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CHAPTER 1: THE ATTACK
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PART 1: MOSCOW — FSO ANALYSIS ROOM, STARAYA SQUARE | JANUARY 6, 2025 | 16:23 LOCAL TIME

Irena Volkova had been following the money for two hours when she realized her tea had gone cold. She picked it up, set it down again, and returned her eyes to the screen. Outside, Moscow moved through the January dark — headlights on the wet street below, the Lubyanka dark against a darker sky. The matrix on her screen belonged to a commodities trading company registered in Luxembourg, one of three hundred and twelve entities she was tracking as part of a routine surveillance rotation. The company was not, on its face, interesting. But the routing pattern of its outbound transfers — through Cyprus, then into accounts in the Seychelles — had a rhythm she had seen before. She kept following it, patiently, without deciding in advance what she would find — the same discipline she brought to everything.

She had meant to call her mother earlier in the week. On the third. On the fourth. On the fifth. Now it was the sixth, Orthodox Christmas Eve, and the thought arrived with the particular urgency of things postponed past the point of reasonable excuse. She picked up her phone. The call connected on the second ring.

"You're working," her mother said. It was not a question.

"I'm just finishing something."

"It's Christmas Eve." A pause, and behind it the sound of a bag set down or picked up on a kitchen counter — her mother was always in motion. "Have you eaten?"

"I had lunch."

"That was hours ago. That's not eating, that's archaeology." A beat, then: "I'm making the twelve dishes. Twelve. For the twelve apostles. Father Michael tried to tell me eleven was sufficient last year. I told him the apostles are not subject to compromise."

Irena smiled at the screen. "How is he?"

"Old. We're all old. You should come home sometime and see how old we've gotten." Not bitter — her mother was never bitter. "When did you last come to Nesterov?"

"April."

"April. In April there is nothing to see. Come in January. Come now. The snow is coming down beautifully tonight — even the border road was difficult this afternoon, Grigory told me, and he drives it every day. But beautiful. I have enough kutya for eleven people and there will be four of us."

"Next year," Irena said. She said it every year.

"Next year." Her mother repeated it in the tone of a woman who has learned to take what she is given and not complain about what she is not. "I'm going to the service at eight. Father Michael and I will be arguing about the apostles in the front row. Come in the spring and tell him I was right." A pause. "Do you pray?"

"Not really."

"No. You never did. You were always too practical." Softer now: "Eat something, Irena. Promise me."

"I promise."

"And call me tomorrow."

"I'll call tomorrow."

"You won't," her mother said, and there was a warmth in it that made the words the opposite of a reproach. "But try anyway. I love you."

"I love you too."

The line went quiet. Irena set the phone face-down beside the keyboard and did not pick it back up.

She had done this before — set the phone down at the exact point where the conversation would otherwise have turned toward something she didn't have an answer for. Her mother never pushed. That was the trick of it. Elena Volkova asked the same three questions every time — have you eaten, do you pray, when are you coming home — and let the silences after them do whatever work silence was going to do. Irena had spent six years telling herself this was simply how the two of them talked, a rhythm they had settled into and both found comfortable. She was not entirely sure, sitting there with the phone face-down and the screen glowing in front of her, that this was true. It was easier to return to the money.

She picked her tea back up out of habit, found it cold again, and did not get up to make more.

Outside, Moscow moved through the cold evening in its usual indifferent way — trolleybuses grinding along Novaya Ploshchad, a line of black government sedans idling outside an entrance two buildings down, the ordinary machinery of the capital running on schedule regardless of what night it was on the church calendar. On the screen, the Luxembourg company's transfers kept moving from account to account, patient and unhurried, following the path of least resistance toward a destination someone, somewhere, had chosen for them in advance. It was not her job to know the destination yet. It was her job to know the path.

She made a note in the case file — pattern consistent with layering structure observed 11/2024, ref. file 4471 — and kept working, because that was the other thing her mother didn't know about her, or knew and had decided not to say aloud: that the work had stopped being a place Irena went to and become the place she lived, and that Nesterov, however much she loved it, had become somewhere she visited from there.

She did not think about her mother again until the call came, seven hours later, from a number she did not recognize.

