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	Tabula Rasa

	


Part One

	Chapter 1

	Passing the tiny mirror yet again, Ivan couldn’t resist a glance at his reflection. He was happy to have gotten this job and thought the uniform suited him very well; the cap covered the pimples on his forehead and made him look older than his years. And the uniform they’d issued him was new, never worn by anyone before him, and that counted for a lot. Seeing those shiny buttons on the tunic, Ivan had nearly wept. He’d never worn new clothes, and even the smell was unfamiliar to him. It didn’t smell exactly pleasant — some kind of chemical — but the smell brought to mind the factories of the past, where everything sparkled and gleamed and the machines worked fast and smoothly, almost silently. He’d seen production like that in the educational videos at school, and it had seemed a miracle to him, though everyone knew how much harm such factories did to nature.

	Ivan had been a train conductor for only a month, but he’d already seen all sorts of things. The cars weren’t crowded — few people traveled the country now — but there were still passengers, each with his own troubles. One time an old woman would spill the produce from her garden, and the other passengers, glad of the chance to stretch their legs, would chase the potatoes around the whole car like balls. Another time a child would be sick right on the floor, or some lady’s little dog would dart off and slide through the puddle like a regular figure skater on the ice, then leap, delighted, back into its owner’s arms. Or a student would faint from hunger, and Ivan would have to revive her with tea.

	And they summoned him for every little thing, like a waiter in a greasy spoon. But Ivan liked it. He liked his train, which wasn’t part of that outside world — hostile, unpredictable, and mostly poor. Here it was clean, warm, and cozy. Ivan didn’t belong to that world; he’d managed to escape it, and he wouldn’t lose his conductor’s post for anything on earth — not by breaking the rules even once in his life.

	His train sped past houses wrecked by the elements, their roofs torn off, past toppled, half-rotted trees, mangled grain elevators, washed-out fields turned into reeking swamps whose clouds of midges vanished only when the cold came. The conductor always shuddered when they passed those swamps; he couldn’t help thinking about what would happen if the train broke down right there. Ivan tried not to look out the window. Beyond the train’s walls was another world, almost a different dimension, peopled with ghosts. Once, passing a ruined village, Ivan had seen a light in one of the houses. He’d pressed to the window and couldn’t tear his eyes away, not believing them. How could anyone live there, among the grim abandoned buildings, the swamps, and the crows? Ghosts, surely. Ivan was superstitious.

	He’d seen groups of people burning bonfires right in the middle of the wastelands: shaggy men in ragged clothes, women wrapped in blankets, and — he could have sworn — children. Ivan told himself it was just Gypsies, who’d led such a life from time immemorial, and not citizens of his country driven to such a state. They always saw the train off with hostile looks, and Ivan caught himself not wanting to know anything about them. They were over there, on the other side; those were their problems, not his…

	Ivan had everything always under control; he managed everything, having learned the rule book by heart, and not once in his practice had a situation gone beyond what the rules covered. Ivan raised his arm and looked at his watch. It was time to walk the cars again, and the young man set off. He caught himself hurrying through the first two cars to reach the third, the last, almost empty one. Something drew him there as if by a magnet. He’d done his best to make sure as few people as possible remained in that car by the time they reached the station he needed.

	Ivan looked over those present once more. Two students (student passes) chatted eagerly and showed each other photos on an ancient phone with a cracked screen; an elderly lady (pensioner’s card), wrapped in a moth-eaten shawl, was reading an e-reader, its screen cracked too. Ivan doubted she could see even half the text. Beside her sat a well-dressed man, well-off, judging by his new shoes. He, too, was staring at his phone, constantly scrolling something nervously, zooming in, and shaking his head. Ordinary people, in short, the same as ever — except for her… the special passenger.

