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Chapter One: The Road That Swallowed Us
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War had already taught us that a road could lie.

It could stretch peacefully beneath a pale Ukrainian sky, bordered by winter-scarred trees and houses with curtains still hanging in their windows, and persuade a frightened family that somewhere beyond the horizon waited safety. Without warning, the road might transform into a graveyard.

We had left Osokorky, near Kyiv, in a battered 1982 Range Rover and headed east toward Donetsk, carrying far more fear than luggage. The war in Donbas transformed distance into danger. Towns that once meant markets, schools, weddings, and Sunday dinners had become names whispered over radios alongside casualty figures. Stories travelled faster than vehicles—families buried beneath apartment blocks, civilians disappearing at checkpoints, homes burning through the night, bodies recovered from places where children had played only days before.

Inside the Range Rover, nobody spoke.

The family travelling with me sat stiffly, squeezed among bags, blankets, bottled water, and whatever possessions they had rescued. A child rested against his mother’s chest, but he did not sleep. Every explosion in the distance made his eyes widen. His mother kept one hand around him and the other pressed against the window ledge, as though she could hold the vehicle upright by sheer force of will. An elderly woman beside her fingered a small cross and murmured prayers under her breath. The driver kept both hands locked on the steering wheel.

I watched the road ahead.

The farther we travelled, the more the countryside seemed to lose its soul.

We passed abandoned cars with doors hanging open. A bicycle lay in the middle of the road, its front wheel twisted at an unnatural angle. Suitcases had burst along one shoulder, scattering clothes across the mud. A red jacket fluttered from a thorn bush. No one stopped to retrieve anything. During wartime, even an abandoned suitcase could arouse suspicion of death.

Then came Boryspil.

Or what was left of a section of the town.

Smoke climbed into the sky in thick black columns. Several houses had taken direct hits, their roofs ripped away and their walls split open like broken skulls. Flames licked through shattered windows. A utility pole leaned across the street, dragging cables behind it, while fragments of glass glittered over the asphalt like ice.

The driver slowed.

“Don’t stop,” someone whispered.

He didn’t.

We rolled through the aftermath with our eyes fixed on things we wished we had never seen. A car burned beside a wall. Farther ahead, several bodies lay on the road, some covered in dust and debris, others blackened beyond recognition. Smoke curled from their clothes. The smell entered the Range Rover despite the closed windows—a sickening mixture of burning rubber, fuel, masonry, and something my mind refused to name.

The child cried.

His mother pulled his face against her chest.

“Don’t look,” she whispered.

But the rest of us looked.

Perhaps human beings do that when horror becomes too enormous to understand. We stare at it, hoping our eyes will contradict what our minds already know.

They did not.

Somewhere behind us, another explosion rolled across the town. The ground seemed to answer it with a dull tremor. The old woman tightened her fingers around her cross.

“Lord, have mercy.”

Nobody replied.

We continued towards Sloviansk, leaving Boryspil behind us, though its dead travelled with us in silence. Every kilometre tightened something inside my chest. The driver increased his speed whenever the road opened, then slowed near junctions and damaged buildings. His eyes shifted constantly between the road, the mirrors, and the sky.

That was when I noticed him looking upward.

“What is it?”

He didn’t answer.

Then I heard it.

Initially, the sound seemed distant, nearly drowned out by the old Range Rover’s growl. A low mechanical thunder rolled somewhere above us. The driver leaned towards the windscreen and searched the sky.

Someone screamed.

“Go! Go!”

He stamped on the accelerator pedal.

The Range Rover surged forward, its ageing engine roaring as though offended by the demand. Bags tumbled behind us. The child shrieked. His mother wrapped both arms around him. I twisted in my seat and saw smoke rising behind the houses.

Then came a flash.

For perhaps half a heartbeat, the entire world turned white.

The explosion struck with such violence that I never heard the missile itself. I felt only the blow—a monstrous fist punching through metal, glass, earth, and bone. The Range Rover lifted off the road.

Someone screamed my name.

Then the sky appeared below us.

I recall the impossible detail more vividly than anything else: the sky replacing the ground.

The vehicle spun, struck something, rolled again, and plunged off the road. Glass exploded around me. My shoulder slammed against the door. My head snapped backward. Metal screamed as the Range Rover tore through brush and earth before tumbling into a ditch nearly twenty metres from the roadway.

Then everything stopped.

Not peacefully.

Nothing about that silence contained peace.

A high ringing filled my ears. Dust drifted through the wreckage. Somewhere close to my face, liquid dripped steadily onto twisted metal. I tasted blood. I tried to move my right arm, and pain shot through my shoulder so sharply that darkness crowded the edges of my vision.

“Hello?”

My voice sounded as though it belonged to someone buried underground.

No answer.

I turned my head.

A hand hung between two seats.

It did not move.

The child’s crying had stopped.

That silence frightened me more than the explosion.

I tried to call out again, but smoke entered my throat and reduced my voice to a cough. Something heavy pinned my legs. The Range Rover lay twisted in the ditch, its windows shattered, its roof crushed inward. Through a jagged gap left by the missing windscreen, I saw a strip of grey sky.

I thought of home.

Strange how death rearranges the mind. It does not always bring grand memories. Sometimes, it brings fragments—a familiar doorway, the smell of food from a kitchen, someone’s laughter, an unfinished conversation. Ordinary things suddenly become treasures because you realise you may never touch them again.

Footsteps crunched outside.

Voices followed.

“There’s someone alive!”

Russian.

I tried to lift my head.

Figures appeared above the wreckage. Men climbed down into the ditch wearing jackets marked with the Red Cross. Relief rushed through me so suddenly that tears filled my eyes.

“Help me,” I whispered.

“We’ve got you,” one of them said. “Don’t move.”

Hands reached through the broken frame. They cut away a section of the seat belt, shifted the debris pinning my legs, and dragged me carefully through what remained of the passenger door. Every movement sent fire through my body.

“Easy,” another man said. “Easy.”

They laid me on the ground.

I stared at the emblem on the nearest man’s jacket and thanked God.

Behind him, another man searched the wreckage.

Not for survivors.

He pulled out a bag, opened it, and searched through its contents.

My gratitude faltered.

“Is anyone else alive?” I asked.

No one answered.

One man crouched beside me. Up close, I noticed his jacket looked wrong. The emblem seemed roughly attached, newer than the fabric beneath it. There was no ambulance in sight on the road. I couldn’t spot any medical equipment. No stretchers. No radio chatter calling for an evacuation.

None of the men acted like rescuers.

The man searching the Range Rover found a wallet. He opened it.

Another removed something from beneath his uniform.

A pistol.

Cold travelled through me faster than the pain.

The man beside me saw I had noticed.

For several seconds, neither of us spoke.

Then he smiled.

The smile did not come from the man who saved my life.

And in that ruined ditch outside a town still coughing smoke into the Ukrainian sky, I understood something far worse than the missile strike.

The Red Cross had never found us. These men had, and I blacked out.
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Chapter Two: The Name They Gave Me
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I struggled to remember his name.

