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This book is dedicated to all lost souls,
may you be lost no more.

Always follow your dreams.
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Part One

“Revelations”


Chapter One

Aunty A – Aninya

Who would give their child a name like Algebra? Well, my parents did. Of course, it made me different from birth, not that I really minded, nothing wrong with being different, although I often pondered on the why. My parents disappeared when I was very young, barely 3, so I could not ask them. From what I had learnt, they were not remotely interested in mathematics or anything connected with it. In that assumption, however, I was very wrong. It would remain a mystery for a long time.

I convinced myself that it was some sort of code, perhaps I was a “sleeper” for some foreign power, or more likely, that my parents were just mad.

I lived with my Aunt Aninya on the edge of the town, in a small cottage filled with the most amazing things. I had never seen anything like them anywhere else. My friends’ parents had nothing like them, not that I had many friends.

Aunty A, as I called her, told me stories every night, but never really about my parents, even though I asked every time. I supposed that I could not have come here by all by myself, could I?

Her stories were always set in some strange place, but my favourites were the ones set in the forests of Siberia, which as I grew older I realised was where we lived.

We lived in a small village surrounded by a large lake, where mystical creatures lived. The lake was so deep that no one had ever found the bottom of it. The fishermen would not go out at night because if they did they never came back, at least not looking like themselves. Perhaps that’s where my parents went, I thought.

One night, while talking around the crackling fire, she, Aunty A that is, told me she had a bracelet for me. It was strange-looking, with lots of different charms around it in the form of little coloured animal shapes. She said it was for the future, to fulfil my destiny, whatever that was.

Another fisherman had gone missing the night before. Aunty A knew him well, they had grown up together. It was very strange, all the comings and goings. There were new arrivals too, strangers arriving in the village but sounding as if they knew the place. It was all very odd.

My days continued as normal, well, as normal as it could be for me. I foraged for food at first light, spent some hours at the small school, where, as always, my name would cause gales of laughter, and then later Aunty A and I would walk down to the harbour to see who was there.

It carried on like this until I was 14. One of the fishermen, Lukas, had a son called Tomas, a year older than me. He always seemed pleased to see me. We would talk for hours on the days that his father would be ashore, mending the nets. I loved spending time with Tomas. Though only a little older than me, he seemed to know so much. Sometimes he would go out on the boat with his father, but much of the time he spent repairing the nets and getting the catch ready for sale. We would sit on the pebbled shore, talking and staring out at the lake or the river behind us.

He told me about the mountains that surrounded the lake and of the many animals that roamed the upland areas. There were bears, foxes, many species of deer, and even red squirrels. I had never seen any of these creatures, only on my little bracelet, and I marvelled at how much he knew. He said it was because he spent his time with the older fishermen who had lived their lives around the lake. He also said that was why it was not safe to wander about at night, not that I wanted to, as this was my time for Aunty A’s stories.

Our lake, my knowledgeable friend told me, was a freshwater type, which was so large it looked like the sea. He was right, you could see to the horizon. Seals could be seen on occasion, bobbing their heads up and down as they fished the waters for their food. They did not affect the fishermen as the fish were plentiful, the main ones being omul, a type of white fish. These were the ones that were caught and sold at the markets surrounding the lake. I loved all of the activity when the boats came in, and had watched them since I was a child.

Aunty A would take me once a month to buy our supplies, and I enjoyed meeting with the other lake folk, this was my happy and settled life. The chatter of the people and the screeching of the Mongolian gulls overhead was the music that I knew and loved. I had met Tomas on one of our trips to market and discovered, to my joy, that he lived in the same village, Listvenichnoye. He became my friend, really the only one I had.

Every winter the lake would freeze over and we would take our sleds and play on the ice. We could not stay out too long because the wind chill would make the temperature so low there was a danger of frostbite. There were stories of soldiers who had tried to cross the lake one winter and who had died there because of the extreme cold. We were told from a young age to stay near the edges and only play for a short time.

Nearby, a new railway line had been built, that stretched for many many miles, part of it connecting our village with the town of Irkutsk, where my father had worked, in the large factory. We heard that this railway could also take you to the capital city of Moscova, wherever that was. It sounded very exciting. Tomas and I talked of going there one day, and I wondered if that was where my parents had gone. I tried to talk with Aunty A about it, but she just said that I would find out everything when it was the proper time. I wanted the proper time to be now, I was nearly 15 and impatient to know everything there was to know about family and boys. My feelings for Tomas had deepened and I did not know how to deal with them.

