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Fire and Silk

"The heart knows no flag." 

Kyiv had grown louder in their absence from each other. The city breathed in static—sirens, shouting, the thrum of a people stretched between grief and resistance. But inside their seventh-floor apartment on Bohdan Khmelnytskyi Street, Katya and Danylo stood still, barely breathing. It had been thirty-nine days since they'd touched. She hadn’t told him she was coming back today. Her body had made the decision before her mind could catch up. The train had arrived at dawn, and she’d waited four hours in a café by the station, watching old men argue about NATO while stirring sugar into black coffee that tasted like burnt coal. One of them wore a Cossack hat and shouted something about Slavic bloodlines. She barely heard. Her phone buzzed twice in those hours: a reminder from the American Academy about their daughter’s field trip to the Chernobyl museum, and a notification from her secure channel—a recipe for borscht sent by “T. Morozov.”

She memorized the pattern of ingredients before deleting it. Dill meant danger. Bay leaf meant wait. Horseradish meant contact soon. This recipe had all three, plus a final note in the formatting—an extra period at the end. That meant someone was watching. She hadn't seen her handler in weeks, but Moscow never forgot.

Katya closed the apartment door behind her, her coat still dusted with the fine white grit of the metro. The apartment smelled faintly of varnished wood and cold tea. Familiar, and yet unsteady. Her fingers trembled as they set down her phone. She could hear the television still murmuring in the living room, tuned low to Hromadske. The anchor’s voice was monotone—numb.

Danylo sat at the kitchen table, still as stone. A half-drunk cup of coffee sat before him, forgotten. His face was pale, almost grey. Not from shock at her sudden appearance, but from what he had just learned an hour before: his brother, Stepan, was dead.

“Ambushed,” he said without looking up. “Near Bakhmut. Last night.”

Katya stepped forward. He didn’t flinch. He stared at the table as if it might vanish. “He was wearing that locket I gave him,” he added. “There wasn’t much else.”

She reached for him, her hand hesitating in the air before settling on his shoulder. It was the first time in over a month she had touched him. He leaned into it, only slightly, like a man learning gravity again.

They didn’t speak after that. Not for a while. The words would come later, too late, or maybe never. For now, there was only the aching presence of the other—the scent of sweat and steel on his collar, the tension in her spine from weeks of sleeping light, of looking over her shoulder in Moscow, of reading reports she shouldn't have seen about troop movements she wasn't supposed to care about.

They moved like magnets—collision was inevitable. Their lips met first, dry and bruising. His hands gripped the back of her neck like she might disappear. Hers moved beneath his shirt, frantic, disbelieving. They stumbled into the bedroom, stripping away layers like borders they no longer believed in.

It wasn’t tender. It wasn’t meant to be. It was a war cry, a breaking dam, a prayer spoken through clenched teeth and hoarse sobs. Grief made it fierce. Love made it holy. They collapsed together, limbs tangled in sheets and silence, heartbeats thundering louder than shellfire.

When it was over, the quiet felt unfamiliar. Too sharp. They lay tangled in each other, still half-dressed, skin slick and eyes glassy. Then the noise returned. From below: shouting. Then a crash. Then the distant but unmistakable cry of a protest taking shape. They pulled the curtain aside. Down on the street, dozens—no, hundreds—had gathered. Homemade banners in Ukrainian read "NO COLLABORATORS" and "SLAVA UKRAINI—WITHOUT TRAITORS."  

Katya froze. Danylo stood behind her, jaw clenched. A plastic bottle, on fire, was hurled from the edge of the crowd. It burst against the curb, flames licking the air before being stamped out by a passing officer in riot gear. Another voice joined the chant. Then more. The words grew sharper:

“No Russians in Kyiv! No spies in our streets!” Katya stepped back, instinctively. She felt his eyes on her. “Do they know?” she whispered. He didn’t answer. A knock came at the door—not the front, but the back stairwell, the emergency exit. They both froze. Katya's heart clattered in her chest like a loose bolt in a machine. Danylo moved quietly toward the door and checked the peephole. Nothing. “It's probably someone fleeing the protest,” he said, but his voice betrayed uncertainty.

She pulled on a robe, then another knock came. Sharp. Purposeful. They didn’t answer.

Eventually, it stopped. The silence that followed was worse. Later, they sat by the window, drinking tea that had long gone cold. Their children were still at school. The American Academy—safe, she hoped. A former Soviet diplomat’s son had enrolled there just last year. The building was guarded like a consulate. Still, her hands wouldn’t stop shaking.

She imagined Sofia and Lev in their matching navy uniforms, reciting English pledge lines with Ukrainian accents. Sofia always corrected her, “It’s not 'pledging to a country,’ Mama. It’s pledging to ideals.”

Katya had laughed at the time. Now, it made her want to cry. She hadn’t told Danylo yet about the message. About the recipe. About what it might mean. Instead, she looked down at her hands, still trembling, and said: “I thought I could stop lying if I just loved hard enough.” He didn’t respond. His gaze drifted to the window again. In the distance, smoke curled into the sky—someone had set fire to a trash bin. Kyiv burned in fragments, like the edges of an old letter.

Finally, he turned to her. “Can love be immune to propaganda?” he asked. She wanted to say yes. She wanted to say that love was stronger than slogans, that it didn’t need passports or allegiances. That it could live, quietly, between bulletins and barricades. That it could resist. Instead, she kissed the space just below his collarbone and whispered: “It depends on who’s doing the writing.”