Curiously, that was the sole part of the dream I failed to retain. I could remember the missile tearing through the morning, the Range Rover leaving the road, the sickening tumble into the ditch, and the men wearing Red Cross jackets. I remembered the pistol hidden under the jacket and the man’s supercilious smile as he looked down at me. Yet his name hovered somewhere beyond reach, buried behind a wall inside my skull. The harder I chased it, the farther it fled.

Then I opened my eyes.

White light flooded them.

I blinked several times, unable to decide whether I had awakened or merely entered another layer of the nightmare. A spotless ceiling floated above me. Fluorescent panels cast a merciless brightness across a private hospital room whose cleanliness felt almost unnatural. White walls and white curtains. White cabinets. Immaculate sheets tucked tightly around my body. Everything gleamed beneath the clinical light, yet an inexplicable chill clung to the room.

A monitor beside my bed marked the survival of my heart with green pulses and measured beeps. Thin cables ran from adhesive pads on my chest to machines crowded around the head of the bed. Other wires disappeared beneath my hospital gown. Electrodes clung to my scalp, their leads gathered into a bundle beside my pillow. An intravenous line entered the back of my hand, and a transparent bag hung above me, releasing clear fluid one drop at a time.

For several seconds, that tiny rhythm became the only proof that time still existed.

I tried to raise my head.

Pain answered immediately.

My neck barely moved. My shoulders stuck to the mattress, and my legs felt as lifeless as a corpse’s. It appeared as if someone had poured wet concrete over me while I slept and waited for it to harden. Even my fingers resisted the command to move.

Then I realised I wasn’t alone.

Two men sat near the window.

Neither wore a hospital uniform.

One was broad-shouldered, perhaps in his forties, with closely cropped hair and a face carved into hard, economical lines. He sat with his legs apart and his hands resting on his thighs. The other man looked older and leaner. A faint scar ran from the corner of his mouth towards his jaw. Neither spoke.

They simply watched me.

A cold thread worked its way down my spine.

Beyond the window, daylight washed over a quiet landscape on the outskirts of Avilo-Uspensky, across the line in Russia’s Rostov Oblast. Low buildings stood beyond the hospital grounds, and farther away, the land flattened beneath an enormous sky. Nothing outside suggested war. No artillery and smoke. No burning houses. The tranquillity should have comforted me.

Instead, it frightened me.

Peace can wear a mask too.

I turned towards the men again.

“Where am I?”

My voice scraped painfully from my throat.

Neither answered.

“Who are you?”

The broad-shouldered man glanced at his companion. That brief exchange troubled me more than an answer would have.

The door opened.

A nurse entered carrying a small tray. She took two steps before noticing my open eyes. She froze.

For an instant, genuine surprise crossed her face.

Then something else replaced it.

Fear.

She set the tray down so quickly that a metal instrument rattled against its edge.

“Doctor.”

She hurried out of the room.

I watched the door close behind her.

The two men remained motionless.

Something was wrong.

Within minutes, the nurse returned with a doctor. He looked to be in his late fifties, with silver gathering around his temples and deep lines around eyes that seemed naturally kind. Unlike the men beside the window, he approached without making me feel as though I had committed some unknown crime.

He checked the monitor before examining my pupils with a small light.

“Can you hear me?”

“Yes.”

“Do you understand me?”

“Perfectly.”

He spoke Russian.

So did I.

That realisation struck me strangely. Russian came to my tongue without effort, fluent and natural, while enormous pieces of my life remained locked inside my mind.

“Do you know where you are?”

“No.”

“You are in a private clinic near Avilo-Ouspensky in Rostov Oblast.”

Russia.

The word struck something inside me.

Images erupted.

A road.

Fire.

Bodies.

The Range Rover.

The missile.

Men climbing into the ditch.

A pistol.

I sucked in a breath.

“The vehicle.”

The doctor frowned. “What vehicle?”

“The Range Rover. A 1982 Range Rover. We were travelling from Kyiv towards Donetsk. There was an attack. Houses were burning. Bodies were lying on the road.” My breathing quickened. “A missile hit us. We went into a ditch. Men came down. They had Red Cross jackets, but they weren’t Red Cross. One of them had a gun.”

The doctor listened without interrupting.

“They pulled me out.”

I stared at the two men near the window.

Neither reacted.

“I remember them searching the vehicle.”

The doctor’s expression tightened almost imperceptibly.

“Doctor, where are the others?”

“What others?”

“The family.”

He remained silent for a moment.

“What happened to them?”

He placed two fingers against my wrist.

“Please calm yourself.”

“How can I calm myself? Where are they?”

“You have suffered severe neurological trauma.”

“That doesn’t answer my question.”

“No. It doesn’t.”

His honesty silenced me.

He pulled a chair closer and sat beside the bed. “What you have described—the missile, the vehicle, the burning houses, these men wearing Red Cross insignia—may feel completely real to you. But after prolonged unconsciousness and serious trauma, the brain can create extraordinarily vivid experiences.”

“Create?”

“Dreams. Fragments. Memories mixed with things the mind constructs while trying to repair itself.”

“It wasn’t a dream.”

He studied me.

“It happened.”

“Perhaps parts of it did.”

“All of it happened.”

The heart monitor beeped faster.

Beep. Beep. Beep.

The doctor glanced towards it.

“How long have I been here?”

He hesitated.

That hesitation frightened me.

“Doctor?”

“Fifty days.”

I stared at him.

“What?”

“You have been unconscious for approximately fifty days.”

The words entered my ears but refused to settle into meaning.

Fifty days.

Whole mornings had risen without me. Many nights had fallen while I lay beneath these white sheets, neither living normally nor knowing enough to fear death. Fifty days had disappeared from my life like pages ripped from a book.

“No.”

“I’m afraid so.”

“Fifty days?”

“Yes.”

I searched his face for some sign of deception and found none.

“How did I get here?”

“These gentlemen brought you to us. According to what we were told, they found you in a war zone. You had suffered serious injuries.”

I slowly turned my head.

The two strangers stared back.

“Who are these strange fellows?”

The doctor followed my gaze.

“They are your guardians.”

“Guardians?”

“These gentlemen brought you here.”

I looked at them again.

There was nothing gentle about either gentleman.

The scar-faced man watched me with the stillness of a predator waiting beside a wounded animal. His companion had barely changed position since I had awakened. Their clothes looked ordinary enough, but their bearing did not. They didn’t fidget. They didn’t whisper. The men didn’t ask how I felt after fifty days of unconsciousness.

The doctor watched me.

That was all.

“What happened to my memory?”

The doctor drew a measured breath. “We believe you have retrograde amnesia. The trauma affected your ability to retrieve memories from before the injury. Some may return gradually. Others may remain fragmented.”

“May?”

“I don’t want to give you promises medicine cannot keep.”

I closed my eyes.

Faces moved behind them, but none stayed long enough for me to recognise. A house appeared and vanished. Someone laughed. A woman’s hand reached toward me. Then came the Range Rover again, rolling through fire.

I opened my eyes.

“What’s my name?”

The doctor smiled gently.

“Galina Vavilov.”

For the first time since waking, something inside me became absolutely certain.

“No. My name is Sigrid...”

His smile faded.