PART 2: NESTEROV — KALININGRAD OBLAST | JANUARY 6, 2025 | ORTHODOX CHRISTMAS EVE | 1600 HOURS

THE SNOW BEGAN TO FALL just before four in the afternoon — not the biting fury of a storm but a soft, generous laziness, large flakes drifting from a sky the color of old pewter. In Nesterov, a town of four thousand souls that measured time by the turning of seasons rather than the ticking of clocks, the snow was a signal to slow down further still. On Christmas Eve, that was not a hardship. It was a ritual.

Nesterov sat in the southeastern corner of the Kaliningrad enclave, a forgotten outpost that had been German once — Stallupönen, then Ebenrode, then nothing at all when the Red Army swept through in January of 1945. It was renamed for a colonel who had died in the fighting and had been Russian ever since, though the steep-roofed architecture and the Prussian grid of its streets still carried the ghost of what had come before.

The Lithuanian border lay ten kilometers to the east, a dark treeline visible on a clear day, a bureaucratic fact the townspeople acknowledged and rarely thought about. The trucks that had once rumbled through toward Vilnius or Kaunas sat idle in their depots now, engines cold, drivers reassigned. The EU and its sanctions had seen to that.

Tonight, none of it mattered. Tonight was Christmas Eve.

Maxim Petrov walked along Lenina Street with his gloves tucked into his belt and his hands swinging free. His face carried his forty-five years honestly — lines from squinting into the wind, a nose bent slightly from a fistfight he no longer remembered clearly, a heavy jaw that gave him a look of permanent determination. He carried a paper bag of oranges and sweets, a small luxury in a corner of Kaliningrad where such things had to be ordered from the city or smuggled through connections everyone had and no one discussed.

He nodded to everyone who met his eyes. "С Рождеством." "С Рождеством," they answered, and meant it. An old man in a fur hat raised a bottle of something clear and gestured an invitation. Petrov shook his head and pointed toward home — the universal sign of a man under orders from his wife.

He had served twenty-three years in the Border Service. His father, a career noncommissioned officer on the Chinese frontier in the seventies, used to say a man without a uniform was a man without a purpose, and by the time the old man died of lung cancer, Maxim had come to believe it without ever quite deciding to. He was not a political officer, not a man who gave speeches or appeared on television. He was a border man — a grunt who walked the perimeter and wrote reports no one read, good at his job through repetition and attention rather than instinct alone.

His posting was Border Post 7-Alpha, six kilometers east of town, monitoring twelve kilometers of flat farmland and forest — a "low-activity sector," which was the Border Service's polite way of saying nothing ever happened there. He liked it that way. He had done his time on the Chechen frontier, where the mountains hid men who could vanish before you finished raising your rifle, and on the Finnish border, where the cold tried to kill you every day whether or not anyone was shooting. He had been shot at twice and had seen men die in ways he did not discuss with Yana — a young conscript named Osminin who had frozen solid against a fence post two nights before relief arrived, and a Chechen fighter close enough to touch, whose face Petrov still saw sometimes in the half-second before sleep took him. The posting to 7-Alpha had been a reward for all of that, an assignment quietly arranged by a commander who understood that some men had earned a border where nothing happened, and Petrov had taken it gratefully, without asking too many questions about why he in particular had been chosen for it.

Outside the grocery store, a cheerful argument was in full swing — as much a part of Christmas in Nesterov as the liturgy. Elena Volkova, a retired schoolteacher whose opinions carried the clarity of a struck bell, was holding court with the shopkeeper, Grigory, who had sold groceries on Lenina Street longer than most of his customers had been alive.

"Twelve dishes," she said, tapping the counter. "Not eleven. Not thirteen. Twelve. For the twelve apostles. This is not a suggestion. This is the law of God and the law of common sense, which happen to be the same thing when you think about it."

Grigory laughed, a sound like gravel in a tin can. "Elena Ivanovna, if I gave you thirteen dishes you'd still cook twelve, and you'd find a way to lose the thirteenth before it reached the table. Probably into your neighbor's dog."

"And you'd still overcharge me for the poppy seeds," she shot back. "It's tradition. You overcharge. I complain. The world keeps turning."

Petrov leaned in, oranges crinkling against his coat. "Save some for us, Elena Ivanovna. Yana's kutya isn't the same without them."

