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Chapter One: Sirens over Kharkiv
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The first explosion came at 5:08 a.m.

Anna's teacup trembled on the windowsill, the sound of glass rattling like distant thunder. She had heard the sirens once before, back in 2014. But this was different. This was louder. Closer. More final.

She didn’t scream. She didn’t run. She simply stood still in her kitchen in Saltivka, her fingers tightening around a kettle that had long gone cold. The TV was still on — muted — showing a map with red arrows, flashing words in bold: "Full-scale invasion."

The next boom shattered her living room window.

That’s when she moved.

She grabbed her phone, her ID, a pair of old sneakers and her father’s wool coat. She didn’t think about the books on her shelf — though later she’d regret not taking Lesya Ukrainka. She didn’t think about the photo album on the table — though later she’d dream of those pictures burning.

Outside, the air reeked of smoke and disbelief. People poured into stairwells, cellars, metro stations. Saltivka, once a noisy district full of children and trolleybuses, now echoed with hurried prayers and the soft clinking of keys held too tightly.

Anna made her way underground.

And in that darkness — damp, cold, thick with fear — she met her new reality.

Not as a teacher. Not as a sister or daughter.

But as a witness to war.
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Chapter Two: Checkpoint Echo
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Marko’s hands were steady, but his chest felt like it held a small storm.
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