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The discovery was a complete accident, of course. 

Nadezhda never set out to make an enemy of the woman she believed to be her adoptive mother.

She would never have suspected that anything was odd in her family. Her adoptive mother, Nikolina, was...Kind to her, in the sense that always ensured that her basic needs were fulfilled.

True, they weren't close, she had never called Nikolina 'Mama', they rarely hugged or kissed, but her mother had adopted her as a baby and cared for her patiently ever since.

She was vaguely aware that this couldn't have been easy. Nikolina was a busy woman, working as a lawyer in the bustling centre of Moscow, the city they lived on the edges of. 

And as for her...Nadezhda had to concede she hadn't been the perfect child.

Half the time, she was a reserved girl, shy, even, leaving her mother worrying that she didn't have many friends.

Then there was her stubborn side and her hot temper. They rarely surfaced, but sometimes...Well, she could remember fighting a war that lasted months with her mother over whether or not she could get piano lessons.

Overall, though, they had managed.

Her mother had told her she had never fallen in love with someone she could start a family with, but had always wanted a child, so she had chosen her.

That always made her feel happier on those days when Nikolina worked late and she was at home, lonely. She had been chosen.

It got her through the rough parts, like the little niggling doubts whenever she saw other kids with their more affectionate parents and the moments when she wanted to find her real parents or know more about her true heritage but was denied every time she asked.

Mostly, though, her life with Nikolina, and in general, was normal. Ordinary. Dull.

She went to school, got average grades, didn't dislike or like anyone or anything there strongly, then went home and waited for her mother to arrive.

On the evening of a long spring day, Nikolina was still out, so Nadezhda was sitting by herself at home.

Bored, she got up to look for something to do. Perhaps there was a book around here that she hadn't read yet or something...

She strolled over to her mother's bookshelf and leant against it as she scanned over the spines of the volumes there, looking for anything of interest.

Her weight against the shelf made it wobble, and a pile of old, discarded hardbacks that had been shoved on top of it, out of sight, crashed down.

She jumped back, dodging the flying books, then dropped to her knees to scoop them up.

To her surprise, they were music books. Was her mother interested in music?

She didn't think so, given the row they had had over the piano. Curiously, she opened one, gasping as she revealed something very unexpected...

Tucked inside the cover was a photo of a young man and woman, newlyweds by the look of it.

Nadezhda froze.

The woman in the picture was familiar. She had long platinum blonde hair, wound up in a bun, emerald eyes, and beige skin. She knew those features too - it was her mother!

Even though the idea of Nikolina in a wedding dress was totally unfamiliar, it was her.

The photo was old, worn and faded. And the woman was younger, not to mention smiling more than Nadezhda had ever seen her stern-faced, sharp-eyed mother do, but it was undoubtedly the same woman. 

That was surprising enough, but then her gaze was pulled to the man.

He had the same light brown hair, blue eyes, and pale skin that she was so used to seeing when she looked in the mirror!

Blinking in surprise as the realisation hit her, she looked at the picture again. 

Her parents. They were her parents. She had birth parents... Of course, she knew she did, but knowing anything about them was a strange concept.

She had daydreamed about what they might be like, naturally.

But that was childish, dreaming that the father she had never known was a hugely powerful man, or that her real mother was a gorgeous and rich movie star...

There was never any earnest consideration of her real birth parents, nor was there any discussion of them. Now, she was staring at them.

That was enough to try to get her swimming head around, without trying to process the idea that her 'adoptive' mother was her real mother. And had lied to her...

In the background of the photo, as her confused brain searched it in hope of finding some sort of clarity, she spotted another familiar person, similar to Nikolina, with long blonde waves flowing around her shoulders and sparkling green eyes. 

Her Aunt Ekaterina, she realised.

Well, Nikolina will admit nothing, even if I confront her with the picture, she mused. Maybe Aunty Katya will tell me the truth?

She hoped so. In her childhood, she had got the affection her mother hadn't been able to give from her doting Aunt.

Katya was Nikolina's energetic little sister. She loved children. According to Nikolina, this was because she practically was one.