"Maxim! Tell your wife not to be lazy this year. Kutya needs patience. Last year she used too much honey and not enough patience — I could taste it in every spoonful."

"I'll supervise," Petrov said, solemn. "Clipboard and stopwatch."

Elena waved him off, a gesture both dismissive and fond. "You supervise borders. Let women handle God."

A pack of children ran past dragging a battered sled, a smaller child riding it and shrieking something between terror and delight. A mother's voice called from a window: "Inside! You'll catch your death!" "Five minutes!" came the chorus back — a promise both sides understood would be broken, and understood was a kind of contract anyway.

Further down Lenina Street, strings of colored lights ran between the lampposts, put up every December by the same three men from the housing office and taken down every February by the same three men, grumbling about the cold in exactly the same words each year. Someone had propped a hand-painted sign against the war memorial — a child's drawing, taped over with plastic to keep the snow off, showing a soldier and an angel standing on either side of a star. Nobody knew whose child had made it. Nobody had taken it down.

Outside the pharmacy, two off-duty conscripts from the Gusev garrison stood smoking, their collars up, watching the street with the loose, unbothered attention of young men a long way from anything that mattered to them. One of them called out to Petrov by rank out of habit, then remembered it was a holiday and waved instead. Petrov waved back. He recognized neither of them. New rotation, probably — the garrison turned over its junior conscripts every eighteen months, and Petrov had stopped trying to learn their faces years ago, much as a farmer stops naming livestock he knows will eventually be sold.

Petrov's building was a stolid concrete block from the early sixties, still standing on the simple principle that enough rebar outlasts mediocrity. The courtyard was full of neighbors carrying covered dishes between doorways, trading plates like offerings. The air smelled of garlic, cabbage, and the sweet edge of compote.

"Maxim, try this," someone said, pushing a spoonful of borscht at him from a pot that seemed to have appeared out of nowhere. He tasted it and nodded. "Too much garlic," a voice argued from the second floor. "Not enough," another countered from behind him. Laughter followed, warm and without a punchline.

Yana stood near the stairwell, coat open despite the cold, a wooden spoon in one hand and her phone in the other, directing the flow of dishes with the spoon like a woman conducting an orchestra she'd built from scratch. She was forty-two, dark hair in a practical bun, eyes the color of strong tea. She had trained as a nurse and stopped working three years ago to care for her mother, who had died that autumn and left a silence Yana was still learning to live inside.

Katya darted between the adults, seven years old, blonde hair escaping the knitted hat Yana had crammed onto her that morning, both hands full of paper stars cut with the painstaking seriousness only children bring to art. "Papa," she said, breathless with an urgency that was, to any adult, entirely inconsequential and to her the only thing in the world. "I made a new one for the window. It's the biggest yet. Eight points."

Petrov knelt, oranges crinkling against his leg. "The best one?"

"The best," she confirmed, with the absolute certainty of the very young.

He kissed her cold forehead and she pressed the star into his hands — lopsided, points uneven, the scissor-lines ragged where her hand had slipped. It was, without question, the most beautiful thing he had ever seen.

Inside, the small warm rooms smelled of cabbage, mushrooms, honey, and fresh bread. Photographs on the walls. Katya's drawings taped to the refrigerator. A model tank Petrov had built from a kit years ago, standing sentry on a shelf above the television. The table already carried the traditional feast — herring with beets and mayonnaise, boiled potatoes with dill, pickled mushrooms gathered from the autumn forest, cabbage-and-carrot salad sharp with vinegar, a pitcher of dried-fruit compote cooling by the window.

Elena Volkova arrived without knocking, because Elena Volkova had never knocked on a door in Nesterov in seventy-one years and was not going to start. She set down a plate of her poppy seed cakes as though delivering a verdict — small, dense, dusted with sugar, glazed with honey and lemon. By universal agreement, the finest in the Kaliningrad Oblast, a fact she accepted with the same unbothered certainty she accepted the sunrise.

She had a daughter in Moscow, a fact the whole building knew and no one mentioned unless Elena raised it herself, which she did rarely and always in the same clipped, proud tone she used for things she had decided not to worry about out loud. "Irena called," she told Yana, setting her coat over the back of a chair. "Working, of course. On Christmas Eve. I told her to eat something. She said she would. She won't." She said it lightly, a simple fact of weather reported and set aside, and moved on to the compote before anyone could ask her anything further about it.