“Your name is Galina Vavilov.”

“No.”

“Try not to distress yourself.”

“My name isn’t Galina.”

The broad-shouldered man shifted in his chair.

This was the first time he moved.

I noticed.

So did the doctor.

“What do you believe your name is?” he asked.

I opened my mouth.

Nothing came.

The emptiness terrified me.

I searched desperately through the darkness within my mind. There had to be a name somewhere. My name? I wasn’t really sure. The word my mother had called me. The name written on documents, spoken by friends, perhaps whispered by someone who loved me.

Nothing.

My heart hammered against my ribs.

“I don’t know.”

The doctor rested a hand lightly on the bed rail.

“But I know it isn’t Galina.”

Silence filled the room.

The scar-faced man looked toward his companion.

Again, that glance, and too quick.

Again, unmistakable.

I might have lost my past, but instinct had survived.

And instinct was screaming.

“Galina, you must rest now,” the doctor said.

There it was again.

Galina.

The name landed on me like somebody else’s dress—wrong size, wrong shape, wrong life.

He rose and adjusted the white bedsheets around me. He checked the monitor, examined the intravenous line, then wrote something on the chart beside the bed. His kindness seemed genuine, but uneasiness had crept into his movements. He refrained from gazing directly at the two men.

Nothing he said unsettled me as much as that.

“Doctor.”

He stopped.

“Please.”

He looked at me.

“Don’t leave me alone with them.”

For one terrible second, nobody moved.

The nurse lowered her eyes.

The doctor’s face changed, though only slightly.

Then the broad-shouldered man stood.

“I need to speak with you, Doctor.”

His voice was calm.

Too calm.

Before walking towards the door, the doctor glanced at me. The nurse followed. The broad-shouldered man pursued them, leaving the room while shooting me a threatening look.

With a click, the door closed.

Only the scar-faced man remained.

The clinic suddenly seemed quieter.

The machines continued their mechanical vigil around me. Beyond the window, afternoon sunlight poured across the polished floor. Somewhere along the corridor, wheels squeaked against linoleum. The telephone rang once and stopped.

The man rose from his chair.

My pulse jumped.

He walked towards the bed without hurry.

I tried to move.

My body refused.

I commanded my legs to shift, my arms to push me upright, anything to put distance between us. Nothing obeyed. The concrete still held me. Only my fingers twitched against the sheet.

The monitor betrayed my terror.

Beep-beep-beep-beep.

The man stopped beside me.

Up close, the scar beside his mouth looked deeper.

He glanced towards the closed door, then down at me.

I searched his face, and something stirred in the ruins of my memory.

Not recognition.

Something worse.

Fear remembered him before I did.

He leaned closer.

“Galina,” he whispered.

I stared into his eyes.

He smiled.

And suddenly, I understood why the name frightened me so much.
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Chapter Three: A Name Without a Past
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I spent another three days in the hospital, and with each passing hour, the name Galina settled over me like a borrowed shadow.

One nurse told me the place was a private clinic. I had already guessed as much. The room belonged more to an expensive hotel than to the battered edge of a war zone: polished floors, spotless walls, electronically controlled blinds, a private bathroom, and machines that hummed discreetly around my bed. Nothing looked cheap. Even the silence seemed expensive.

“The bills must be high,” I said to the nurse, Yelena, one afternoon as she replaced my intravenous bag. “Who pays them?”

Her hands paused.

Her eyes travelled towards the window.

The two men were there again.

They were always there. Sometimes, they occupied the chairs by the window; sometimes, one waited in the corridor while the other remained inside. They changed clothes every morning, yet everything else about them remained the same—the stiff posture, watchful eyes, and faces as if training had chiselled emotion away. They never laughed, never made idle conversation, never behaved like relatives concerned about a woman who had spent fifty days unconscious.

They simply watched me.

“Why are they always here?” I asked.

“They have instructions to watch over you.”

“Whose instructions?”

Yelena concentrated on the intravenous line.

“Are they police officers?”

“I don’t know who they are.”

“Can you ask them?”

Her head snapped towards me. “No.”

The answer came too quickly.

“Why not?”

She lowered her voice. “I could lose my job.”

A chill stirred beneath my skin.

“Then I’ll ask them myself.”

Yelena caught my wrist. Her fingers tightened for an instant before she released me.

“You’ll be fine if you don’t talk to them.”

I stared at her.

“What does that mean?”

She busied herself with the tray.

“Where will they take me when I’m discharged?”

“I don’t know, Galina.”

There was that name again.

“Who gave you that name?”

“You arrived with official identification bearing it. Although this is a private clinic, we operate legally.”

“Did you see the document?”

“No.”

“Then how do you know?”

“Because that’s the name under which the clinic admitted you.”

I looked towards the two men. Neither reacted.

“Do I have a family?”

Yelena’s expression tightened.

“I think you should rest.”

She collected her tray and left.

The door closed softly behind her.

Her warning remained.

You’ll be fine if you don’t talk to them.

It was such an ordinary sentence, yet something poisonous hid beneath it.

After that, I stopped interrogating every nurse who entered my room. I still searched their faces and slipped an occasional question into conversation, hoping someone might unknowingly loosen a thread. Most knew little. Those who appeared to know more became suddenly interested in medication charts, blood-pressure readings, or some urgent duty elsewhere.

Their evasiveness told its own story.

One older nurse remembered the night I arrived. She said the medical team had rushed me into treatment, covered in blood and barely alive. When I pressed her for details, her gaze wandered towards the two silent men.

She said nothing more.

All paths seemed to return to them.

Yet I refused to speak to them. Yelena’s warning had planted itself too deeply in my mind.

During those three days, the doctor spent hours helping me understand what had happened inside my head. He explained retrograde amnesia patiently, almost like a father explaining darkness to a frightened child. Trauma, he said, could fracture memory without eradicating it. The mind might preserve fragments while losing the thread that connected them. Dreams could then creep into the empty spaces and disguise themselves as memories.

“But I saw the missile,” I insisted.

“You may have seen one at some point.”

“The Range Rover rolled into a ditch.”

“Perhaps.”

“There were bodies on the road.”

His expression remained gentle. “Your brain may have combined genuine experiences with images gathered elsewhere.”

“And the men wearing Red Cross jackets?”

“Possibly another fragment.”

“It felt real.”

“Dreams often do.”

He told me that fifty days of unconsciousness had given my injured mind a vast, dark theatre in which scattered images could perform without order. Something glimpsed months earlier might merge with a genuine experience. A stranger’s face might transform into a rescuer’s. Fear could supply explosions, blood, and screams until imagination wore the clothes of memory.

At first, I resisted him.

Then, doubt began its quiet work.

Each time I returned to the Range Rover in my mind, something shifted. Sometimes, the child sat behind me; sometimes, his face disappeared altogether. The missiles came from different directions. Buildings changed position. People appeared without names and vanished when I tried to hold on to them.

Memory had become water in my hands.

The harder I squeezed, the faster it escaped.

By the third day, I stopped arguing with the doctor. Perhaps some of those images belonged to my past. Perhaps none of them did. Maybe my damaged brain had gathered broken pieces from different corners of my life and stitched them into one terrible dream.