	She was a young woman, and about her he’d been given strict instructions — to put her off the train in a town called the Pits, where the train stopped for just a couple of minutes. Ivan couldn’t recall anyone who’d ever gotten off at that station (or boarded). There weren’t even any vendors on the platform or stray dogs — though there were plenty of crows. These big, brazen birds reminded Ivan of gravediggers, and it always seemed to him they lived only in cemeteries. So he doubted the town was alive at all. To his mind, a place like that couldn’t even be called a town. Of course he’d never been there, but there could be no doubt. A grim place, and a name to match — the Pits. Whether it was the state of the roads there, or whether it meant burial pits or debtors’ pits, one thing was clear: nothing good could be expected of the town.

	And now he was supposed to put a lone girl off in this very Pits. But first Ivan had to wake her, and that was the most unpleasant — even, you might say, frightening — part. Ivan loved rules; in them everything was always clearly spelled out and thought through, so he didn’t have to improvise. But for this passenger the instruction was a single line: wake her and put her off in the Pits. And when was he supposed to wake her? Let her sleep longer and rouse her right before arrival, or prepare her in advance, explain to the girl what was what? But he himself didn’t know, and, frankly, he was afraid she’d make a scene, throw a tantrum, or something worse. After all, she was… well, it wasn’t for nothing that she’d been…

	Ivan felt himself sweating. He badly wanted to take off his cap and wipe his forehead, but instead he looked at his watch. They’d reach the Pits in twenty-eight minutes. And she’d been put on the train eight hours earlier. All that time the girl had slept in the soft seat, a hand tucked under her head. Her face was serene, her cheeks slightly flushed, and her lips quivered — whether in a barely held smile or, on the contrary, wanting to droop sadly. She was disturbed neither by the students’ loud laughter nor by the train’s stops. Of course this wasn’t natural sleep but the oblivion she’d been consigned to.

	Ivan went up to the passenger and started to reach out a hand, but at the last moment changed his mind. I’ll wait another ten minutes, he decided. No one on this train but him knew who she was — but what if they did? Would they move away from her, or, on the contrary, crowd around to gawk? If he woke her too early, the others would hear their conversation anyway and understand what was what, and then their reaction would be unpredictable and might get out of control, Ivan decided. And he wouldn’t allow any disorder on his train, so let her sleep. She had a few more minutes to remain in happy ignorance.

	Ivan went back to his small compartment, which he loved with all his heart and considered his home. He didn’t even want to leave it when the train returned to his hometown. Here the conductor had everything worked out to the last detail, with nothing superfluous: a comfortable bed, a little table, a lamp. Off to the side, a cabinet for clothes, shoes, and other things. Everything spare and clean. The train’s route was planned so that after twenty-four hours of continuous travel it stopped at the final station and stayed there for the night, then set off back in the morning. And so he lived on this train, having grown close to its every car, every seat, soaking up its particular smell and coming to love all the passengers. They were family to him, family that had dropped by for a visit. Ivan wanted everyone to enjoy their time with him, to be cozy and comfortable and to want to come back again.

	Ivan got in touch with the engineer.

	“A special passenger gets off at the Pits,” he said. “Be attentive, please. I’ll give the signal when it’s all right to depart.”

	“Got it, Ivan,” the engineer responded briefly. He wasn’t fond of talking.

	Time, Ivan decided, and, taking a deep breath, headed for the third car.

	His hand trembled a little as he laid it on the girl’s shoulder. The conductor shook her and said:

	“It’s time to wake up. Your station is coming soon.”

	There was no reaction, and he, nervous as before his first job interview, shook the girl again, and at last she stirred.

	“We’re coming to your station,” Ivan repeated.

	The passenger opened her eyes and stared at the conductor. She looked him straight in the eye, and Ivan felt uneasy. He felt a drop of sweat trickle down his temple.

	“Wake up. Your station is right now,” he repeated, not knowing what else to say.

	“You’re the conductor,” the girl said, as a statement of fact. She turned her head, fixing her gaze for a moment on the window, beyond which it was already growing dark, and nothing could be seen but flickering trees.