"She works too hard," Yana said, because it seemed like the kind thing to say.

"She works exactly as hard as she needs to," Elena said, "which is the problem. There's a difference between duty and hiding, and my daughter has never once in her life admitted there's a difference." She said it as though it settled the matter, and reached for a knife to start on the bread.

"Taste," she ordered Petrov.

He bit into one, chewed with exaggerated thought. "Needs salt."

Elena sniffed — a sound that could have stripped paint off a battleship. "It needs faith. Something you soldiers know nothing about. You check sensors and walk in straight lines. Faith takes imagination."

Yana rolled her eyes at her husband: she will never change, and we wouldn't want her to.

The church bell tolled once at a quarter to five, a low sound that settled into the bones of the town. The Church of the Holy Spirit, white-walled with a brick roof that caught the last light like a lantern, stood at the center of things. Father Michael, sixty years old and twenty years arrived from Smolensk, was already preparing for the evening service.

Petrov checked his watch — scratched face, worn band, fifteen years old. Sixteen fifty-two. Less than two hours before he had to leave.

"I need to go," he told Yana at eighteen fifteen, and the words dropped between them like a stone into still water.

She nodded, her smile fading. She always knew. The border did not observe holidays, and Petrov's name had been on the Christmas Eve rotation for six years running.

"Drive slow," she said, her hand on his arm a beat longer than it needed to be — a military wife's economy of worry, compressed into the smallest gesture that could still carry it.

Katya hugged him hard, arms locked around his neck with a strength that always surprised him. She smelled of soap and sugar.

"Tomorrow," she whispered against his ear.

"Tomorrow," he promised, meaning it completely. He would finish the shift, drive home before dawn, be there when she woke. They would open the gifts Yana had wrapped in newspaper and string, eat the leftover cakes, drink tea, watch the snow.

He set her down, kissed Yana on the forehead — the same spot where he'd kissed Katya, a small unplanned symmetry that had become, without his noticing, a private ritual — and walked out into the cold.

Dusk had thickened into that soft, uncertain hour that is neither night nor day. Snow turned voices into murmurs and footsteps into whispers. Petrov climbed into his Lada Niva, twenty-two years old and running more on stubbornness than engineering, and coaxed the engine to life.

He drove east out of town, past the last houses, past the cemetery where his father was buried, past fields where the winter wheat slept under snow, waiting for a spring still months off. The road ran straight through the flatness. The radio played something about love and loss that he barely registered. His mind was already at the post, running the checklist he had run ten thousand times. Sensors. Comms array. Thermal feeds. Log entries. Coffee.

Border Post 7-Alpha rose out of the white like something the land had half-forgotten — a single-story concrete box with narrow, mesh-reinforced windows, built in the late seventies when the border with Soviet Lithuania had been an administrative fiction. An antenna on the roof. A frozen tricolor hanging limp from its pole.

Sergeant Dmitri Kozlov met him at the door, stamping snow from his boots. Twenty-six, compact, dark-haired, from Chelyabinsk, two years at the post — the quiet, unflappable competence of a man who did his job and expected no praise for it.

"Quiet evening, sir."

"As it should be." Petrov's eyes were already on the monitors — four meters by six of control room, camera feeds showing empty fields, empty forest, empty road. Thermal sensors glowing green. The backup radio, a vacuum-tube relic older than Kozlov, sat dark in its cradle.

They checked the boards together, as they did at every shift change. Feeds normal. Sensors normal. Nothing to report, which was itself the report.

Except for one line. The eastern sensor — grid four, covering the treeline nearest the border — had registered a brief contact at seventeen forty-one. Four seconds. A single thermal signature, consistent with a large animal. Appeared, held, vanished. No corroborating movement from grids three or five. Kozlov had logged it as fauna and cleared the alert.

Petrov looked at the timestamp, then at the gap where the adjacent readings should have been. An animal large enough to trip grid four would have kept moving and crossed a threshold somewhere. Something that appeared and vanished without crossing anything was not an animal. It was a malfunction, or it was something placed within range and then taken away again.

He filed the thought where border guards file things that are probably nothing and are not quite forgotten either.