One day, Aunty A told me I was to leave. She had written a letter to an aunt who lived in Moscova and was awaiting a reply. I did not want to leave, this was all I knew. She did not explain why. I was very upset but there was no changing her mind. I asked again about my parents, but was given no answer. I really could not understand it. I was sorry to say goodbye to Tomas, but Aunty A said it would be for the best. For whom? I wondered.

The dreaded letter came, and so we left.
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Chapter Two

Aunty E – Elena

I was to travel to Moscova, the capital city for the region, the place that Tomas and I wondered about, to stay with another aunty, Elena, whom I had never heard of before. I wondered if she would know about my parents.

Aunty A took me to the train station, and to my seat in a compartment with another family. There were six of us in a small space, but this was a comfort to me, travelling alone at 14 years old. I thought about telling them my name was Tasha, but Aunty A spoiled the idea by introducing me to the other people. Of course, we then had to go through the usual laughs and questions.

The other family was a mother, father and three children – two girls and a boy. I supposed the boy was about my age, the two girls younger. They seemed to be nice and Aunty A seemed to know them, but then she knew many people.

The journey took three days, over which time we got to know each other more. The two girls, Katrina and Olga, were I thought about 10 and 12 years old, and quite silly little creatures. The boy was 16 and his name was Petyr.

I had been given lots of food for the journey, which I shared with them, as was the custom on the long haul trains. The days were good, staring out of the windows at the birch tree forests, rivers and small towns we could see near the train tracks. There was lots going on – the track maintenance crews, the children walking to school, the old ladies in their head coverings, appearing like ghosts out of the forests, going to market.

The nights were not so good, the train creaked noisily along the rails, rolling from side to side. It was difficult to sleep sitting upright in the seat, and the two girls talked and laughed half the night. Petyr and his parents did not seem to notice and slept soundly. I wished that I could too.

One compensation was looking out at the night sky and the stars so close and so bright. I was sure that if I could lean out of the train I would be able to touch them. Sadly I could not do that, it would have been far too dangerous.

The three days went by and soon I was in the city. Aunty Elena was there to meet me. They were very strange, my aunties. Aunty E, as I now call her, was not like her sister at all. Whereas Aunty A was mysterious and would tell me wondrous stories, Aunty E was very business-like. I suppose that’s what came of living in a big city.

There was one very odd thing about Aunty E, she lived underground in a cave-like space, reached through a series of tunnels. At the entrance was a big steel gate that clanged shut when she did not want to see anyone. Having come from the countryside, I did not like it, being closed in, but at least I felt safe there.

I had my 15th birthday, so I did not have to go to school anymore, which I was happy about, except I didn’t get to see any other people and began to feel like a prisoner.

Occasionally we would go out to get food supplies, and I was surprised that, like Aunty A, she knew a lot of people. So, I reasoned, that she must come out into the air on many occasions. Was it just me she wanted to keep hidden? Was this all to do with my parents?

One day we went into the heart of the city. It was like a fortress, a huge wall surrounded a palace and other buildings that I was informed were churches with tombs containing famous people from the past. Now this was much more interesting. I wanted to go and see, but was hurried across a large cobbled square and into a large building to buy our supplies. It had lots of sections selling goods, and at its centre was a beautiful large fountain – a great place for meeting people and eating ices. Before we left, she took me to the beautiful Alexander Gardens, with its many rows of vibrant flowers, fairy tale figures and the fountain with four mighty horses rearing up out of the spray. I had never seen anything like it. It was magnificent. The sight of it made up for all of the long days staring at the walls of our underground home.
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I could hear many different accents, some of which I recognised from home. I wanted to go and talk to them, but Aunty E said I must not, which of course made me all the more determined to do so.

Another time we went down to the canal, to a small park there. We saw many couples, some brides still in their beautiful dresses, posing for their portraits. I loved to watch the artists at work, painting the happy faces of the men and women on their special day. I wondered if I would ever get married, but doubted it as I was never allowed to go out on my own. I thought of Tomas from my village and how I missed him and our talks on the lakeshore.

On another outing we went into a large square building. It looked pretty on the outside, but once inside it had an ominous, heavy feeling. I did not like it. I was about to ask some questions but one look at Aunty E’s face told me to keep quiet. Was there some connection with my parents here? She did not introduce me to anyone so I knew that whatever it was about, it must be serious. I was relieved to be out of there. Our journey home was spent in silence.

I had thought that Aunty A was difficult to be with, but Aunty E was much worse. I suppose I was afraid of her, although she could be really caring on occasion. Aunty A was my mother’s sister and Aunty E, I learnt, was from my father’s family. I had thought that they were sisters, but they were not. I so much wanted to know about my parents, so instead of any real information, I made up fantastical stories about them and their adventures. Not that I told anyone, they were just for me, a little world to escape into when the real one became too hard to bear.

