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Foreword
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War redraws maps, but it also redraws people. It carves silence into places where laughter once lived, and lays invisible borders inside the hearts of those who survive it. Yet even in the shadows of conflict, life refuses to surrender. Strangers meet. Journeys begin. Choices are made that no battlefield can predict.

When Elianov arrived in Georgia, he believed he was stepping into a place of fragile neutrality—a narrow passage of calm between two storms. He carried the weight of a homeland straining under conflict, but he also carried a quiet hope that purpose might be found in helping others. Maria reached the same land with different memories but the same yearning: to serve, to heal, to stand in the thin space where humanity rises above politics.

Neither of them knew their names would soon be sewn into a single thread.

An explosion would shatter the ground beneath their feet. Lies would spread with mechanical precision. A hidden power, neither Russian nor Ukrainian, would decide that two young witnesses must not be allowed to speak. And from that moment forward, their lives would no longer belong to the safety of the ordinary.

Their escape would not be heroic in the traditional sense. It would be a journey through mountains older than any border, through villages where time has forgotten its footing, through fear, trust, and the quiet awakening of something tender between two people who should never have met.

This is not a story about nations. It is a story about two souls navigating a world reshaped by hands they cannot see. A story of truth sought in silence, of love sparked in danger, and of hope found in the space between destruction and rebirth.

Their names are Elianov and Maria.

And this is the path they chose when everything else was taken from them.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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Meeting on Neutral Ground

––––––––
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The ancient city of Tbilisi sprawled beneath a sky the color of bruised slate, the heavy clouds hanging low over the Caucasus mountains like a damp wool blanket. It was a city of chaotic beauty, where crumbling wooden balconies leaned precariously over narrow cobblestone streets, and the smell of sulfur from the bathhouses mingled with the exhaust of old diesel engines. For Elianov, standing on the rusted iron terrace of the makeshift humanitarian headquarters, the view offered no comfort, only a stark reminder of the displacement that had become his life. He held a lit cigarette between fingers stained with solder and grease, the smoke curling upward to join the gray haze of the afternoon, his eyes tracing the distant peaks that separated him from a home he might never see again.

Elianov was a man of frequencies and signals, a technician who understood the world through the logic of circuits rather than the unpredictable nature of human emotion. At thirty-four, his face bore the premature lines of exhaustion, his dark hair kept short to hide the encroaching gray, and his movements were precise, devoid of wasted energy. He had spent the last six months in this converted Soviet-era warehouse, repairing radios for ambulances and maintaining the fragile digital infrastructure that connected the scattered refugee camps along the border. The work was endless and thankless, a constant battle against entropy and outdated equipment, yet it was the only thing that kept the screaming silence of his memories at bay.

Inside the warehouse, the air was thick with the humidity of unwashed bodies and the sharp, chemical tang of industrial cleaners used to sanitize the medical bays. Volunteers from a dozen nations moved like ants in a disturbed colony, shouting over one another in a cacophony of English, Georgian, and French, their voices rising and falling in waves of urgent necessity. Elianov crushed his cigarette into a tin can overflowing with ash and turned back toward the noise, his heavy boots echoing on the metal grating. He adjusted the strap of his tool bag, feeling the familiar weight of his multimeter and screwdrivers, armor against a world that felt increasingly broken beyond repair.

The center of operations was a large, open-plan room dominated by a map of the region, currently covered in red pins marking conflict zones and blue pins indicating aid stations. The director of the mission, a harried French woman named Claire, stood by the map, gesturing wildly at a group of new arrivals who looked bewildered and terrified. Elianov skirted the edge of the group, intending to slip into his workshop unnoticed, but the sudden hush that fell over the room made him pause. He looked up to see a woman standing in the doorway, her silhouette framed by the fading light of the courtyard, clutching a battered rucksack to her chest as if it contained her very soul.

She stepped into the light, and the tension in the room became a physical weight, pressing down on the lungs of everyone present. She was pale, her blonde hair pulled back in a severe, practical ponytail, but it was her eyes that caught Elianov’s attention—blue, wide, and swimming with a mixture of determination and profound apology. She wore the standard vest of a volunteer paramedic, but the patch on her shoulder, though stripped of its flag, could not hide the passport she carried in her pocket. The whispers began almost immediately, low and venomous, rippling through the gathered Ukrainians and Georgians like a cold wind through dry grass.

“Everyone, please, listen to me,” Claire’s voice cut through the murmurs, though it lacked its usual authority, straining against the obvious hostility of her staff. “This is Maria. She is a certified trauma paramedic with five years of experience in emergency response, and she has traveled here at her own expense to assist us.” Claire paused, her eyes darting around the room, daring anyone to voice the objection that hung heavy in the air. “We are short-handed, we are losing patients because we lack qualified hands, and in this building, we do not care about borders. We care about blood and breath. Is that understood?”