"Grid four logged a contact at seventeen forty-one," he said, tapping the entry. "You cleared it as fauna."

"A deer, probably. Held steady four seconds, then nothing." Kozlov shrugged, unbothered. "No corroboration from three or five. If it had crossed the line it would've shown up somewhere."

"That's the part I don't like. It didn't cross anywhere. It just stopped existing."

"Could be the sensor. Grid four's been temperamental since the last frost — you flagged it yourself in November."

"Maybe." Petrov made a note to have the technician from Gusev look at the unit's calibration log going back a month, not just the last firmware update, and left it at that. It was, in all likelihood, exactly what Kozlov said it was: an aging sensor doing what aging sensors do in a Baltic winter. He had learned, over twenty-three years, that most anomalies were exactly as boring as they looked, and that the trick of the job was not chasing every one of them, but knowing which ones to keep in the back of your mind anyway.

"Christmas dinner?" he asked, nodding at a thermos and a foil-wrapped package.

"Pelmeni. My mother sent them. Frozen, but good."

"Heat them up. I'll take the first walk."

He climbed the ladder to the roof and stood in the falling snow, boots crunching a thin skin of ice. The air was clean, cold, and still. Nesterov was a smudge of amber light on the western horizon. The church bell carried faintly across the frozen fields. To the east: forest, border, dark.

He brushed snow off the antenna, checked the signal on the portable meter, and stood a moment longer, looking at nothing. Below him the post's single window threw a rectangle of weak light onto the snow, and inside it he could see Kozlov moving between the desk and the hot plate, unwrapping the foil package his mother had sent. It was, Petrov thought, a good enough way to spend a Christmas Eve shift — quiet, warm enough, someone else's pelmeni on the stove. He'd had worse.

And felt something anyway — not a thought, not quite a premonition, something older: a tightening low in the back of his neck, the sensation an animal gets a half-second before it hears the twig snap.

He dismissed it. Professionals do not act on feelings. He climbed back down and went inside to check the logs.

The clock on the wall read nineteen fifty-three.

PART 3: BORDER POST 7-ALPHA / NESTEROV — 2000 HOURS

AT EXACTLY TWENTY HUNDRED hours, the night came apart.

The first burst of heavy machine-gun fire tore into the eastern wall of Border Post 7-Alpha, a hammering that punched through concrete as if it were plywood. The sound was enormous, physical — for a fraction of a second Petrov thought the building itself had simply given out after fifty winters. Then cordite and pulverized concrete filled the air, and his body understood what his mind had not yet caught up to.

They were under fire.

The lights died in the same instant, the rounds severing the power line where it entered the east wall. Muzzle flash outside strobed through the shattered windows — a monitor exploding, the comms panel buckling inward, ceiling tile raining down — then blackness, worse than the destruction itself.

The bursts came in disciplined sixes and eights, three seconds apart, exact enough to be frightening in a way panic never is. This was not spray. This was a trained operator walking fire across a structure with a stopwatch in his head.

Kozlov was halfway to the console, reaching for the emergency transmitter, when the second burst caught him. It threw him backward off his feet; he folded and hit the floor and did not move. Petrov, who had seen enough dead men to know the difference between a wound and a killing blow, understood at once that the sergeant was gone. He shouted the name anyway — a reflex older than thought — and the machine gun swallowed it whole.

A third burst stitched a line of holes across the wall where his own head had been a second before. He dropped and pressed himself to the ground, cheek against gritty concrete, the floor thrumming under each impact in a bass tremor he felt in his teeth.

Twenty-three years of drills took over where thought had stopped working. Cover. Assess. Communicate. Move. He ran the sequence out of pure muscle memory even as the middle two steps collapsed under him — there was no assessing anything beyond incoming, sustained, heavy, and no communicating it to anyone. That left cover and move, and the room was fast running out of places that offered either.

The radio was dead. The console was dead. He crawled to the backup handset by feel — Soviet-era, its own battery, kept exactly for nights like this one, though no one who had installed it thirty years ago had imagined a night quite like this — and found only silence. The antenna was gone.

They killed the comms first. That was the signature of people who had done this before.