Accepting that possibility brought no comfort.

It merely left me with a more frightening question.

Who was I?

I studied my hands as though they belonged to someone else. I touched my face, traced my cheekbones and searched every scar for a history it refused to surrender. Russian came effortlessly from my mouth. I recognised places, understood the war, knew ordinary facts about the world and could follow every conversation around me.

There were a thousand things I knew.

I simply didn’t know myself.

Sometimes a fragment surfaced without warning—a woman’s perfume, curtains breathing beside an open window, icy rain touching my face, a man’s voice calling from somewhere beyond sight. I chased each one until pain gathered behind my eyes.

Nothing stayed.

And always, waiting beyond those fragments, stood the same name.

Galina.

Perhaps it truly belonged to me. An official document apparently said so. Maybe my instinct rejected it because the injury had severed me from the woman I used to be.

That evening, when nobody stood close enough to hear, I whispered it.

“Galina.”

Nothing.

I tried again.

“Galina.”

Inside my mind, no childhood room opened. No mother’s face emerged from the darkness. No schoolyard, lover, wedding, quarrel, or home returned to claim me.

The name fell into an empty well.

Later that evening, the doctor removed several monitoring leads and told me my physical recovery had progressed well enough for him to consider discharging me.

“Soon?”

“Perhaps tomorrow. Perhaps the day after.”

My heart skipped.

“Where will I go?”

“Your guardians will make the necessary arrangements.”

I hated that word.

“Guardians.”

He looked down at my chart.

“Doctor, am I free to leave with anyone I choose?”

His eyes met mine.

I saw his kindness battling something stronger than professional caution for the first time.

Fear.

Before he could answer, the door opened.

The scar-faced man stood there.

The doctor immediately looked away.

That tiny gesture told me more than all my questions had.

The man entered and took his usual chair. His companion followed and quietly closed the door behind him.

Neither greeted me.

Neither needed to.

I lay beneath the white sheets and watched them take their positions while darkness gathered beyond the clinic windows. The machines hummed softly around me, measuring a life whose history I could no longer remember.

The two men remained expressionless.

But I had understood expressionless faces.

Sometimes, a blank face signified that there was nothing to share.

Other times, it meant the truth had guards.
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Chapter Four: Commencing the Work
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That morning, while I waited for the doctor to complete my discharge papers, voices drifted through the half-open door. I recognised him immediately. The other voices belonged to the two stern-faced men who had shadowed me since I regained consciousness. I moved closer and listened.

The doctor recommended giving the patient extra time to heal before commencing any work.

The words struck me with unexpected force. Nobody had mentioned employment or explained what I did for a living. I couldn’t recall any office, colleague, profession, or anything linking me to working life. The doctor spoke as if those men already knew exactly what awaited me after I left the clinic.

“Her physical recovery is encouraging, but neurological recovery takes longer,” he continued. “She may experience nightmares, confusion, mood changes or spontaneous behaviours. Don’t mistake any of that for deliberate misconduct. Her brain is still healing.”

One man replied too quietly for me to catch his words.

“No harsh treatment,” the doctor said firmly. “She spent fifty days unconscious. Extreme stress could cause a serious setback or even send her into another coma. Give her time.”

A chill crept through me. I had spent the previous days trying to convince myself that my suspicions sprang from a damaged mind. Maybe the two men actually rescued me. Perhaps their stiff manner reflected their profession rather than sinister intentions. But why would a doctor feel compelled to warn my supposed guardians against treating me harshly?

“Bring her back in two weeks,” he added. “I want to continue observing her recovery. If the headaches worsen, she becomes disoriented, or her memories return, bring her sooner.”

A chair scraped against the floor, and I hurried back to my bed. Seconds later, the doctor entered with the two men behind him. I pretended I had heard nothing.

“How are you feeling this morning, Galina?”

“Better.”

He examined my eyes, checked my pulse and repeated his instructions about medication, food and rest. I nodded obediently, although my thoughts remained trapped in the conversation outside. Before I left, he shook my hand and held it a fraction longer than necessary.

“Take care of yourself, Galina. Don’t consume alcoholic beverages.”

I nodded.

His expression carried a concern I couldn’t quite interpret.

Outside, the morning air felt startlingly fresh after weeks of antiseptic and recycled hospital air. Weak sunlight stretched across the clinic grounds, and beyond the perimeter, low buildings and scattered trees gave way to open country. I should have welcomed the sight. Instead, uncertainty followed me down the steps.

Two black sedans waited near the entrance.

The scar-faced man walked ahead and opened the rear door of the first. I hesitated when I noticed someone already sitting inside. The broad-shouldered man placed a hand against my back and gently but firmly urged me forward. The gesture contained no open violence, yet it clarified that nobody expected me to refuse.

I climbed into the car.

The man in the rear seat seemed to be around fifty. Even seated, he seemed unusually tall, with broad shoulders filling an impeccably tailored black pinstripe suit. A crisp white shirt and dark tie completed the severe elegance, while his polished black leather shoes gleamed beneath the seat. In a different context, I might have thought he was a bank chairman or the leader of a multinational company—a man used to boardrooms, private meetings, and signatures worth fortunes.

His face spoiled the illusion of respectable grandeur. Completely bald, he had a hard mouth and deep-set eyes that examined rather than welcomed. His gaze was deliberate, as though he had decided and only sought to verify the details.

The door closed, and I watched my two escorts return to the second sedan. They would not travel with us; they would follow.

The chauffeur sat rigidly behind the wheel in a dark uniform and a peaked captain’s hat with a glossy visor. Grey showed at his temples, and his posture carried the discipline of a man who had spent years obeying orders. His gloved hands rested neatly on the steering wheel. When our eyes met in the rear-view mirror, he looked away so quickly that I wondered whether indifference had become part of his profession.

My fear no longer came in sharp bursts. It had become something heavier—a steady pressure beneath my ribs. If I jumped from the car and reached a police station, what should I say? I couldn’t prove where I belonged because I didn’t know where I belonged.

The bald man adjusted one cuff and turned towards me.

“Galina Vavilov?”

The surname stirred nothing. I searched his face, hoping recognition might rise from somewhere beneath the damage in my memory, but he remained as unfamiliar as the men who had guarded my hospital room.

“Yes,” I said after a brief hesitation.

A trace of satisfaction crossed his face.

The sedan rolled away from the clinic, and the second car followed at a measured distance. Through the rear window, I saw the doctor standing near the entrance as the gates closed behind us. For one desperate moment, I considered pounding against the glass and calling him back, but uncertainty held me still. I had no evidence that these men intended to harm me, only a collection of unsettling details and a doctor’s warning that refused to leave my mind.

Soon, the clinic disappeared behind the trees.

I folded my hands in my lap to conceal their trembling and watched the unfamiliar landscape slide past the window. Somewhere ahead lay the life everyone seemed to know on my behalf—the name Galina Vavilov, the documents I had never seen, the people who claimed responsibility for me, and the mysterious work they expected me to resume.

A woman without a past among those who knew too much about her future.

“It’s been years since I saw an ass like yours.”

“Excuse me!”