Maria did not shrink away from the glares, though Elianov noticed the way her knuckles turned white as she gripped the straps of her bag. She took a step forward, her voice trembling slightly but clear enough to be heard in the back of the room where Elianov stood in the shadows. “I know who I am, and I know why you look at me with hate,” she said, her Russian accent distinct, sending a fresh wave of unease through the crowd. “I cannot change where I was born, and I cannot stop the madness of my government, but I can stop bleeding. I can set bones. Please, just let me work.”

The silence that followed was not one of acceptance, but of a grudging, temporary truce, born of exhaustion and the undeniable truth of her words. Slowly, the group dispersed, the volunteers returning to their tasks with dark looks and muttered curses, leaving Maria standing alone in the center of the room. Claire sighed, rubbing her temples, and pointed Maria toward the logistics desk to sign her paperwork, her posture sagging with relief. Elianov watched the scene unfold with a detached curiosity, feeling a strange resonance with the woman’s isolation, a mirror to his own internal exile.

He retreated into the sanctuary of his workshop, a cramped cubicle walled off by stacks of radio receivers and coils of black wire. The hum of the servers was a lullaby here, a constant drone that drowned out the political arguments and the weeping of the refugees in the main hall. He sat at his workbench, switching on the magnifying lamp, and pulled a fractured circuit board toward him, focusing his mind on the microscopic pathways of copper and gold. But for the first time in months, his concentration wavered, his thoughts drifting back to the woman with the apologetic eyes and the courage to walk into a room full of enemies.

Hours passed, marked only by the shifting shadows on the concrete floor and the rhythmic beep of the testing equipment. The warehouse quieted as the night shift took over, the frantic energy of the day settling into a low, simmering anxiety. Elianov was deep inside the guts of a long-range transmitter when a hesitant knock on the metal frame of his cubicle made him jump. He spun around on his stool, a screwdriver raised instinctively like a weapon, only to find Maria standing there, holding a bulky handheld radio with a cracked casing.

“I was told the technician could be found here,” she said softly, her eyes flicking to the screwdriver and then up to his face, registering his defensive posture. “I am sorry to disturb you. They gave me this unit for the ambulance run tomorrow, but it is nothing but static. I cannot go out into the field without a line to the hospital.” She held the device out to him, her hand steady despite the fatigue that etched dark circles under her eyes. Elianov looked at the radio, then at her, and slowly lowered his hand, the tension in his shoulders releasing slightly.

“Put it on the table,” he said, his voice raspy from hours of disuse, the Ukrainian inflection heavy and deliberate. He did not smile, did not offer a pleasantry, maintaining the professional distance that was his shield. Maria nodded and placed the radio on the anti-static mat, stepping back to give him space, though she did not leave. Elianov picked up the device, his fingers deft and practiced as he popped the back cover and inspected the battery contacts. “Corrosion,” he muttered, more to himself than to her. “This unit has been in the water. Typical.”

“Can you fix it?” she asked, a note of desperation creeping into her voice, the fear of being useless evident in her posture. “I have a shift at dawn. The border run near the gorge. If I cannot communicate, I am a liability.” Elianov glanced up at her, seeing the vulnerability she tried so hard to mask with professionalism. He grabbed a bottle of isopropyl alcohol and a stiff brush, beginning to scrub the contacts with vigorous, precise strokes.

“I can fix it,” he replied flatly, keeping his eyes on his work, avoiding the connection that threatened to form. “But you should check your equipment before you accept the assignment next time. The batteries are old. I will replace them, but do not submerge it again.” He worked in silence for a few minutes, the scratching of the brush the only sound between them. Maria watched him, her gaze traveling over the chaotic order of his workspace, the sketches of circuit diagrams pinned to the walls.

“You are from Kyiv?” she asked suddenly, the question hanging in the air like a dare. Elianov stopped scrubbing, his hand freezing over the exposed circuitry. He slowly looked up, his dark eyes locking onto hers, cold and guarded. “My accent?” he asked, his tone sharpening. “Or did you read my file while you were waiting?” It was a harsh accusation, born of paranoia, but Maria did not flinch.

“The patch on your bag,” she said, pointing to the rucksack shoved in the corner, where a faded blue and yellow emblem was stitched. “And the way you hold yourself. Like you are waiting for the roof to collapse.” Elianov looked at the bag, then back to the radio, feeling a strange mixture of irritation and respect for her observation. “I am from Kyiv,” he admitted, returning to his work. “Before the sky started falling.”
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