	“Yes, I’m the conductor. Ivan Letov,1” he answered.

	“Letov, is it — and outside it’s autumn,” the unusual passenger smiled.

	Ivan no longer doubted that the corners of her lips always strove upward, never down. Pure optimism and good cheer were stamped on her face. Ivan’s stomach knotted. She was so pleasant and sweet, and even cracking jokes. And he was playing such a dirty trick on her. The young man glanced nervously at his watch, just to look away from her; for some reason he was deeply ashamed to meet her eyes, though he was only doing his job.

	“We arrive in ten minutes.”

	“Really?” She shifted in her seat. “My legs have gone stiff.” Now she looked out the window more consciously, and bewilderment flickered in her eyes. “And where are we arriving? Something I… I’m afraid…” She smiled broadly again, flashing snow-white teeth. “I can’t remember boarding this train.”

	Ivan felt a chill run through his whole body.

	“We’ll be in the Pits now. You have a ticket to this town.”

	“The Pits??? I’ve never even heard of it; it can’t be that I’m going there.”

	“And yet that’s how it is. I’m sorry, but we have to head to the exit. The stop in this town is only two minutes,” Ivan said, feeling like a liar and an executioner.

	The girl obediently stood; she clearly hadn’t fully come to herself yet. She walked toward the exit, swaying slightly, and it seemed to Ivan that the passenger was unsteady on her feet not because the train was rocking but because she hadn’t yet shaken off the sleeping drug. He picked up her bag — small but fairly heavy — and trudged to the doors.

	The lone light of the approaching station flashed by. The girl stopped before the doors and made one more attempt.

	“Show me my ticket, please. Maybe you’ve mixed something up. I can’t figure out how I got here or why I bought a ticket to a town with such a strange name.”

	The train was already slowing, and Ivan quickly took out her ticket.

	“Here’s your ticket. I assure you, there’s no mistake.”

	“But…”

	The train stopped; the doors slid automatically apart.

	“Let me help you,” Ivan said quickly and, jumping out onto the platform, offered the passenger his hand. There was nothing for her to do but accept the help, lean on the offered hand, and step off the train.

	When Ivan took her by the hand, he nearly jerked his own back, because the girl’s hand was hard and somehow ridged, not smooth, as if covered in scars. Then again, maybe that was just how it was.

	“Here’s your luggage,” Ivan said, his tongue tripping over the words, and held out the bag.

	The moment she took it, the conductor leapt back into his cozy, familiar world. He’d managed it, done everything right on schedule. His heart pounded, his armpits were damp, and the unpleasant taste of bile rose in his mouth. So that was the reckoning for what he’d done. Ivan was too young to carry out such errands without pangs of conscience. There was no putting it off any longer — they had a schedule, after all…

	He gave the engineer the signal, and the doors slid smoothly shut. Ivan couldn’t take his eyes off the girl he’d left on the platform. Only now did the young man notice she was dressed for the wrong weather. As if to confirm his observation, a sharp gust of wind whipped up his former passenger’s hair. Ivan shivered. The girl’s hands, white with cold, gripped the heavy bag, but she didn’t seem to have realized yet that she was freezing. He felt like a vile master who’d driven his faithful dog out into the forest and abandoned it there. For the first time in his life his work brought him no satisfaction, even done entirely by the book. Sometimes the rules are cruel. Maybe sometimes the rules are worth breaking?

	For a few more seconds the gazes of the conductor and the girl were fixed on each other, but the train, gathering speed, severed that connection, racing away from the Pits, following its route. It cared nothing for human feelings; it had a path of its own.

	Chapter 2

	The train pulled away smoothly, almost soundlessly, carrying off with it a small piece of the understandable, familiar world. There, at least, was a conductor who kept order; he knew what to do and where the train was headed. Anything at all might happen to it along the way, but the people sitting inside were sure they’d end up exactly where they needed to be. A false certainty, but a pleasant one.