Outside, an engine revved, heavy and diesel, and moved from due east to northeast — repositioning. The gun opened up again in short controlled bursts, methodically covering the sections it hadn't already reduced to rubble.

His rifle hung on the rack near the door, three meters away across a killing zone he had no way to survive crossing. He didn't go for it. No visible target, no angle on a vehicle-mounted weapon from inside a collapsing room — the arithmetic was simple and he did not argue with it.

He crawled toward the rear exit through glass and shattered plastic and something warm and wet that he understood was Kozlov's blood, and he was two meters from the door when the round found him — a ricochet or a fragment, he would never know which — and drove into his left shoulder like a fist swung by something much larger than a man. The impact spun him into the wall. He slid down it, the room narrowing to a tunnel.

He pressed his right hand to the wound, felt the heat and the wrongness of torn muscle, and bit down on his lip until he tasted blood — a smaller pain he could hold onto against the larger one trying to take him under.

The firing stopped.

It stopped all at once, total, as abruptly as it had started — and what came after had a weight to it, an absence where the noise had been. No pursuit. No shouted orders. Just snow drifting through the broken wall onto Kozlov's body, unhurried, indifferent.

He lay there listening to his own breath, thin and wet, and to a pipe somewhere dripping. Then he got up. It took longer than he expected and hurt more than he thought it would. He found the rear door by feel and pushed out into the yard.

The cold hit him like a slap, and it helped. No vehicle. No figures. No tracks — the snow was filling them as fast as anyone could have left them.

He got behind the wheel of the Lada, dropped the keys once, forced them into the ignition with fingers slick with blood. On the third try the engine caught. He did not look back at the post. He already knew.

He drove with his arm jammed against his ribs and the Lada in second gear, afraid to take a hand off the wheel long enough to shift. A few kilometers on, the ground itself seemed to flinch — a low concussion he felt through the chassis before he heard it, then two more, four seconds apart.

Mortars. Ahead. Nesterov.

He put his foot down harder, past pain, past the part of him that said wait for backup. There was no backup. There was the road, the snow, and a town now lit from beneath by orange flashes.

Somewhere in that stretch of road the adrenaline started to fail him, and the pain came back in full — not the sharp, containable version from the post but something larger and more patient, radiating down through his ribs and up into his jaw, and for a moment the headlights seemed to swim and double in front of him. He bit the inside of his cheek hard enough to draw blood, welcomed the small clean pain of it, and kept the wheel steady. He thought of Katya's voice saying tomorrow and gripped it like a drowning man gripping a rope, hand over hand, all the way into town.

By the time he reached the outskirts the bombardment was already finished — the whole thing, approach to withdrawal, had taken three or four minutes, though he wouldn't learn that until later, when the timeline was reconstructed to the second. At the moment, the duration meant nothing.

Smoke stood in black columns against the white ground. Windows were blown out along Lenina Street, glass crunching under the Lada's tires. People ran without direction, some barefoot, leaving bloody tracks, some carrying children pressed against their chests. Sirens tangled into a single discordant sound.

The Church of the Holy Spirit was burning. Its brick roof had come down into the nave and the basement below, where the congregation had gathered for the service. The bells had gone silent, buried under bronze and stone. Father Michael was inside — Petrov didn't know that yet, but the knowledge would find him soon enough and settle like a stone dropped into deep water.

He left the Lada where it stalled and ran, the wounded shoulder a dull roar he set aside with the discipline of a man who had done it before.

Boris Karpov grabbed his arm — the deputy mayor, heavyset, a man Petrov had always trusted to stay calm and never expected to see tested this hard. Soot streaked his face; his eyes had a wild, unseeing quality that did not match the steadiness of his grip. "The school," he said. "Everyone ran to the school. Yana and Katya are there."

The words hit harder than the round had. Petrov felt his legs go and grabbed Boris's arm to steady himself, and they moved together through smoke and shouting toward the old Soviet school — two stories of reinforced concrete with a basement built, decades ago, as a civil-defense shelter. Mortar fragments had pocked the walls and every eastern window was gone, but the structure had held.

The basement was packed with people, faces lit by flashlights, candles, the blue glow of phones. Some sat, some stood shoulder to shoulder, some prayed, some stared at nothing. A few were bound up in torn clothing and towels where they'd been hurt.

