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The Sevians:
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Boris Merkovich, cook, former cafe owner, husband of Anna
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Anna Merkovich, expectant mother
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Alexander Merkovich (unborn) son of Boris and Anna
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Dr. Peter Neyrev, Doctor of Anthropology and Tur advocate
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Oksana Neyrev, wife of Peter

––––––––
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Alexander "Sasha" Neyrev (deceased) son of Peter and Oksana
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Grigory Andreyev, neighbor and friend
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Luba Andreyev, wife of Grigory

––––––––
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Lev Andreyev, youngest son of Grigory and Luba

––––––––
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Sergi Andreyev, nephew of Grigory and Luba, injured by Boris
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Maria Andreyev, mother of Sergi

––––––––
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Maxim Porofky, grocer, butcher and White Horse leader
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Sufya Rastikar, wife of Arjun and friend of Anna
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The Tur:
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Arjun Rastikar, illegal employee of Boris and friend of the Neyrev family, from Tur Kej
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Rama Enda, brother-in-law of Arjun and Rayad member, from Tur Kej

––––––––

[image: ]


Preen Enda, wife of Rama, sister of Arjun, from Tur Kej
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Desh, friend of Rama and Rayad leader, from Dor

––––––––

[image: ]


Padmi, Rayad leader, from Dor
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Semyon, Rayad member and sniper, from Tur Kej
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Firas, Rayad member, from Tur Kej
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Erkan, Rayad member and prisoner, from Dor
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AUTHOR'S NOTE:
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It's 2019. The moderate President, Nikita Morsav, is dead. President Simon Nevin, former Sevian Nationalist Party leader, now rules Sevia, a small coastal nation in southeast Europe.  In the capital city of Dor, rival ethnic militias—the Sevian White Horses and Tur Rayad—battle for control.

As chaos spreads, and hatred seems insurmountable, a few people risk all they have to share hope and love in the midst of disaster.
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CHAPTER ONE: ANNA
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​On New Year's Eve, I ​caught ​Boris ​stuffing a ​piece of notepaper into the kitchen trash.​ When I clattered the tea tray onto the ​counter, he jumped back and ​wiped his ​hand on his ​apron.​ 

​"Oh, Anna.​ Ready to ​help with the party food?​"​ he asked ​quickly​. "​We're ​nearly ​done.​" 

​I ​paused.​ The kitchen table was piled with loaves of ​bread—​oat, ​wheat, and rye.​ Massive tureens of potato dumpling soup and borscht simmered on our ​stove.​ 

​"​Of ​course."​ The startled, almost ​guilty look on his ​face ​pushed me straight to the trash bin.​ I ​lifted the damp paper out of the ​pile of eggshells and potato peelings.​ ​Unfolding it, I ​read, LOVE YOUR FAMILY?​ LOSE THE ​MOP-HEAD in scrawled capitals.​ 

​A ​chill ​ran down my ​back.​ I turned and almost bumped into Boris. That close, I ​had to tip my ​head all the ​way back to ​look him in the ​face.

​​He knitted his dark eyebrows.​ "You weren't supposed to ​see that."​ 

​"You ​act like I'​m a ​child.​ If something's ​wrong, I ​want to ​know!​"

​He ​hesitated.​ "All this ​worry isn't ​good for you."​ He ​spread a ​hand over my round belly.​ "Either of you."

​​I backed away.​ "​I ​thought you ​said the White Horses would ​leave us alone once we ​closed the ​cafe."

​"​I ​hoped they would.​ But ​you ​know​ it's not about the ​cafe.​ It'​s about Arjun.​" 

​We both glanced toward Arjun, who ​stood at the other ​end of the ​kitchen, drawing icing stars on ​dozens of pink and white biscuits.​ A ​twist of ​hair slipped from the ​knot of dreadlocks on ​top of his ​head. He ​brushed it away with the ​back of his ​hand.

​"The White Horses ​won the ​election,"​ I ​whispered.​ "Now that they ​have half of ​Sevia to ​destroy, I don't ​see why they care so much about how one ​Tur man ​makes his ​money."

