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Prologue. The Rustle Before the Storm

	Voice. Girl. Whispering.

	I drew a giraffe with a very long neck so that it could reach the sky and taste the clouds. The wax crayon was warm and soft, smelled of honey, and left a rough mark on the paper. Clouds are probably like sweet cotton candy, only without the smell. Outside the window, an ambulance siren wailed, long and mournful, as if a large, lonely beast were crying. The street smelled of wet asphalt and exhaust fumes, but I wasn't afraid because my mother was nearby, in the kitchen, and it smelled of apple pie, cinnamon, and vanilla. Mom smelled like home, warmth, and calm. I loved to bury my face in her robe and breathe in that smell. It was real.

	And then people came who smelled of cold, the street, and tobacco. A sharp, bitter smell that made me want to sneeze. They didn't take off their shoes, and our old parquet floor creaked under their heavy boots, each plank groaning in pain. They said that Mom and Dad were "extremists." I didn't know that word, but it sounded harsh and scary. It was prickly, like a hedgehog, but without the funny little nose. And I realized that now I probably wasn't human either. I tried to remember my mom's hands, how they smoothed my hair when I fell asleep. Do non-humans have hands like that? Soft, warm, smelling of vanilla?

	

	A voice. A news anchor. Cold, emotionless. A metallic echo in the voice.

	"...during a special operation, the activities of a cell of an extremist organization banned in the Russian Federation by a decision of the Supreme Court were suppressed. During the searches, banned literature, electronic media, and means of communication were seized. Evidence has been found of minors being involved in a destructive cult that undermines the traditional spiritual and moral values of our society, posing a threat to their mental and physical health... A criminal case has been opened under Part 1 of Article 282.2 of the Criminal Code of the Russian Federation. Law enforcement agencies continue to work to ensure national security...

	

	Voice. Unknown man. On the phone, muffled, through interference.

	"Yes, the target has been taken into development. The family is normal, according to the manual. Two children: a boy and a girl. Perfect material, the right age. We will work according to the standard plan. We will connect the media in a couple of days, let them stew first. Then guardianship. Dvorkin will prepare the expert opinion, don't worry. He has already given a preliminary conclusion: 'signs of incitement to religious hatred' and 'claims of the exclusivity of their faith'. That will be enough for a trial with a bang. The main thing is to create the right background. So that the neighbors shy away and the teachers at school look askance. So that the ground beneath their feet burns. We'll start the psychological processing of the children immediately after the seizure. Everything will be clean. It's not the first time."

	Pause.

	An autumn evening. A sharp, gusty wind blows a pile of wet, blackened leaves across the asphalt. The smell of decay, damp earth, and smoke from distant bonfires. A lone streetlight illuminates the rain-soaked swing in the yard. They swing slowly in the wind, creaking plaintively, insistently, as if calling someone. Empty. On the seat, a doll with a torn-off leg, forgotten by someone. She stares at the gray, low sky with one glass eye, in which the reflection of the indifferent streetlight is frozen.

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	


Part I. While We Were Human

	


Chapter 1. Sunday Morning

	A voice. Mother.

	Our house smelled of apple pie and tranquility. I remember it so clearly, as if it were yesterday, not in a past, stolen life. Every morning began with sunbeams dancing on the wall in the nursery. They jumped across the princess wallpaper, and my daughter, waking up, tried to catch them with her palm, laughing heartily. I heard that laughter from the kitchen, and it was the best music in the world, better than any symphony. I remember how we planted flowers on the balcony. Little marigolds and pansies. My daughter made holes in the ground with her tiny fingers and then asked, looking at me with her serious blue eyes, "Mommy, do flowers pray to Jehovah too?" I smiled and replied, "Of course, sweetheart. They pray when they turn their heads toward the sun. It's their way of saying thank you for the light and warmth." For us, faith was just that—gratitude for the light. The children would come home from school, and their laughter, their footsteps, their endless "Mom, why?" questions filled the whole space with life. We were a very ordinary family. We didn't bother anyone. We just believed in God in our own way, as our hearts told us, as the Bible taught us. Is that a crime?