His eyes travelled over me with unsettling deliberation. “You are genuinely stunning.”

I shifted closer to the door.

His hand settled briefly on my thigh.

I froze.

The gesture lasted only a moment, but its meaning chilled me. It carried neither affection nor familiarity. It felt personal, as if my hospital discharge handed me over to a different group.

I looked towards the chauffeur.

He remained rigid behind the wheel, his captain’s hat perfectly level, his white-gloved hands steady at ten and two. If he had noticed what had happened, his face gave nothing away.

The bald man withdrew his hand and calmly straightened his cuff.

That unsettled me even more.

He had touched me without asking and without the slightest concern that I might object. The two men following us and the chauffeur’s studied indifference—all of it suggested that my wishes occupied no place in whatever arrangement around me.

I suddenly remembered the doctor’s words.

You must allow her to heal before commencing any work.

My heartbeat pounded against my ribs.

What work?

The sedan gathered speed and merged onto the highway. Buildings thinned behind us until open country swallowed the outskirts of Avilo-Uspensky. I looked through the rear window after turning.

The second car followed.

Same distance.

Same men.

I faced forward again and clasped my trembling hands together.

I had no telephone. No money. No address to call home, and no family I could remember. I could speak Russian fluently, yet could not say with certainty where I had learned it. Even the name Galina Vavilov belonged to a document I had never seen.

Yet someone had paid fifty days of private hospital bills.

Someone had brought clothes that fit me perfectly.

Someone had stationed two men beside my bed.

Perhaps someone had waited patiently for me to wake.

Those facts began arranging themselves inside my mind, and I did not like the picture they formed.

I looked at the bald man again.

“Where are you taking me?”

He turned slowly.

For several seconds, he merely studied my face.

Then a thin smile touched his lips.

“Home.”

I swallowed.

“Whose home?”

His smile disappeared.

The chauffeur’s eyes flicked towards me in the rear-view mirror before returning immediately to the highway.

The bald man leaned back against the leather seat.

“You ask too many questions for someone who remembers nothing.”

My blood seemed to cool inside my veins.

I turned towards the window.

The clinic was long gone. The highway stretched ahead like an unbroken grey ribbon, carrying me towards a place I could not remember with men I did not know.

For days, I had feared that losing my memory meant losing myself.

Now, another possibility terrified me more.

Perhaps someone intended to decide who I would become before I remembered who I had been.

The chauffeur secured the door locks. 

The locks clicked before the sedan went colder.

I looked at the door handle.

A strange voice then echoed in my head, urging me to run far away. For several seconds, escape seemed absurdly simple. When you reach the first traffic light, open the door. Step out. Run into a shop, a petrol station, a crowded street—anywhere with witnesses. Find a police officer. Inform him I had just left a hospital with strangers and feared for my safety.

Then the plan collapsed under the weight of a single question.

Where would I ask the police to take me?

I had no home I could remember. No telephone and no money. No relative whose name I could give them. I didn’t know my parents, my birthplace, my address, or whether anyone somewhere was searching for me. The only identity I possessed belonged to a woman called Galina Vavilov, and even that identity existed only because strangers assured me that official documents proved it.

Worse still, the men following us had brought me to the clinic, paid for over fifty days of private medical care, and apparently supplied the identification under which the hospital had registered me. On paper, they might look like rescuers. I would appear exactly as the doctor described—a traumatised woman with retrograde amnesia, nightmares, and confused memories.

If I ran to the police, what would happen when they asked for identification?

The men behind us would produce it.

What would happen when the police telephoned the clinic?

The staff confirmed I had suffered severe neurological trauma and that these men brought me in.

How should I explain the danger if the police ask me?

I had nothing concrete to offer. No assault. No explicit threat. Not even an overheard plan to harm me. Only expressionless faces, guarded conversations, and one troubling sentence from a doctor:

No harsh treatment.

I imagined myself standing inside a police station while the broad-shouldered man calmly explained that I was confused. I imagined the officers looking from him to me, then at my medical records. He wouldn’t need to drag me back into the car. The officers might do it for them.

The thought left me colder than locked doors.

Perhaps I could simply disappear instead. Wait until we stop. Slip away and lose myself among strangers. But disappear where? I didn’t know the surrounding towns well enough to navigate them. My body had spent fifty days motionless and three more struggling back towards strength. I could walk, but I couldn’t run far. Even now, weakness lingered in my knees, and sudden movements sent a dull ache through my skull.

I glanced through the rear window.

The second sedan followed at an exact, patient distance.

Two men inside.

Even if I escaped the first car, I would still have to escape them.

My eyes returned to the chauffeur. Perhaps I could ask him for help when the bald man wasn’t listening. Yet the driver’s rigid posture and disciplined silence discouraged me. He had not once spoken. I couldn’t tell if he was an employee, a prisoner of circumstance, or more dangerous than the men behind us.

That became the cruelest part of my predicament: I no longer knew whom to trust because I no longer knew enough about my life to recognise an enemy.

The bald man adjusted one cuff and turned towards me.

“Galina Vavilov?”

I hesitated again.

For one irrational second, I considered saying no.

But if Galina wasn’t my name, I couldn’t tell him what was.

“Yes.”

A trace of satisfaction crossed his face again.

My hand moved towards the door handle.

I could still shout.

I still had a chance to bang on the glass.

I could still force them to stop before we reached another city.

Instead, I watched the road grow smaller.

Fear trapped me in a vicious circle: I feared staying with these men but lacked enough self-knowledge to survive confidently without them. They possessed my documents, my medical history, and perhaps the only information capable of leading me back to my past.

For the moment, running might cost me the very answers I needed.

I chose something that frightened me almost as much as running away.

I would go with them.

I would listen and watch.

And until I understood who Galina Vavilov was, I would let them believe I trusted them.

Tall trees went by. I had not surrendered the idea of escape.

I had just understood that before I could run.
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Chapter Five: Beyond the Iron Gate
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For the first time after leaving the hospital, I understood where I was.

Taganrog.

The name appeared on a road sign ahead, and I read it twice before we swept past it. Something inside me tightened. Up to that point, the road took me through a nameless chain of villages, scattered houses, and open countryside, each kilometre pulling me farther from the sole place to ask for help. The journey had given me something tangible: a city, a map point, a place to recall if I ever escaped.

I repeated the name silently.

Taganrog. Taganrog.

It became my first possession.

We must have travelled roughly seventy-five kilometres from the clinic. I had tried to memorise the route, but the unfamiliar roads defeated me. Villages came and vanished. Junctions multiplied. The chauffeur changed roads without hesitation, while the bald man beside me remained silent, occasionally checking his telephone or staring through the tinted glass. Behind us, the second sedan followed with unnerving discipline.

The chauffeur slowed as the outskirts grew dense and left the highway heading into the city.

I sat straighter.

If they had brought me here before the accident, perhaps something would have awakened. The buildings might unlock a face. A street corner might give a name. A familiar smell might pull an entire life out of the darkness.

I searched desperately for recognition.

Nothing came.