	The girl left on the platform, meanwhile, had no idea where to go or what to do. A single dim lamp barely lit the platform, and shadows thickened all around. The wind, blowing in gusts, drove the traveler toward the station building. Her mind couldn’t get its bearings on what to do, but her body, craving warmth, knew exactly where to look for it. A big tree rustled its leaves menacingly, the old trunk creaked, the crows flew up. The girl hurried inside the small building, slinging her bag over her shoulder. The old door yielded reluctantly, letting the visitor in; her steps rang hollowly on the marble floor. Inside it was almost as cold as out, and the hall was lit only by the faint light from the window. Dusk was falling outside, and soon complete darkness threatened here, unless someone turned on the lights. Apparently no one in the Pits expected arrivals, which was why they hadn’t bothered with the lighting.

	The hall was small, but since it was utterly deserted and the only furniture was a dozen old wooden chairs, a loud echo accompanied every step. She didn’t go to the lit window, because she had absolutely no idea what to say to whoever was inside.

	Instead the girl went to one of the windows, set her bag on the sill, and opened it. Right on top she found a small wallet, and in it discovered exactly what she was looking for — documents.

	Impatiently pulling out the ID card, she read the name: Lika Yarova, born 2052. A young woman looked out at her from the photo, with short black hair and big, wide-open eyes, as if she were afraid to blink.

	Is this really me? For the first time since waking on the train, the girl asked herself who, exactly, she was. How strange — yet she couldn’t answer the simplest question. She dug through her memory and felt her legs go weak, because she had no idea what her name was. How could that be? Had she lost her memory? That sort of thing did happen.

	After thinking briefly, she rummaged through the bag. The things were unfamiliar to her; they gave off a strange smell, almost a man’s, though the items clearly belonged to a woman. She had no desire to examine them here, standing in the cold, dead waiting room, but she pulled out a warm woolen sweater and put it on, wrinkling her nose. The bag grew a little lighter and less bulky.

	Spotting a sign in the gloom of the hall pointing to the restroom, the girl headed there, hoping to find a mirror. Even without the sign the restroom would have been easy to find — by the smell. It was dark there too, and she flicked the switch. Over the sink right by the entrance there did hang a mirror, and the girl peered into it a little timidly. There was no doubt: the same huge, frightened eyes.

	She couldn’t help snorting — did she really always look this scared? She stuck out her tongue at herself, then wrinkled her forehead, bared her teeth, turned her chin this way and that, studying herself from every angle. She had a jaunty boyish cut with a long fringe, hair black and glossy. On the whole she liked the reflection in the mirror, except for the deep crease between her eyes and another running across her forehead from temple to temple, like an ugly scar. Lika thought it strange — by all appearances she was young, so where did such creases come from? She rubbed her forehead, trying to wipe the lines away, but to no avail. Well, to hell with them; right now she had more important problems. She looked herself in the eye.

	So I’m Lika. She rolled the name on her tongue, repeating it to herself syllable by syllable: Li-ka, Li-ka. A strange name, stirring no response in her, meaning nothing. It seemed to her she’d never heard such a name before. Into her head floated the names Angelica, Lydia, Malika. Those names she remembered, even knew their origins, but the name Lika was somehow… faceless. That’s it! Faceless was exactly the word — it wasn’t even a name but some kind of stump, a derivative, belonging to no one before. But it was her name, what she was called; that was what it said on her ID. Lika was thoroughly confused. There was a kind of jumble in her head; she couldn’t think clearly. And the strangest part was that she understood this, was aware that something was wrong with her, that some thought kept slipping away, giving her nothing to grab hold of and untangle the knot.

	Lika left the restroom and decided to go through the bag, because she truly didn’t understand what to do next. She chose one of the old creaking chairs and perched on it, not noticing that she was trying to do everything as quietly as possible, as if hiding from whoever was surely sitting behind the window. Examining the wallet again, Lika found in it a small square of stiff paper that read: “Yarova, Lika L., b. 2052 — report immediately to the police precinct of the town of the Pits to be registered,” with a stamp and a sweeping signature. What was on the stamp she couldn’t make out in the gloom.