	I remember how we chose wallpaper for the nursery. My son wanted cars, race cars, red ones. My daughter wanted princesses in fluffy dresses. We argued for a long time, laughed, imagined how it would look. My husband threw up his hands and said, "Renovating is like a small war." Then he hugged me and the children and added, "Let's put up both kinds. Everyone gets their own wall of happiness." So that's what we did. One wall is a race track, the other is a fairytale castle. Their drawings hung on the walls in simple wooden frames, along with our family photos: here we are at the seaside, here we are at grandma's in the village, here our son is going to school for the first time. It was our world, our story. I watched my daughter run her finger over the dress of the princess in the drawing, whispering something in her ear, and thought: what happiness this is. Simple, earthly, human. Happiness that smelled of wallpaper paste and hope. Once I caught them playing: a race car had come to "rescue" the princess from the castle. They were laughing. I stood in the doorway and couldn't take my eyes off them. At that moment, it seemed like it would always be that way.

	Our faith was not something ostentatious or aggressive. It was a quiet haven for us, a place where we learned to be kinder to each other and to the world. We read the Bible, and it said, "Love your neighbor as yourself." And we did. It wasn't just words. It was love in action. Every Saturday, my husband, children, and I would go out to clean our yard. Just like that. We picked up trash and swept the paths. At first, the neighbors looked on in surprise, but then some of them started to join in. We helped the elderly, participated in community clean-up days, and paid our taxes. When Antonina Petrovna's refrigerator broke down on the fifth floor, my husband spent his entire day off repairing it. For free, of course. And she brought us a jar of pickled cucumbers from her dacha. So crisp, smelling of dill and garlic... Such simple, human things. We didn't know that one day we would be called enemies of the people for this love.

	Every Sunday we went to the meeting. We put on clean, nice clothes. I ironed my husband's shirt and my daughter's dress with a lace collar. The children behaved in a particularly quiet, solemn manner. For them, it was not a boring chore. It was our little celebration. A celebration where we were among our own, among those who understand you without words. We sang songs, listened to speeches based on the Bible, and shared our thoughts. The songs were simple, melodic, and filled our hearts with warmth. The hall was filled with the quiet hum of voices, the smell of perfume and cleanliness. I held my daughter's hand and felt her little palm echoing mine, squeezing in time with the music. It gave me strength for the whole week ahead. Strength to be honest at work, patient with children, loving towards each other. This holiday was taken away from us, torn out by the roots, trampled into the mud. They said it was not a holiday, but a "gathering of extremists."

	
	A voice. My father.

	I loved my job. Civil engineer. It sounds impressive. I built bridges. Things that connect: people, shores, cities. I remember my first big project—a bridge across the river in our regional center. I went to the construction site every day, even on weekends. I knew the name of every welder, every fitter. We froze together in winter and sweated together in summer. I saw how something big, strong, and durable was born from drawings, calculations, and piles of metal and concrete. I felt the cold roughness of the still-wet concrete with my hands, breathed in the sharp, ozone smell of welding, listened to the hum of the machinery. I watched as steel cables were stretched like the strings of a giant instrument, emitting a low, vibrating sound. Like workers, simple men with weather-beaten faces, putting their strength and sweat into this work. And when the first car drove across the bridge, I stood on the shore and felt... not pride, no. I felt a sense of belonging. To something right, something necessary. Something that serves people. My colleagues respected me, my bosses appreciated me. I was in good standing. My faith helped me to be honest in my work. Not to sign fake estimates, not to turn a blind eye to defects. Bridges should stand for centuries. Just like the truth.

	On weekends, we would meet with like-minded people and read the Bible. These meetings gave me strength and focused me on how important it is to live honestly, according to my conscience, with love in my heart, to be a good husband and a good father. I taught my children not to lie, not to steal, to respect their elders. Everything that is taught in any normal family. Once, my son and I were fixing his bike. He was angry that the chain kept coming off. I showed him how to adjust the tension and lubricate the links. And I said, "Look, son. Faith is like this chain. If it is weak or dirty, it comes off. And you pedal in vain, standing still. But if you keep it clean and properly tensioned, it transfers your power to the wheels, and you move forward." I taught them to think. Not to take things on faith, but to check, to investigate. "Jehovah gave us not only a heart to believe, but also a mind to understand," I told them. We were law-abiding citizens and only sought to enjoy the rights and freedoms guaranteed by the state: freedom of religion and respect for our human dignity.

	Once my son asked me, "Dad, why aren't we like everyone else? Why don't we go to that big church with golden domes?" I sat him on my lap, hugged him, and said, "Son, everyone has their own path to God. Imagine that God
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