The two sisters had an odd kind of relationship. Ekaterina seemed fond of her sister, yet Nadezhda got the impression her mother didn't return the feelings... She used to, and when she had been young, Katya had often visited.

But then the visits had stopped, and the two sisters had stopped talking.

But Ekaterina was considered the 'fun' one of the family. Nadezhda loved her company.

She had a key to her nearby home, using it to pop in when those afternoons home alone got too boring.

Ekaterina ran her own business online, so she was almost always at home and usually flexible enough with her work to pay attention to Nadezhda.

So, the young girl made her way over there and found her Aunt sitting peering at her computer screen.

"Oh, Nadya! Hey, it's good to see you again,” she called out affectionately as her niece, who had let herself in, entered. 

It was only having greeted her cheerfully that she seemed to remember that this wasn't normal. 

Her smile, sparked by seeing her niece, faded abruptly.

"What's up?” she asked, sounding concerned. 

Was something wrong? On a normal day, Nadezhda would be at home. And the girl did look a bit shaken.

But she didn't overreact, wanting to let Nadezhda explain herself.

Which she soon began to, hesitantly at first, since she wasn't sure how Katya would react. 

"I was hoping you could explain something to me, Aunty Katya,” she decided to play it safe, at least to begin with.

"What is it you need explaining, and I'll do my best to help you.”

As Katya assured Nadezhda of that, she rotated her seat 180 degrees to face her niece. 

Nadezhda instantly seized this opportunity and pressed the picture into Ekaterina's hand, not finding any fitting words with which to accompany such a presentation.

The older woman held it as though it was somehow fragile, staring down at it nervously.

"How did you find this?” she asked nervously, wondering if Nikolina knew.

Had she told her at last? That seemed unlikely and would have no doubt lead to trouble...

Perhaps there had been a row at her sister's house.

The inevitable row that had been brewing for years. She had tried to tell Nikolina that Nadezhda would find out one day...

"I just stumbled on it." Nadezhda brushed past that bit, not wanting to explain that it had been among her mother's things.

Katya might think she had been prying. Besides, that was far from the most critical issue here.

"Anyway, can you explain? I want to know why she'd hide this. Why would she lie to me?"

After a small pause that seemed like an eternity, Ekaterina spoke.

"I don't understand it myself, but she said she was afraid.” she explained.

"Of what, being a good mother?" Nadezhda questioned sharply, bitterness creeping into her voice.

"No!" Katya's rejection of her comment was sudden and almost scolding.

This, from her laidback Aunt, stung. Katya saw Nadezhda's expression and softened again.

"No. She was afraid for you,” she revealed.

The room fell completely silent. Even Nadezhda's heart seemed to skip a beat.

She hadn't thought her mother cared for her very much, let alone wanted to protect her from... From what?! 

The anger flooded back. What could be so terrible that you had to lie to your child to keep them 'safe'?

What did they need to be ‘safe’ from, when they already lived in a boring little suburb anyway? 

"Huh!” she snorted, tossing her head. "What the hell do I need protecting from?!"

Ekaterina gave her a stern look, unusual for her, and suddenly looked a lot like Nikolina.

"More than you might think. But I can't tell you unless you promise not to blab to anyone else,” she insisted.

The girl wavered. She was angry, but only because she wanted the truth. Was this her chance to get it? 

"I don't think anyone else cares, but fine, I won't. Now tell me!” she responded after a moment's hesitation, curiosity beating anger in the long term.

"Right," Ekaterina nodded. "So, there's four of us who know about the wedding, me, you, the priest and Lina.” She began.

Nadezhda nodded. 'Lina' was her mother's much-hated nickname. Her Aunt used it whenever she could. Then her brow wrinkled as confusion hit.

"Hang on, what about the groom?"

"You mean your father?" Katya pointed out.

She nodded; her mouth dry all of a sudden. That wasn't a word she'd ever said before, at least not about herself and her family.

Now, she suddenly felt that she couldn't. The concept was too alien to her.