	Report to the police precinct… Lika almost caught that very thought slipping away, but just then the door creaked and an old man’s voice rang out, echoing off the walls of the empty hall:

	“Who’s prowling around here?”

	The girl flinched, nearly dropping the slip of paper. She saw an elderly man who didn’t dare come closer.

	“Good evening,” Lika stood and took a few steps toward the old man. “I need to get to the nearest police precinct. Could you tell me where it is?”

	“Nearest!” the old man snorted contemptuously. “It’s the only one. What, you’re not a local?”

	“No, I’ve only just arrived.”

	“To the police on purpose, eh?”

	“I don’t know, to be honest.”

	“How’s that? Turned up in the Pits not knowing why? To call the police, is that it?”

	“I just don’t remember; it seems I’ve lost my memory,” Lika answered amiably, trying to ignore the old man’s suspicious tone.

	Hearing her words, he gasped, backed away, and spat:

	“So you’re one of them! I’ll call the police now.”

	“Yes, that would be just the thing,” Lika agreed. Why walk through an unfamiliar town looking for the precinct, freezing as she went, if they could come here themselves? An excellent idea.

	The watchman, cashier, stationmaster — whoever he was — disappeared into his booth and slammed the door. Lika couldn’t sit still; she went to the window and peered inside. The man was already dialing a number on a small panel in the wall. Noticing Lika, he irritably shut the plastic blinds in her face — so ancient they were all cracked and riddled with tiny holes. In any case Lika couldn’t see anything through them, and, with a sigh, she stepped away from the little window.

	The street outside was dark and dismal; Lika felt sorry for it. No one wanted it, no one wanted to be here, not even her, who had clearly ended up here by some mistake and would soon leave it too. While she waited for the police, pacing the station building, it sank wholly into darkness. But Lika had gotten used to the place by now and wasn’t afraid; all that time she tried to remember at least something about herself, but in vain.

	And here came the police car, lighting up the street with its headlights. Doors slammed, and dark silhouettes, stepping firmly, entered the station building.

	“What’s with the dark?” a voice rang out. “Where’s the switch?”

	“We’re economizing, see,” came at once the voice of the old man, leaning out of his cubbyhole.

	“Hoping for a bonus? Turn the lights on, come on,” the policeman barked.

	“All right, no need to yell.”

	Lika felt as if she’d landed in a shadow theater; she wasn’t taking part in the play but was merely a spectator, watching the figures move and deliver their lines. At last a click sounded and a faint, dim light tried to disperse the darkness of the hall. In the old dusty fixture LED bulbs came on. Half of them had long since stopped working, but everyone present could now make one another out.

	“There she is,” the watchman jabbed a finger toward Lika.

	“Hello,” Lika went up to the policemen, who exchanged glances and began studying her with interest. Lika thought they behaved rather tactlessly, as if deliberately trying to fluster her.

	“So young,” one shook his head.

	“Got the order?” asked the other.

	“This one?” Lika held out the slip.

	The policeman took it without trying to explain anything, then asked for her ID.

	“So — Yarova, Lika?”

	Lika didn’t answer, considering the question rhetorical.

	“At least it’s not the Swamp Hag,” the second policeman attempted a joke. The watchman tittered, and Lika thought the name the Swamp Hag sounded far more familiar than Lika Yarova.

	“All right, let’s go to the precinct,” the policeman said, handing the girl back her ID. “You really don’t remember anything?”

	She shook her head.

	“Don’t worry, it’ll all work out,” the policeman uttered his first humane phrase.

	They put Lika in the back seat of an old car that reeked of cigarettes and vomit and drove her through the unfamiliar town. Rain began, accompanying the strange journey into the unknown. She was glad to leave the station building — a way station where no one is ever comfortable, and anyone who ends up there strives for only one thing: to leave the place.

