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Dust was everywhere. Not the harmless dust that settles on old photographs, but the dust of war—acrid, bitter, mixed with the smell of smoke and decay. It had seeped into every crack of the concrete walls, covered the tattered blanket, and left its mark on the children’s faces. Seven-year-old Nastya had long grown used to its taste, but she could not get used to the silence that followed the deafening roar. It was as if the universe, holding its breath, was waiting for a new calamity.
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