"He was killed within days of the wedding. That's why Nikolina never told you the truth. She didn't want you to be in danger as well. She didn't tell anyone about you being her real child, even your Uncle Sasha thinks you're adopted, and you know how close they are.”

Now her Aunt had turned away again and was speaking in a monotone voice, hitting her with facts now and trying to conceal her own feelings on the matter.

Another time, she might have questioned that and demanded to know all of Katya's hidden thoughts.

But there was a bigger issue. Murder. Her blood ran cold. Her father had been murdered, and she was in danger. Why?

"He was killed? What happened?!” she demanded to know.

There was another long silence. Then Ekaterina reached into her drawer and took out a slim leather-bound book.

“I don't know. Maybe this says something more helpful,” she told her, handing it over.

Nadezhda took it shakily. "What is it?”

"Your father's diary. I don't know a lot about the situation, I didn't even know him that well, but he sort of roped me into being at the wedding, I was the only witness...And afterwards, he gave me this to give to his child. I don't know how he knew your mother was pregnant. And I certainly don't understand how he knew he was going to die. But he wanted you to know about it." Ekaterina revealed.

"Why did he give this to you? Why not my mother?"

Nadezhda only spoke two of the questions that jumped into her head. Her mind was reeling.

Ekaterina shrugged. "I don't know. Maybe the answers are in the diary?"

"Well, I..." Nadezhda looked down at the book in her trembling hands, hesitating. 

What now? There must be more to the story than Ekaterina had revealed, in this little diary her father, a figure who was growing increasingly mysterious by the minute, had left behind for her.

It was her only connection now. And knowing it existed, she couldn't go back, walk away, and ignore what she had discovered. 

"I'll find out what I can. I'll do whatever it takes,” she vowed, looking back to her Aunt, visibly shaken but determined now, her mind made up.

"Thanks for helping,” she added with as much of a smile as she could muster in her shocked state, before heading out.

Stepping out onto the street, she barely felt the freezing evening air hitting her face.

It had been mid-afternoon, just after school, when she had rushed over to her Aunt's. She had planned it to be a short visit.

She'd get the facts she needed and rush home before her mother finished work.

The conversation had taken far longer, but it didn't matter. Suddenly all sense of urgency had vanished.

She simply sank onto a low wall nearby and, with trembling hands, opened the diary.

The first page read:

To my child:

I'm sorry I was never around. And I'm sorry if you and your Mama had to live with the legacy of my work if you lived in fear all these years.

I would have loved to be there for you, but if I can't, then I can leave this for you. I've found someone to keep it, so that it won't be near you all the time, putting you in greater danger.

The moment you start wanting answers about me, you will be given this.

I didn't have long to write this, so there was no time for the full explanation. You need to find Dariya Volkova.

She's a friend of mine who knows everything, even more than your Mama could tell you.

Find her and trust her, she's promised to help you. In the meantime, trust no one. Here is what you need:

Underneath, there was an address.

Nadezhda stared at them for a little while, tracing her hand over the line of text thoughtfully, then flicked through a few more pages. That appeared to be all that was written in the whole diary.

Well...That's a waste of paper, she thought idly, before her brain kicked back in. Seriously, at a time like this? She snapped at herself. 

I have so much to do. Let's find this ‘Dariya’ woman and see what she knows. But first...First I need to go home.

I need to speak to Mama, She thought, with a hint of sarcasm betraying her newfound bitterness towards Nikolina.

Besides, all my things are at home...She thought as she stood up and started her walk back.

She had intended to go home sooner before her mother would have left work, but now she was late.

Somehow it didn't matter to her anymore.

For the first time in her entire sixteen-year long life, she was yearning to see the woman who had deceived her for years: her own mother.

"Nadya? Is that you?" Nikolina's voice called from the older woman's bedroom as she let herself into her mother's apartment.

Stupid question, I'm the only other one with a key, Nadezhda thought crossly.

"Yes, Mama.” she replied, intentionally breaking Nikolina's lifelong rule.

She had been brought up to call her Nikolina, like everyone else. Despite their relationship, they had never been a close mother-daughter pair.