Cars moved through intersections. Pedestrians waited at crossings. A woman pushed a pram along the pavement while an elderly man strolled a small dog beneath a row of trees. Shops opened onto the streets, and people came and went carrying bags, talking on telephones, hurrying towards destinations that belonged to them.

I watched them with painful fascination.

Every stranger outside the car possessed something I had lost: a sense of belonging.

Upon arriving home, they understood which door opened. They knew whom to telephone when frightened. They knew the names their mothers had given them.

I had only Galina Vavilov, a name from a document I never used.

The chauffeur turned onto Ulitsa Petrovskaya, carrying me deeper into Taganrog.

I moved closer to the window, studying every building, every junction, every landmark I could hold in my mind.

If this city refused to remember me, I would remember it.

I might need this knowledge later.

..  ..  ..  ..

Beyond the gate, the estate opened like a private kingdom.

Manicured lawns spread between the four duplexes in flawless carpets of green, clipped so precisely that not a blade seemed to have escaped the gardener’s discipline. Sculpted hedges bordered paved walkways of pale stone, while beds of roses, lavender, and ornamental shrubs curved around fountains whose water glittered beneath the afternoon sun. Young cypress trees stood at measured intervals, and mature trees cast broad islands of shade over marble benches and stone sculptures. Everything bore the signature of extravagant wealth—not the gaudy kind that shouted for attention, but the colder confidence of money accustomed to getting whatever it wanted.

Two swimming pools occupied the centre of the grounds, separated by a landscaped terrace. Their blue water shimmered like polished glass. Sun loungers stood beneath enormous cream parasols, and several young women in bikinis moved around the pools, some carrying drinks, others stretched beneath the sun or trailing their feet through the water. From inside the car, the scene resembled an exclusive Mediterranean resort transplanted onto the Russian shore. One woman laughed at something her companion said, but the sound disappeared behind the sedan’s thick glass.

For a few moments, I simply stared.

The duplexes themselves displayed even greater extravagance. Pale marble covered sections of the exterior walls, broken by tall windows and ornamental columns. Broad steps led up to the imposing entrance doors. Balconies with wrought-iron balustrades overlooked the gardens, while terraces held expensive outdoor furniture arranged with almost theatrical precision. Everything looked polished, measured, and maintained by invisible hands.

Luxury cars occupied a covered parking area near the far wall—sleek sedans, black SUVs, and expensive European models whose polished bodies reflected the surrounding gardens. Another chauffeur stood beside one of them, waiting with his hands clasped behind his back. The place had enough vehicles to transport a small delegation immediately.

Then I began noticing the men.

They wore black suits despite the hot weather.

One stood near the swimming pool. Another occupied the shade beneath a portico. Two more lingered beside the parked cars, their positions casual only until I noticed the walkie-talkies clipped to their jackets. A man near the second duplex spoke quietly into his radio while watching our sedan approach. Another stood beside a narrow passage between the buildings.

None looked like gardeners.

None looked like ordinary domestic staff.

My eyes travelled upwards.

Security cameras nested beneath the decorative eaves. Others covered the courtyard, swimming pools, and walkways. Small dark lenses protruded discreetly from the marble walls, almost invisible among the architectural ornaments. Even the gardens fell beneath their gaze.

The beauty changed before my eyes.

The high perimeter wall that had first seemed designed to protect wealth now looked designed to prevent escape. I couldn’t spot any handle on the inside of the ornamental metal gate. Cameras covered the approaches. Men guarded the spaces between buildings. The cars stood facing outward, ready to move, while the four identical duplexes enclosed the courtyard with unsettling symmetry.

Even the swimming pools began to look different.

I studied the young women again. Their bikinis, drinks and sun loungers suggested leisure, yet something about them troubled me. None wandered near the gate. None ventured towards the outer wall. When one woman rose from her lounger and walked towards a duplex, the suited man beside the pool followed her with his eyes until she disappeared inside.

Perhaps I imagined it. After fifty days in a coma, perhaps suspicion had become another symptom of my injured mind.

Still, the uneasiness remained.

The estate possessed everything a person might desire—gardens, fountains, marble, swimming pools, expensive cars, servants, and enough luxury to make the outside world seem unnecessary.

That, I realised, could also make leaving unnecessary. Or impossible.

Our sedan curved around the fountain and slowed before the nearest duplex. Behind us, the second car entered through the gate. Before their driver settled into position, the two men from the clinic stepped out.

One adjusted the walkie-talkie under his jacket. The other looked directly at me.

Turning to the duplex entrance, I saw a camera mounted above the door.

Everywhere I looked, something watched. The bald man beside me straightened his pinstriped jacket.

“Come, Galina.”

Outside the window, sunlight danced across the swimming pool, flowers trembled in the breeze, and marble gleamed beneath a flawless sky.

It was one of the most beautiful places I had ever seen.

The longer I looked, the more it seemed like a prison disguised with perfume.

“Good afternoon, Mr Ivanov,” a man greeted him.
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Chapter Six: The Gilded Room
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Mr Ivan offered me his hand as I stepped from the sedan.

I accepted it reluctantly. His grip was firm but courteous, another contradiction in a place already crowded with them. Around us, the gardens shimmered beneath the afternoon light, and somewhere among the buildings, hidden loudspeakers played a mournful Russian ballad. A woman’s voice floated over strings and piano, rich with longing, lending the estate the melancholy grandeur of an old film.

The men in black remained outside.

Mr Ivan led me through the main entrance.

As I crossed the threshold, the garden’s beauty seemed to fade behind me.

The lounge was magnificent. Marble stretched beneath my feet, veined in grey and gold, while enormous rugs softened the centre of the room. Crystal chandeliers hung from an elaborate ceiling. Oil paintings occupied the walls between tall windows draped in heavy fabric, and expensive leather sofas surrounded low tables of polished wood and glass. Porcelain ornaments, bronze sculptures, and carefully positioned lamps completed the impression of wealth accumulated without restraint.

Each step further inside the house felt like descending into a dungeon.

Perhaps it was the silence. Perhaps the men stationed outside had poisoned my perception. It could have been merely the understanding that I had gone through a gate overseen by someone else. Whatever the reason, the chandeliers failed to warm the room. The marble looked cold enough to preserve a corpse.

Four men waited in the lounge.

All wore suits.

They stopped talking when we entered.

Their eyes moved towards me almost simultaneously, and for several uncomfortable seconds, I felt as though I had interrupted a meeting whose subject had been my arrival. None introduced himself. Mr Ivan acknowledged them with a slight movement of his head and continued walking.

Near the room’s far end, a woman stood.

She looked about forty-five, tall and slender, with carefully styled blonde hair falling around an elegant face. Her Mediterranean-blue eyes possessed a striking clarity, and although time had drawn delicate lines around them, traces of considerable beauty remained. She must have turned heads effortlessly in her younger years and probably still does. When she smiled, perfectly white teeth flashed beneath the chandelier light with the polished brilliance of an advertisement for some impossibly expensive toothpaste.

She spoke briefly with the bald man.

“Everything is ready, Mr Sokolov Ivan.”

So now I had his name.

Sokolov Ivan.

He replied in a low voice I couldn’t hear. She nodded once and turned towards me.

“I’m Tatiana.”

Her smile returns.