​​Boris ​plucked the ​paper out of my ​hand, crumpled ​it into a ​ball, and ​tossed ​it back in the trash.​ "​Lose the mop-head,"​ he ​muttered.​ "That'​s the ​best they can come up with?"​ 

​"Are you letting him ​serve at the ​Andreyevs' wedding dinner?"​ 

​Arjun bent lower over his ​arrangement of ​biscuits, as if to ​show us ​he wasn't listening.​ ​He ​chewed his ​tongue in ​concentration.​ 

​"I ​already told him ​he could,"​ ​Boris ​said.​ "This will ​be the fourth ​dinner we've catered this ​week, and we haven't had a problem yet."

​I ​took a ​long breath.​ The ​sweet, ​warm smell of fresh biscuits and the ​bite of ​onions blended oddly in our kitchen.​ "You shouldn't make him risk—​"

​"I'm not making him risk anything."​ 

​"But—​"

​"The ​note's ​made you anxious, love, that's all."​ ​Boris ​gave ​me that ​smile that lit up his broad face and ​made ​me ​remember why I'd ​fallen​ for him.​ 

​"The ​Andreyevs ​are our ​neighbors,"​ he ​added.​ "They ​already know Arjun works for me.​ And the other guests won't—​"

​"​You​ ​know Arjun.​ He'd ​jump off a ​cliff if ​you ​asked him to.​" 

​"​You're ​making it sound like this wedding dinner ​is a Nationalist Party rally."​ He ​lifted the ​towel ​covering one of the ​bowls of rising dough on the ​counter.

​"​Well, half the ​Andreyevs​' relatives ​are White Horses,"​ I ​said, ​twisting a ​loose button on my ​sweater between my fingers.

​"Are you ​worried for him, or for me?"

​​"For all of us."

I ​wanted to ​tell him how scared ​I ​was, but wasn't ​sure how ​I could, and ​still ​be his ​brave Anna.

​​Boris ​spread his ​hands.​ "He's ​got his ​family to ​provide​ for.​ Who else would ​give him a ​job—​and free food from the ​best kitchen in Dor?​" 

​"​But..."​ ​Tears prickled the ​corners of my ​eyes.

​"It's no secret, Anna."

​He was ​right.​ The whole neighborhood ​knew Arjun worked for ​Boris, even though in Dor it wasn't legal to ​employ ​people from the ​Tur provinces anymore.​ They ​also knew Arjun had ​married a ​beautiful ​Sevian girl—​my ​friend ​Sufya.​ Everyone ​knew these ​things, but not everyone was happy about them.

​​Boris started toward the ​door, but I ​put my ​hand against his ​chest.​ "If ​Arjun's going to ​serve with us today, he ​needs a haircut."

​​Boris glanced over at ​Arjun, who was ​watching us.​ ​Arjun looked ​away.​ 

​"Anna, you can't ​make him ​do that."​ He ​had a smudge of ​flour on one ​cheek.​ ​I ​reached up and ​wiped it off.​ 

​"​I ​know the dreadlocks ​are his ​Tur tradition, but they ​make him look like ​he ​belongs to ​Rayad."

​​I wondered how much of our ​conversation Arjun ​understood.​ ​He ​spoke ​Sev much better than ​he ​had when ​he ​first moved to Dor, but ​he was still far from fluent.​ 

​​Boris ​shook his ​head.

​"If ​he doesn't realize how risky it ​is to ​wear his ​hair ​that ​way, ​he's ​stupid,"​​ I ​whispered.

​"​Maybe ​he ​is."​ ​Boris ​turned a ​lump of ​dough onto the ​counter and ​pushed his ​big, ​powerful hands into it.​ "If he ​is, then we are ​too, right?"

​"Arjun,"​ I ​said.​ "You ​need ​to ​cut your ​hair.​ For the ​party.​" 

​Arjun's round face went ​very ​still, and he ​stared at me for a few ​seconds without ​saying anything.​​ ​I felt ​awful.​ 

​"It won't be ​safe for you to ​go ​looking like—​"​ ​Looking​ like a mop-head, ​I almost said before ​I ​caught myself.

​Arjun ​looked from ​Boris, to me, then back again.​ He ​put one ​hand up to ​touch his matted hair.​ "I can ​wear a ​hat,"​ he said uncertainly.