Her mother stepped out into the doorway.

"Do not call me that! I am not your real mother!” she almost shouted, looking flustered and upset, in spite of her permanent formal tone.

"Don't lie to me!” the words snapped out of Nadezhda's mouth as she thrust the photograph at her mother accusingly. 

The older woman slipped her pale, trembling hands under the picture, staring at it.

"But this is... I got rid of these!"

Nikolina's usual perfect mask of emotionless-ness vanished, and she suddenly seemed very flustered.

Her daughter narrowed her eyes at her angrily.

"You lied to me!” she shouted.

The mother rolled her eyes dramatically.

"Calm down Nadya, I only wanted to protect you from our mistakes. Where have you had this attitude from?” she questioned her as her calmness returned.

"Aunty Katya told me everything!" Nadezhda snapped, not being entirely truthful as her anger got the better of her.

"You just hid everything from me! How the hell did that 'protect' me?!” she yelled. 

Then she stopped, taking a deep breath, before walking across the room and started gathering some of her things, never looking at her mother.

She grabbed hold of some of the music books. That was where she had found the picture... Maybe it was helpful in some other way.

"I'm leaving.” She told Nikolina coolly as she picked them up.

"No! Do not be stupid! Where will you go? To Ekaterina, no doubt?!" Nikolina glowered to her daughter, spitting her sister's name bitterly.

She had told her too much and taken her daughter away.

"No. I'll find someone to help me,” Nadezhda replied shortly, not wanting to reveal anything else.

She pushed past her mother and hurried to the door.

Behind her, Nikolina snorted.

"Help you with what, exactly?” she asked sharply.

"Finding out what you never told me. And the information Katya won't tell me." Nadezhda answered in a blunt, cold tone of voice.

Then she turned away, her father's diary and her other belongings in her grip, pushed open the door and strode out into the world determinedly.

Nikolina stared after her, dazed, wondering what would happen now.
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Nadezhda kept her head held high and strode out confidently until she was just out of sight of her mother's apartment.

Then she sank onto a bench at the side of the street and, internally so as not to seriously disturb passers-by, screamed.

She had just walked out of the only home she had ever known and had no idea what she was doing.

Well, she reminded herself, she was going to find Dariya.

But hunting out an unknown woman with a sixteen-year-old address and sheer desperation wasn't really a plan she felt confident about.

Even if she could track the woman down, could she be sure, simply based on her dead father's assurance, that Dariya would help her?

Questions and problems swirled around in her mind, but she pushed them back and stood up again. She had to try. She didn't have anything else left now.

And a part of her was still desperate to know the full truth behind her hidden family history.

The address in the diary was in Yaroslavl, though. Yaroslavl was 173 miles away. In all the meagre belongings she had had time to gather, there was no money at all.

Reaching Dariya's address, if it was even correct, was, therefore, the first problem she needed to tackle.

Normally, she would turn to family for help. But Ekaterina didn't drive, she wasn't going back to talk to Nikolina ever again, and the one other option was her Uncle Alexander. 

Uncle Sasha, as she affectionately knew him, was the calmer, more dependable one of the family, in between Nikolina's sharpness and Katya's boundless energy.

He was always there for her when he could be when she was upset, or ill and needed picking up from school.

And he just about kept his sisters together when things got tense.

So of course, the one person she could rely on to listen to her without judgement, then bundle her into his car and take her where she needed to go... Wasn't here.

The only unreliable thing about the rock of their family was that his job as a private investigator took him all over the world.

So, he was working God only knew where. He usually tried to make it back now and then to see Nikolina, to whom he was very close, but they hadn't seen him in a while...

So, she was really on her own.

Though for a few moments it terrified her, Nadezhda tried again to push down her feelings and think. Perhaps she could hitchhike or something?

There was bound to be a way to get there for free.

Someone might give her a ride if she found the main road pointing in the right direction.

It wasn't likely that she would find one person going the full 173 miles in one go who would take her... Actually, it seemed nearly impossible.

But she could travel in stages, hitching rides with various people until she got somewhere close to her destination.