	Lika wasn’t afraid. She was surprised at her own thoughts: I know the concept of “fear” and I’m aware that things exist that inspire fear, but I can’t recall what it is that I myself am afraid of.

	The streets outside were deserted, but, as the rare lights in the windows suggested, the town did have residents. They met no other cars on the road; the traffic was nil. Judging by the size of the streets, Lika concluded that the town was quite small, and, for the umpteenth time, wondered what had brought her here. Maybe she had family here? Or a job? Or a sweetheart?

	“Here we are,” the policeman said, parking the car beside a dark building.

	“Is there really no one there?” Lika asked.

	“The workday’s over. We’re on duty,” the policeman explained. “And there are barely a handful of us workers as it is.”

	Lika nodded. She got out of the car, where it had at least been warmer than outside, where rain was falling and the wind at once set itself the goal of blowing out whatever warmth she had left. Opening the door and flicking the switch, the policemen let her into the precinct and led her to a small office, quite decently furnished and painted in light colors. The desks and chairs here were light beige, like the fabric blinds on the windows, and the floor was light laminate. It was fairly warm, which let Lika relax, settling onto a soft chair with torn upholstery.

	One of the policemen sat at the desk across from Lika, while the other asked:

	“Want some tea?”

	“I do,” the girl answered.

	The policeman sitting across from her switched on the computer, opened the program he needed, and looked intently at Lika. He seemed to be deciding how to begin the conversation but couldn’t find the words.

	“I still haven’t introduced myself. Senior Sergeant Mykyta Horn, and this is Sergeant Mykola Shapovets. I’m supposed to explain what’s happened to you.”

	The second policeman set a cup of tea and a sugar bowl in front of Lika and settled at the next desk over, clearly unwilling to miss a word of this conversation.

	“Explain?” Lika repeated. “You know what’s wrong with me?”

	“More or less, yes.”

	The sergeant looked at her intently. It was as if he were trying to read a very old inscription, half effaced, the letters barely distinguishable.

	“All right,” Lika nodded. “I’m listening.”

	“You’re a criminal, Lika. For the crime you committed, your memory was erased so that you could start life over. From a blank slate, as they say.”

	Chapter 3

	“A criminal?” Lika smiled. She caught herself, with surprise, wanting to smile all the time. Here she’d just been told either utter nonsense or something perfectly terrible, and her reaction was a smile. “And what crime did I commit?” Something told her the senior sergeant was telling the truth, but Lika felt neither embarrassment nor indignation.

	“I can’t tell you. That’s exactly why your memory was erased — so you’d know nothing about yourself.” After a short pause, Mykyta added, “And I don’t know myself. It’s classified information. They don’t pass it on to us. And as far as I know, it’s deleted at once.”

	“And what if I’m very dangerous?”

	“Since they let you live, you’re not too dangerous. The most dangerous are executed, and since you were released, the jury decided you could be given a second chance.”

	Lika thought about this and found that such a system of justice surfaced in her memory. Yes, that was right: memory was erased for only a small percentage of criminals, those who’d committed grave crimes. For especially grave ones — the death penalty; for moderate and minor ones — fines. Simple. A World Without Prisons.

	“So I committed a grave crime?” Lika was surprised. She felt nothing in herself that could have driven her to it. Did that mean the system worked? That they’d erased not only her memory but everything negative that had led to the crime?

	“So it seems.” Senior Sergeant Horn looked at the computer monitor and skimmed something.

	“And now what? Where do I go?” Lika asked.

	“I’ll register you, enter you in the system, and take you to your new place of residence. You’ll be provided with work, given vouchers for basic necessities, and paid a wage.”

	“And what sort of work is it?” There was doubt in Lika’s voice. “What if I can’t manage it? After all, I was probably someone before I…”

	“You’re a different person now. Don’t guess — try to accept your new life.”