Yana was against the far wall, hair matted with dust, face pale but her eyes clear and fixed. She held Katya so tightly the girl whimpered against her. In Yana's other hand, crushed but recognizable, was the paper star with eight lopsided points.

Petrov went down on his knees and pulled them both into his good arm, the pain in his shoulder flaring white-hot as he did it, and buried his face in Yana's hair — shampoo, flour, the ordinary warm smell of her — a small fixed point in a world that had gone somewhere else entirely.

"Papa," Katya said into his chest, over and over, the word a rope she was holding onto.

"I'm here," he said. "I'm here."

Around them the town did what small towns do after disaster, without anyone giving an order — men and women digging through rubble with bare, bleeding hands, a short scream cut off almost as soon as it started because there was no time to spend on it, firefighters dragging hoses through debris, calls from under collapsed walls that were not all answered, because not all of them could be.

A woman Petrov half-recognized from the pharmacy counter moved through the basement with a first-aid kit meant for sprained ankles and paper cuts, doing what she could with gauze and tape for wounds it was never built to handle. A retired army medic, older than Elena Volkova, knelt over a boy with a laceration across his scalp and worked with hands that had not shaken in thirty years and did not start now. Someone had found a working generator and rigged two work lamps to it, and the light they threw was thin and yellow and better than nothing.

The snow kept falling, unhurried, settling over the ruins of Christmas Eve.

PART 4: NESTEROV — 2025–2100 HOURS

AT TWENTY TWENTY-FIVE hours — twenty-five minutes after the first round struck the church — the video went up.

It appeared without warning on four platforms at once: Telegram, VKontakte, X, and a Tor-hosted mirror, the upload timestamps landing within a seventeen-second window, according to the FSB's Center for Information Security. That kind of synchronization did not come from one person with a phone. It came from an automated system, pre-loaded, waiting on a trigger.

The footage was raw, unedited, shot from a civilian DJI Mavic 3 hovering roughly a hundred and fifty meters up, angled down at forty-five degrees, the gimbal fighting the wind and mostly winning. You could make out individual snowflakes. You could make out people, small and distinct, moving below.

It ran three minutes and forty-seven seconds. It opened on a slow, almost peaceful pan across the rooftops — the kind of shot that could have sold the town to tourists — and then the first mortar round hit.

The camera didn't flinch. The operator, flight analysis would later show, had known where to look before the round landed. It was already tracking toward the church, as though it had rehearsed this.

Fire opened where the Church of the Holy Spirit had stood, a bright orange bloom that turned the brick roof inside out. The camera held. The second round took the maternity ward, the pivot smooth, almost edited. The third hit the market square, the fourth the apartment blocks on Lenina Street, and the smoke columns from all four merged into one dark mass over the town.

Then the bombardment stopped, and the camera held on the burning town for another forty seconds before the image froze and white block letters filled the screen:

REVENGE FOR MARIUPOL

Five seconds. Then nothing.

Within minutes it was everywhere — mirrored, downloaded, re-uploaded across languages and platforms faster than anyone could take it down. By twenty thirty it had three million views. By twenty forty-five, fifteen million. The servers hosting the first uploads traced to three countries, none of them Russia or Lithuania, behind VPN chains that would take weeks to unwind — by which point the story would already have finished writing itself in the minds of everyone who'd watched it.

FSB vehicles reached Nesterov from Gusev inside thirty minutes, doors opening before the wheels had fully stopped. Captain Alexei Majev, of the Directorate for the Protection of Constitutional Order, stepped out into the snow with his coat unbuttoned and a phone already at his ear, his eyes cataloguing the scene in a single unhurried sweep.

Behind him came the 11th Army Corps convoy from Gusev garrison. Lieutenant General Igor Morozov climbed out of his UAZ command vehicle with the stiff, deliberate motion of a man who knew cameras would be arriving soon, his aides closing around him in a wall of uniforms and secure phones.

Forensic teams worked the craters with the patience of archaeologists — fragments bagged, tagged, photographed. Near the maternity ward, technicians laid the tail fins of the mortar rounds on a tarp under portable lights: eighty-one millimeter, standard caliber, the infantry's workhorse since the First World War.
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PART 5: NESTEROV / SOVIET-ERA SCHOOL — LATE EVENING
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