A plan forming in her mind, she started to walk.

It wasn't far, by simply cutting through the city square, she reached a fairly main road which, if followed far enough, would connect to a few other towns and cities that were a fair way from here.

It was a busy road, going quite a long way in a westerly direction.

She was about sixty per cent sure that that was the way she needed to travel and tried to convince herself the rest of the way to committing as she stood at the side of the road.

When she had finally made herself believe that this must be the right way to go, she raised her hand and started trying to flag down one out of the thousands of cars that whizzed by.

If Nikolina had been aware of her daughter's current activities, it would have only added to the surge of panic that was attacking her now.

It was overwhelming. Nadezhda had gone. Just walked away because of a stupid photograph! 

And what would happen now? Her daughter could be in all kinds of danger. And she could do nothing, because Nadya wouldn't understand. 

It would be just like Ekaterina all over again. She hadn't understood or listened either... 

On the other hand, her sister had somehow realised that this was going to happen. She had spent Nadya's whole life trying to tell her.

And they had quarrelled over it because her little sister had no right to get involved.

But... Doubt crept into her mind. Perhaps, even with her limited understanding of what had truly happened, Ekaterina had a point.

She had hidden too much from her daughter. True, she had done it to protect her, but...

Katya had tried to tell her she had let Antonin's death scare her too much. At the time, which had been a horrible thing to say. 

Of course, it had scared her, her husband was murdered in cold blood by people she could only describe as evil.

Yet, sixteen years later, it still dominated her life and her mindset. And she had neglected her daughter because she was dwelling on his death. 

Tears began to roll down her cheeks as she thought this over. She had made a terrible mistake, forcing her only child away from her and into the arms of grave danger. 

Now, what could she do?

Nadezhda stood by the edge of the road, still waiting. It seemed as though the road was endlessly long and always busy, the traffic kept on coming, yet it also somehow just kept moving along without stopping.

Rain began to fall, turning to sleet as day turned to evening.

By the time it was dark, snow was falling hard, big flakes swirling all around her as the freezing wind blew.

She was vaguely aware that she was shivering, but mostly, she was numb.

Only physically, though. Inside, the self-hating anger and the fear of what would happen now that she had fought so hard to repress were pushing their way to the surface of her mind again.

Now the view was bleak, her thoughts were as well.

What have I done?! There's no way I'm going to get all the way to Yaroslavl by myself! Like it will help that much if I do!

All this because some idiot lied to me and because of that stupid, stupid photo! 

This was why she had always hated her hot temper and her stubborn side; she reminded herself.

It always got the better of her whenever they surfaced, and she ended up in a stupid situation like this!

A car pulled up just as the tears started pouring out.

The window wound down and she looked up, her face blue from the cold and streaked with tears.

The man behind the wheel was staring at her critically, as though he was trying to work out what she was.

Snapping out of her melancholy thoughts, she took the opportunity to do the same to him.

He was...Odd, in a way she couldn't put her finger on. Something deep in his steely grey eyes, she thought, something there was staring straight through her soul. 

Other than that, he seemed like a normal man, even a handsome one.

He was young, probably only three or four years older than she was, with lightly tanned skin and jet-black hair. There was a scar running along his left cheekbone and...

And for some reason, he was driving along in the middle of a snowy night in a rusty old car but a brand-new suit. Yeah, he's definitely strange, she thought to herself.

"Well? If you've seen everything you wanted to, are you getting in or not?” he demanded to know, still watching her as he waited for a response.

Could she trust him? He was very odd, but then, right now, she probably seemed positively insane. 

Besides, after the exhaustingly eventful day and the promises she had made to herself, she didn't seem to have many options.

"Where are you heading to?” she asked, one hand on the door handle.

"Yaroslavl.” he stated it simply enough, but the word made her heart soar.

Exactly what she needed, had waited for all this time, and was nearly giving up on, had just arrived.

"I'm coming!” she told him as she yanked open the door and jumped into the passenger seat without another thought.

A ticket out of the cold was good enough, a journey that just happened to take her directly to Yaroslavl was like a dream come true.
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