“Follow me, young girl.”

I glanced at Mr Ivan.

He had already turned towards the four men.

That dismissal unsettled me. Escorted from the clinic, I required neither explanation, welcome, nor the courtesy of knowing my location. Everyone behaved as though my arrival formed part of a schedule agreed upon long before I woke from my coma.

I followed Tatiana.

A short corridor led away from the lounge. The same extravagant taste continued there—marble flooring, framed paintings, decorative wall lamps, and small tables holding porcelain vases filled with fresh flowers. I noticed another camera near the ceiling where the corridor met the staircase.

Tatiana climbed without looking back.

I followed more slowly, one hand on the banister. My body still protested against exertion, and by the time we reached the upper floor, weakness had crept into my thighs.

“Take your time,” she said.

Her Russian caught my attention.

It lacked the roughness and careless contractions I had heard from some men. Her choice of words was elegant and precise. She evinced a high level of education in whatever role she played in this house.

She opened a door.

“This is your room.”

I stepped inside and stopped.

The room was enormous.

A bed dominated its centre, wide enough to accommodate an entire family, its upholstered headboard rising almost majestically against the wall. Fresh white linen covered the mattress beneath a folded silk throw. Matching bedside tables held elegant lamps, and a thick carpet softened the floor around the bed. A sitting area occupied one corner with two armchairs and a small table, while another table stood near tall windows overlooking part of the garden.

There was a television, a telephone, a dressing table and an extensive wardrobe. Beyond another door lay a private bathroom finished in pale marble, with a glass shower, an oversized bathtub, and neatly arranged toiletries.

Everything I could reasonably need awaited me.

That was precisely what disturbed me.

They improvised nothing after I arrived.

Someone had prepared this room.

Tatiana opened the wardrobe and showed me several empty sections.

“You’ll find more things here later.”

“More?”

“Clothes.”

I looked at her.

“Whose clothes?”

“Yours.”

The answer came naturally.

I nearly asked how anyone could know what clothes I wanted when I didn’t know myself, but I stayed silent.

Tatiana left me briefly and returned carrying several packages and garment bags. She placed them on the bed and began arranging their contents with the efficiency of someone performing an ordinary household duty.

There were Intimissimi briefs, expensive silk nightgowns, robes, blouses, skirts, and other clothes in carefully selected sizes. Even the smaller garments looked new, their tags and packaging intact.

I picked up one nightgown.

Silk slipped between my fingers like water.

“These are for me?”

“Of course.”

“Why?”

Tatiana looked genuinely puzzled by the question.

“You need clothes.”

I glanced at the expensive garments spread across the bed.

Need seemed an inadequate word.

I had awakened without a past, yet these strangers surrounded me with a future already furnished down to my underwear.

“Do they fit?”

“They should.”

Again, that certainty.

I placed the nightgown back on the bed.

Tatiana crossed to the table near the window and tapped a laminated sheet.

“Your menu is here. Tick the appropriate boxes beside whatever you want to select. Your food will be ready within thirty minutes.”

She pointed towards the smaller dining table near the sitting area.

“They’ll serve you here.”

“Who will?”

“The staff.”

“Can I eat downstairs?”

She held her gaze on me for a moment too long.

“You must rest.”

It wasn’t quite an answer.

She walked towards the door, then turned.

“You’ve been very ill, Galina. Don’t exhaust yourself trying to understand everything at once. Eat something. Sleep if you can. I’ll return at seven, and we’ll have a proper chat.”

A proper chat.

I had enough questions to keep her in that room until midnight.

Who was Mr Ivan?

Who were the four men downstairs?

Why had two guards followed me from the hospital?

Who paid my medical bills?

Why had they prepared this room before I arrived?

What work had the doctor warned them not to begin too soon?

Most importantly, what did Tatiana know about Galina Vavilov that Galina Vavilov did not?

I asked none of them.

Not yet.

Displaying fear would reveal too much to these people. Asking desperate questions might reveal exactly how vulnerable my memory loss had made me. I needed to understand the arrangement before anyone understood how badly I wanted to escape it.

“Seven o’clock,” I said.

Tatiana smiled.

“Seven.”

She stepped into the corridor and pulled the door gently behind her.

I listened to her footsteps recede.

Only then did I move.

I approached the window and gazed down at the estate. From the second floor, I could see more than I had from the car—the manicured lawn, part of one swimming pool, two suited men near the courtyard, and the upper section of the metal gate.

Beyond the wall lay Taganrog.

Inside the room lay silk, marble, expensive clothes, and a menu offering more choices than I had enjoyed since opening my eyes.

I ran my fingers over the smooth fabric of the nightgown.

They had anticipated my size and also prepared my room.

They had arranged for my food and even decided when I would have my next conversation.

Nothing about my arrival had surprised anyone.

I was the only one in the house unaware of why I was there.

I remained at the window for several minutes, studying the grounds below. If I intended to understand this place, I needed to start with its geography. The main gate lay beyond the courtyard. Two men stood near it. Another patrolled the path between the duplexes, a walkie-talkie clipped to his jacket. Beyond the perimeter wall, I could see rooftops, treetops, and a narrow glimpse of the street.

Close enough to freedom to see it.

Too far away to touch it.

I tested the window.

The handle turned only halfway before something stopped it. I tried again, applying more pressure. The window opened perhaps ten centimetres and locked there.

A safety mechanism, I told myself.

Then I noticed the small metal restrictor screwed into the frame.

My eyes narrowed.

I crossed the room and picked up the telephone beside the bed. There were no numbers printed on it except for Reception, Kitchen, and Housekeeping. I lifted the receiver and listened to the dial tone before trying an outside number at random.

Nothing.

I tried again.

The line disconnected.

My breathing slowed as my mind began arranging these details into a pattern.

Restricted window.

Restricted telephone.

Guards outside.

Cameras everywhere.

A locked perimeter gate.

This was not hospitality.

A soft sound came from the corridor.

I froze.

Someone had stopped outside my door.

No knock followed.

I waited.

The shadow beneath the door remained motionless.

My heartbeat strengthened.

“Hello?”

No answer.

I walked towards the door and reached for the handle.

Before my fingers touched it, I heard a faint metallic movement from the other side.

A key.

I stepped backwards.

The handle turned slowly.

Once.

Then stopped.

Whoever stood outside did not enter.

Footsteps finally moved away along the corridor.

I remained where I was, staring at the door.

A staff member might have just checked the lock. Perhaps Tatiana had forgotten something and changed her mind about coming inside.

Perhaps.

I hated that word.

I returned to the bed, but something among the new clothes caught my attention. One of the garment bags had slipped partly onto the floor. When I bent to retrieve it, I noticed a narrow gap between the wardrobe and the wall.

Something black sat inside it.

I reached behind the wardrobe and pulled it free.

A small leather handbag.

Old, unlike everything else they had given me.

My pulse quickened.

I opened it.

Empty.

Almost.

Inside the compartment, my fingers touched a folded scrap of paper.

I pulled it out.

Three words appeared in Russian, written hastily in blue ink.

Don’t trust Tatiana.

I stared at them.

The handwriting meant nothing to me.