	“So what will I be doing?”

	“Planting trees in spring and autumn, tending saplings in winter; in summer, fertilizing, watering, pruning. The work is hard, but socially useful.”

	Lika said nothing. She had no ideas on the matter. She had no notion how to care for trees, and, what’s more, didn’t know her own attitude toward hard work. But some inner voice seemed to tell her she’d manage.

	“And where will I live?”

	“In a dormitory.”

	Lika looked up at the ceiling, as if the answer to what a dormitory was lay hidden there. The word was familiar, but the memories of it weren’t her own — they were more like pictures from a movie: long, poorly lit corridors, walls painted green, creaking floors, and old, uncomfortable beds.

	The policeman was quickly filling out some form on his computer, glancing now and then at Lika’s documents. When he’d finished, he said:

	“I’ll drive you over. For the time being you’ll need to come here once a month. You’ll have your own inspector to oversee you. I’d recommend keeping a low profile, not getting into conflicts, and doing everything you’re told.”

	Then he turned to his partner:

	“Call Green Park, warn them about a new resident.”

	“Green Park?” Lika asked the policeman, already seated in the car. “Such a sweet name.”

	Senior Sergeant Horn said nothing. He was grim, or maybe just tired. Lika let her gaze linger on the little creases around his lips and concluded that this man was more inclined to sorrow than to laughter.

	“Could I have been a physiognomist?” she asked, and smiled to herself.

	Mykyta started the engine and, looking ahead at the headlit road, said slowly:

	“Stop guessing — that’s my advice. You’ll only torment yourself and still never learn the truth.”

	Lika fell silent, but inwardly she thought, the whole way, that that would never happen. She would never stop wondering who she was and what she’d forgotten. It was simply impossible — like trying to stop asking “what’s the meaning of life.” But the policeman wasn’t the person to discuss such things with.

	Lika realized she was tired. Her legs ached, as if copper wires had been screwed into them and a giant magnet beside them was trying to pull them toward itself.

	“And here’s Green Park.” The headlights lit up a long single-story building. Light burned in a few windows; everything else was sunk in darkness.

	Horn got out of the car, took out Lika’s bag, and, with a nod to the girl, strode firmly to the front door. The rain had stopped and the wind had died down, but Lika felt uneasy. Submissively she followed the policeman to the strange, unwelcoming building where she’d have to live. Mykyta Horn raised a hand to knock at the door, but it swung open before them, letting them in.

	“Mykyta, I’ve been waiting for you. They called and told me you were coming.”

	“Good,” the senior sergeant nodded and went inside.

	Lika and the policeman found themselves in a small vestibule. It was quiet and cold here, the light dim, and the woman who’d met them looked at Lika with a strange expression. The woman was of indeterminate age; her gray hair added a decade, but her lively, clear eyes, darting this way and that as if she were speed-reading, said she was no more than fifty. She was thin, with long limbs, a sharp nose, and a receding chin.

	“Arya Ivanivna — the dormitory warden,” Mykyta introduced the woman. “This is Lika Yarova, a new resident. They should have emailed you her referral. Is her room ready?” Mykyta clearly wanted to be rid of Lika as fast as possible.

	“There’s a room, but…” the woman gave Lika a sidelong look. “Who’d want to live with her?”

	“That’s your own internal problem. It’s none of my concern; you’ll sort it out, Arya Ivanivna.” The policeman turned to go.

	“Wait!” Arya Ivanivna exclaimed. “You there… see her to her room, would you… don’t leave me alone with her.”

	Lika snorted, and Mykyta answered irritably:

	“Arya Ivanivna, I’m on duty. You think I’ve got nothing better to do?”

	“Oh, what business is there in the Pits, really? Here she is” — the warden jabbed a finger toward Lika — “the biggest business in our whole town. I’ve never seen the likes of her, not even online.”

	The warden spoke as if Lika weren’t standing right there, addressing only the
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