That night, as the city finally cooled beneath blackout skies, Katya reached for her notebook, its spine cracked from years of secrets. She flipped to a clean page, wrote slowly, as if each word were a fragile truth: “Between your ribs / and the border / I lie, unspeaking.” The line throbbed in Katya’s notebook like a wound she wasn’t ready to stitch closed. It was more than metaphor—it was confession. She lay in the fragile, invisible space between Danylo’s body and the invisible line that carved their countries apart. Not just geographically, but ideologically, linguistically, historically. Between his ribs—his heart, his breath, his grief—and the border—his patriotism, his duty, his dead brother—she remained silent. Because what could she say? That she loved him and had lied? That she was a Russian in Kyiv, in his bed, in his war-torn life, still decoding messages from the city that shelled his people? Words, she feared, would only detonate what remained. So she stayed in that tight, impossible space—closer than lovers, farther than nations—hoping her presence might say what her voice could not. She didn’t show him. But he felt it. They didn’t sleep. The city wouldn’t let them. And neither would the war between them—unspoken but growing louder with every quiet breath.
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The Red Thread

"Love, when betrayed, turns to war." 

— Euripides

Katya had never believed in fate. She believed in timing, in strategy, in pretext. But lately, threads seemed to pull tighter on their own, winding around her wrists and ribs until she could barely breathe. Red threads, she imagined—bright, thin, soaked in memory and warning.

That morning, sunlight spilled through their apartment like nothing had changed. The kettle whistled softly. Outside, the street was quiet, as if Kyiv had exhaled for the first time in weeks.

Their daughter, Sofia, had already left for school. Lev lingered, stuffing art supplies into a backpack with the determined scowl of an eight-year-old boy who hated watercolors.

Danylo sat at the kitchen table, tie crooked, distracted, scrolling through secure ministry updates on his laptop. The headlines flickered past: Power Stations Hit in Kharkiv, New LNG Agreement with Poland, NATO Delegation Due in Kyiv.

He didn’t look up when he spoke. “I’ve been promoted. Deputy Minister of Energy and Infrastructure.” Katya paused in the doorway, hiding the involuntary stiffening of her spine behind a practiced smile. “That’s good,” she said, gently. “You’ve worked for it.” “I’ll have to travel more. Poland. Brussels. Maybe even DC if the aid package passes.” She walked behind him, placed her hands on his shoulders, kissed the top of his head like a blessing she didn’t believe in. The warmth of him, the unknowing, made her nauseous. She said nothing more. Omission had become her daily rhythm—each silence a necessary lie. She didn’t tell him about the message she received the night before.

A burner phone, slipped into her coat pocket by a stranger in the metro. A single vibration. No name. Just: “He’ll have access now. We need it.” No specifics. They never gave specifics. Her handler hadn’t contacted her directly in weeks. She’d hoped—naively, foolishly, that silence meant she was forgotten. But Moscow didn’t forget. And Danylo’s promotion wasn’t coincidence.

Later that day, she sat across from her handler in a shadowy café in Podil. He wore a mustard coat and a fisherman's cap. The same disguise he had used two years ago, when she first agreed to the mission. “His laptop. Tomorrow night,” he said, sipping black tea. “We need access. Even five minutes.” “I can’t,” she replied too quickly. “You can,” he said, without heat. “And you will. Or we send the picture to KyivPost.” He slid a phone across the table. On the screen: a photo of her, from two years ago, stepping out of a safehouse in Odesa. Her face clear. Recognizable. “Your children go to an American school. That kind of exposure is dangerous.” The tea went cold in her throat. She nodded once and stood. Her legs shook the entire tram ride home.

That evening, Danylo returned with a different look in his eyes—quiet and tight. “I had a briefing with NATO today,” he said. “They're worried the energy grid’s compromised. Cyber, not bombs this time.” Katya froze mid-stir of the soup. “Are we?” she asked, too casually. He watched her, and she could feel it—his gaze not on her hands, but her mouth. The pauses. The lines between words. “We might be,” he said. “But they’re also watching us. Me. You. Everyone.” His words hung between them like invisible barbed wire.

That night, Sofia woke screaming. Katya bolted from bed, heart racing. They found her in the bathroom, curled on the tiles, her chest heaving in rapid gasps. “I couldn’t breathe,” she sobbed. “I couldn’t—something was wrong. I thought I was dying.” Danylo wrapped her in a towel, holding her close. Katya sat beside them, rubbing circles into her daughter’s back. “Was it a dream?” Danylo asked softly. “No,” she said. “It was the air. It felt like the walls were closing. Like...like they hated us.” Katya wanted to scream. Instead, she kissed Sofia’s temple and whispered, “You’re safe.” Over and over. A lie she told too well.

Katya used to believe the answer was no. Lies by omission were survival. In Moscow, they trained her to believe that. Secrets were patriotism. Silence was strength. But each time she hid the truth from Danylo, she felt herself fracture. Was treason about borders—or hearts? Was betrayal measured by flags, or by eyes that trusted you, that searched your face for answers you refused to give? She often thought of Stepan now—dead because of coordinates her country mapped, because of wars her silence sustained. She hadn’t killed him, but she had not tried to stop it either. And Danylo. If he ever knew—truly knew—what she had done, would their love survive it? Or would it, too, turn to war
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