I turned the paper over.

Blank.

My mouth went dry.

Who had written it?

And why had someone hidden it in my room?

Footsteps sounded again in the corridor.

This time, they were coming quickly.

I folded the note, slipped it into the waistband of my skirt, and pushed the handbag back behind the wardrobe.

The footsteps stopped outside.

A key entered the lock.

I had barely reached the bed before the door opened.

A man dressed in black looked inside.

He wasn’t Tatiana.

Not even Mr Ivan.

Neither man came from the hospital.

A stranger.

His gaze swept across the room before settling on me.

For several seconds, neither of us spoke.

Then, his eyes moved toward the wardrobe.

My heart stumbled.

He looked back at me.

“Everything all right, Galina?”

I forced my face into stillness.

“Everything’s fine.”

“Did you try to make phone calls?”

“Not really.”

“You’ll need approval to place an outside call.”

“I understand.”

He nodded, but he didn’t leave immediately.

His eyes searched the room once more.

Then, he closed the door.

I waited until his footsteps disappeared before touching the folded paper hidden against my body.

At seven o’clock, Tatiana would return for our proper chat.

Before that, I faced a much more urgent problem.

Someone inside that beautiful house knew I was in danger.

Whoever wrote the warning was close enough to hide it in my room before I arrived.
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Chapter Seven: Dressed for Someone Else
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I eventually chose one outfit Tatiana had left on the bed.

The selection itself took longer than it should have. Dresses, blouses, skirts, and trousers lay before me in expensive fabrics, every piece new and apparently chosen with care. Nothing looked accidental. Whoever had bought them possessed both money and an unsettling knowledge of my measurements.

I settled on a fitted dress and carried it into the bathroom.

When I emerged, I stopped before the full-length mirror.

For a moment, I scarcely recognised the woman staring at me.

The dress fit perfectly—too perfectly. It followed the lines of my figure with the precision of something selected by a person who already knew my proportions. The cut accentuated my waist and complemented my long legs, while the neckline drew attention to my upper body without becoming vulgar. Whoever had chosen it had not simply considered my size. The person had considered which features of my body to emphasise.

I turned sideways.

The fabric settled flawlessly.

A strange discomfort crept over me.

How did they know?

Perhaps they had found my clothing sizes among my possessions. Perhaps Tatiana had estimated them. There were perfectly ordinary explanations, and I reminded myself that my injured mind had already developed an appetite for suspicion.

Still, the question lingered.

I studied my reflection more carefully. The woman reflected in the mirror appeared composed, elegant, and confident. Nothing about her suggested fifty days in a coma or a mind stripped of its history. No stranger passing me on the street would have guessed that I couldn’t name my mother or remember where I had slept before the missile—or whatever event had actually brought me to the hospital.

I placed both hands on the dressing table.

“Who are you?” I whispered.

The mirror offered no answer.

Shortly before two o’clock, someone knocked.

I opened the door to find a member of staff pushing a serving trolley. A suited man stood several metres behind him in the corridor. He did not hide the fact that he was watching.

The meal arrived precisely as Tatiana had promised.

They laid it on the table near the window with almost ceremonial care: soup, bread, vegetables, fish, fruit, and a bottle of red wine beside a crystal glass. Everything looked more suited to an expensive hotel than the bedroom of a woman who supposedly needed quiet medical recovery.

I ate hungrily.

The wine tempted me.

The doctor had advised against alcohol while I remained on medication, and common sense agreed with him. I poured a glass anyway.

The first mouthful warmed my throat.

I poured another after finishing the meal.

It was a minor rebellion, perhaps a foolish one, but almost every decision since I had awakened had belonged to someone else. Doctors decided when I slept and when I stood. Strangers supplied my name. Men decided when I left the clinic and where I went afterwards. Tatiana chose my clothes, arranged my meals, and announced when she would return.

For once, I wanted to decide simply because it was mine.

Two glasses were enough.

I pushed the bottle away.

When the staff returned for the dishes, I observed as they entered. The suited man remained in the corridor. He never crossed the threshold, but his presence confirmed something I had already understood.

Privacy existed in this house only where they allowed it.

After they left, I checked the wall clock.

Three o’clock.

Tatiana had promised to return at seven.

Four hours.

I considered using the time to explore, but exhaustion had pulled at me. The journey, the food, and the wine had combined with the lingering weakness in my body. Even standing at the window suddenly required effort.

I drew the curtains halfway and sat on the enormous bed.

Perhaps an hour of sleep would clear my head.

I removed my shoes and stretched across the mattress without changing out of the dress. The bed yielded beneath me with luxurious softness. For several minutes, I stared at the ceiling and listened.

Muted footsteps passed occasionally in the corridor.

A door closed somewhere downstairs.

From that distant, the Russian ballad drifted from hidden speakers, so faint that it seemed to be from another world.

I thought about Mr Ivan.

Tatiana along with the two men from the clinic.

The four suited men I saw downstairs.

I remembered the doctor’s warning about commencing any work.

They were pieces of the same puzzle, but I had no picture to show me how they fitted together.

My eyelids grew heavy.

I told myself I would sleep for an hour.

Two at most.

Before seven, I would wake, wash my face, and prepare my questions for Tatiana. I would remain calm. I would listen more than I spoke and reveal as little as possible about my fear.

That was the plan.

Sleep arrived quietly like a thief in the night.

The room blurred. The ceiling drifted farther away, and the last thing I remembered was the clock on the wall ticking towards the next minute while the unfamiliar name circled somewhere inside my fading thoughts.

Galina Vavilov.

Then darkness folded over me.
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Chapter Eight: Names from the Fire
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At first, there was only heaviness.

A dull weight settled inside my skull, followed by a headache that seemed to pulse behind my eyes. I knew I was asleep—or thought I knew. The doctor’s explanation drifted somewhere through the darkness: damaged memories could return in fragments, mixing themselves with dreams until the mind could no longer separate what had happened from what it had invented.

Then the faces came.

Young women moved through my mind like figures trapped inside damaged film. Their images slowed, jumped forward, vanished, then returned from different angles. Sometimes they laughed. Sometimes they stared at me. Their mouths moved without sound, while their faces dissolved whenever I tried to bring them into focus.

I reached for them.

“Who are you?”

A name flickered.

Daisy.

The face disappeared.

“Daisy!”

Another emerged.

Lily.

“Lily...”

Then another.

Freya.

Their names travelled through my head like voices calling from opposite ends of a tunnel.

“Daisy... Daisy...”

“Lily... Lily...”

“Freya...”

And then one name rose above the others.

Sigrid.

A woman’s figure appeared far ahead of me, walking away.

“Sigrid!”

She didn’t turn.

“Sigrid, come back!”

My voice returns as an echo.

Come back... come back... come back...

I ran towards her, but the distance stretched instead of shrinking. The faster I moved, the farther away she seemed.

Then the scene changed.

I stood inside a room.

White curtains billowed beside an open window, snapping wildly in the wind. I crossed the room and reached for them













































































































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
War erased her. A lie replaced her.

',5”' 4 y

) Tk ~SORS=ZNT”





d2d_images/image001.png
@





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