Aunty E did care for me, in her way, but me being an inquisitive young woman, I wanted to get out and join with the rest of humanity going about their lives outside of this underground space.

I had always supposed that it was just us who lived here, but one day, while exploring, I found a door and behind it were other families. I was so pleased to meet with other people. This time I said I was Tasha, so no one knew any different. I kept these friends a secret and went to see them whenever I could. It seemed to me that every time I made any friends, I had to move away. I was very quiet about these new people and made them promise that if they ever met Aunty E they were to say nothing of my visits.

One evening we went on a boat ride down the river which I really enjoyed. When we were back at home relaxing, we started to have a good talk. I decided to take the chance and mention my parents. At first she did not say anything, but as the evening wore on she started to talk about my father, Sergei, and how when they were teenagers they had moved from their village to the lake where they met my mother’s family. They vaguely knew each other. My mother’s younger sister Ekaterina, known to everyone as Katya, was the sister everyone remembered most. She was a bright-eyed, adventurous child. She now lived in Romania. She had run off to be with the travelling fair people. My grandmother had never forgiven her.

I listened carefully to everything she told me, but at the end of it I still had no idea of what had happened to my parents or how I had come to be given a name like Algebra. I decided the best way was to learn a little more each time we spoke, without appearing to be too inquisitive. I was now 16, but as I was too young to work, days were spent around our cave-like home.

I did like my Aunty E, but was very happy when I had time to myself. I invented a whole new world where I would go and have many exciting adventures. Sometimes Tomas would be there, with his calm fisherman’s face, deeply tanned from being in the open air on the lakeside. Sometimes my new friend from the train, Petyr, was with me, with his two laughing sisters. Sometimes it would be the people from behind the secret door.

One day, after one of my visits, Aunty E saw me coming back, and from the look on her face I knew two things. One, that she was very angry, and two, that I would be forced to move on. I was right, plans were very quickly put into place for me to stay with Aunty Katya in Romania. I had no time to say goodbye to my friends, which made me sad. After a long journey, we reached the village of aunt number three. She was extremely surprised to see us there so quickly but made us very welcome.

I was pleased to see that we were at least above ground, and I liked Aunty K immediately. She was younger and full of life, smiling all of the time. Aunty E stayed a few days then went back to her city. I wanted to ask so many questions, but I realised that I would have to be patient if I was to get any answers. Better to concentrate on day-to-day living, at least at first.


Chapter Three

Aunty K – Ekaterina (Katya)

Aunty K took me out with her around the town. I even got to speak with some people, but of course they knew nothing of me or my parents. I began to wonder if I really had parents, and had not just arrived fully formed with Aunty A. No, that was ridiculous, but I did wonder.

I thought that somewhere there must be some pictures, so one day when I was alone I decided to look for them. Aunty K was much more easy-going than my other aunts so I thought that she would be the most likely to have some evidence of my parents’ existence. At the same time, I idly wondered why there were no uncles.

Aunty K’s house had lots of intriguing items. I thought that it must have been so exciting, living in a caravan, moving from town to town, setting up the fair, seeing all the happy faces as they came to enjoy all that was on offer. I thought that I would have liked to have done that too. It took me quite some time to find some pictures, I had to be careful as I did not want her to know that I had been prying into her private things, but I so desperately wanted to find some information. I had thought of nothing else for as long as I could remember.

At last I came across a small painting of a lady who looked very much like me. She had dark hair and sparkling brown eyes. Although mine were blue, I was sure she was my mother. Standing next to her was a young man with golden hair and light eyes, that I was convinced were of the brightest blue. These people had to be my parents.



[image: images]




I stared and stared at it, trying very hard to see any details that would tell me where it was, but sadly there was nothing definite. It could have been anywhere, but in my heart I believed it to be Siberia. I carefully put everything back and sat to await the return of Aunty K.

I could not get the painting out of my mind and really wanted to ask about it, but knew I must not as Aunty K would know I had been through her things and that I had broken her trust. One evening we had been sitting in her small garden after our meal, watching the sky change into its golden cloak as the sun slowly sank into the hills, when she suddenly announced that I was to have some work.

Being now nearly 17, she decided that I could be trusted on my own out in the wider world. I was thrilled, I had felt like a prisoner for most of my life and now I would have some freedom. Of course, I wasn’t to be entirely free as the work was with some friends of hers, but at least it was out of the house and I was going to meet other people.

The next morning I put on my best clothes and went with Aunty K to a part of the town I did not know. The main square had large buildings on all sides and in the middle a beautiful fountain that looked like a cake with many tiers. She told me that once the sun set there were lanterns that made the dark waters shine with different colours. Now that I really would like to see, I thought.
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