definitely not. Even as a child he was different. Wild. As you'd say—genetics. Later, my daughter was born. In so many ways she's exactly like my sister, and I believe she's really mine. The boy was called Salko. My daughter is Minela.”

“Was called Salko? Is he dead?”

“To me he is. And if I ever see him again, he really will be.”

“Rusmir, you mustn't say things like that.”

“Yes, I can. And I will. The thing I raised turned into a criminal the likes of which are rarely seen.”

“What kind of criminal? Where is he now?”

“Have you ever heard of Pirga?”

The psychologist's expression changed instantly.

The friendly professional mask disappeared.

“I've heard of that monster. My own family suffered because of his business.”

“What happened?”

“I really shouldn't discuss private matters. It isn't professional. But since you've brought it up...”

She hesitated.

“My nephew. My brother's son. He was a good kid. They got him hooked on drugs. He went through rehabilitation twice, and just when everyone thought he'd beaten it, they found him dead in a basement one morning. Overdose. Nineteen years old. Pirga's people got him addicted and kept supplying him.”

“The son I raised—Salko—was the one who dragged Pirga into all of it. He turned him into what he became. His nickname is Don.”

“I've heard of him. That explains the officers outside.”

“Not really.”

The psychologist blinked.

“What do you mean, not really? There's more?”

She rolled her eyes.

The more he talked, the more impossible his life story seemed.

“There is. But that's not something I can tell.”

“Is there anything you can tell?”

“There is.”

“Then tell me. What?”

As she spoke, Rusmir noticed a slight tremor in her voice.

“Salko. Don. He and his mates raped my Minela and beat her.”

As he spoke, his voice was cold and emotionless.

Like a machine reciting facts.

The psychologist set her notebook down on the bed, got to her feet, and began pacing back and forth across the room. Then she turned to face him.

“You're serious? This isn't some kind of game?”

“No.”

“Oh God...” She covered her mouth with one hand and sat down on the bed. “Now I need a psychologist.”

She shook her head.

“Now I understand what broke inside you.”

“Lucky you, Doctor. It was only after my ex-wife died that I started uncovering the truth and putting the pieces together. And I think I'm still a long way from ever seeing the full picture.”

“What am I supposed to do with you, Rusmir?”

“Tell them I can go home and that I need looking after.”

“I certainly believe you need looking after. As for sending you home... I'm not so sure.”

“Doctor, you need me to go home.”

“Why would I need that?” she asked, genuinely taken aback.

“I know my Zizi.”

A faint smile appeared on his face.

“The way she looked at you when you told her to leave the room... If I stay here much longer, I'm afraid she'll catch you behind a corner somewhere and pluck you like a chicken.”

The psychologist laughed.

“If that's the case, you'd better start packing. I'm going to fetch your woman before she plucks me.”

“That, Doctor, is probably the best outcome for everyone involved.”
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The psychologist left the room wearing an expression of mild confusion.

A few minutes later, Zizi came back in, laughing and still holding her phone.

“Didn't exactly impress the blonde, did you?”

“I can see you're absolutely heartbroken about that, Zizi.”

“She said she'll sign off on you being discharged this afternoon. Apparently you're supposed to stay calm and take it easy.”

“Not exactly easy with those two standing outside. I don't know who put them there or why. I've asked them, but all they say is that they're following orders.”

“Rusmir, darling, they're police officers. They're not freelance artists who can do whatever they fancy.”

“I know. I'd just like to know who's giving the orders.”

“Aren't you going to ask?”

“Ask what?”

“What do you mean, what?”

“What am I not going to ask, woman? Speak plain English. My brain's still not firing on all cylinders these days.”

“Who the message was from.”

“What message?”

“The one that arrived before Miss Leather-and-Thong walked in.”

“I noticed the leather. Looked expensive. But how do you know she was wearing a thong? I didn't undress her. We just talked.”

“You could see the outline through the skirt. Are you blind?”

“I wasn't looking at her skirt. There was plenty worth seeing a little higher up.”

“Oh, so that you noticed?”

“Good grief, woman. The message.”

“What message?”

“The one that arrived before the doctor came in and you caused a scene.”

“I did no such thing. She did. By the way, is there anything about you that she knows and I don't?”

“Not that I'm aware of, but you could've asked her. Hospital rules and all that.”

“Look at you, suddenly an expert on hospital regulations.”

She sounded genuinely annoyed.

“Zizi, what's wrong? I haven't done anything. Why are we arguing?”

“Sorry.”

She sat down in the chair and folded her hands in her lap.

“Something's been off with me lately. We can't seem to stop snapping at each other. And as if that wasn't enough, I got fired.”

“Let's take a break. We both need it. Just look after each other for a while. Turn off the phones, the internet, and the bloody doorbell.”

“Deal. I'm going to find Dr Serdarević. I saw him through the window earlier. Let's find out when we can leave.”

She got up and headed for the door.

As she opened it, she turned back with a smile.

“We really do need a holiday. Oh—and I nearly forgot. The message was from Minela.”

Then she left the room.

“Crazy woman...” Rusmir muttered to himself.

He picked up his phone from the bedside cabinet and switched it on.

The manufacturer's logo spun around for nearly a minute before the screen finally displayed:

Hello, Kaja.

He entered his PIN.

A flood of notifications began arriving: missed calls, messages, and a software update.

The most recent missed call was from Miks.

Strange bloke, that policeman, Rusmir thought.

Something about him reminded Rusmir of stories about Japanese samurai. His life could probably be turned into some epic saga from the age of the shoguns.

He tapped the number and called back.

The phone rang twice.

“Hello, Kaja. Still alive?”

“I am. Disappointed?”

“You're joking. I can hear you're alright. No need to ask.”

“I am now. They say I'm getting out today. What's new with you?”

“Everything. And a few things even I didn't see coming,” Miks replied cheerfully.

“You sound like you got lucky
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