​"No."​ I ​tugged ​Boris's ​hand. "It'​s risky enough that he'​s​ Tur.​ But there will ​be White Horses at that ​party, and if they ​see him like this—​"​

Something ​could ​happen—​a hundred ​horrible things ​could ​happen.​ I ​couldn't ​let my baby boy ​lose his ​chance of ​having a ​real, ​whole family before he was even ​born.​ 

​"​Tell him he has to!"

​"Anna..."

​I ​fixed my eyes on Arjun. "You have to."

​"She's probably ​right, ​man."​ ​Boris ​sighed.​ "​Sorry."​ 

​I ​bit my ​lip.​ He could have been more supportive. ​I was risking just as much for justice as they were.

​"​Scissors ​are in the ​drawer with the ​knives."​ ​Boris ​tore ​bits of ​dough off the big lump and began rolling them in ​flour.

​​I ​rubbed ​my suddenly damp palms on ​my gray sweater, the only one ​I could still button over ​my belly.​ The baby inside stirred.

​"Don't worry, ​Mrs. ​Merkovich,"​ Arjun ​said, his ​eyes on the ​floor.​ "It's ​just ​hair."​

He ​loosened the rubber band and ​let his dreadlocks fall around his ​face.​ Unbuttoning his ​green shirt, he ​hung ​it over the ​back of one of the kitchen chairs.​ His undershirt looked clean, but ​it was so riddled with ​holes, ​it must have been ancient.

"Better ​cut ​it outside, right?"​ he ​asked.

​​I ​nodded, because ​I wasn't sure what to ​say.​

He ​took ​Boris's ​scissors from the ​drawer and started ​slowly for the back door.

​​I ​grabbed ​it before ​it ​swung​ ​closed behind him and ​stuck my ​head out.​ "I can ​do it for ​you, if ​you'd ​like."

​"Sure."​ He ​smiled.

​It must have been ​close to freezing outside.​ Crisp brown leaves from the ​Andreyevs' mulberry tree fluttered across our back garden, ​making the withered grass and flower stalks look even bleaker.​ 

​Arjun ​folded his tattooed arms over his ​chest and ​shivered.​

​I ​tried ​to work quickly, so he wouldn't get chilled, but his ​hair was matted and greasy with coconut oil.​ He winced once or twice as ​I ​tugged and hacked away at it, but didn't ​say anything.​ 

​When his dreadlocks ​lay in a reddish-brown heap on the ​step beside him, ​I ​wiped the ​scissors on the bottom of my ​sweater.​ "There.​ We're ​done.​"

​Arjun ​ran an exploratory hand over his ragged head.​ ​I ​hoped ​it didn't feel as bad as ​it ​looked.​ My ​throat grew hot.​ His ​hair would grow ​again, but ​I couldn't ​shake the ​feeling that ​I'd ​taken something irreplaceable—​that ​I'd ​betrayed him somehow.

​"Don't you dare go near a ​mirror​!​ I can ​fix it.​ ​Let me ​get the electric clippers and—​"

​Suddenly, my ​belly went hard as ​stone.​ ​It didn't ​really hurt, but ​it ​surprised me so much that I squealed and ​dropped the ​scissors.

​"​Mrs.​ ​Merkovich!​"​ Arjun ​jumped to his ​feet, ​putting out a ​hand to steady me.

​"I'm ​fine,"​ I ​said.​ "Just a ​contraction."

​He ​stared at me, ​puzzled. Why would he know the word 'contraction' in ​Sev?

​I pushed ​open the ​door and hurried inside, leaving Arjun ​staring after me, tufts of hair sticking up all over his ​head.

​​Boris was ​wrapping tiny sausage links in ​dough and ​laying them out on the ​counter like a ​row of swaddled babies.

​Sadness burned my throat. "​I don't want to ​raise our ​son in Dor."​ ​I ​struggled to ​keep my ​voice from ​shaking.​ "​I don't ​even want him born here!"

​​Boris ​turned.​ "God ​wants us here.​ ​So He must ​want our ​baby here.​"

​"​God, or you?"​ 

​"Can't it be both?"

​​I ​dug my bitten-off fingernails into palms still slick with Arjun's hair oil.​ "How can you be so ​sure?"​

​​Boris had ​told Arjun that ​he had a job at ​Oksana's, the family ​cafe, as long as ​he ​needed it.

​Then the Committee of Public Safety found out about our illegal employee and ​closed the ​cafe.​ The first fine ​took all our ​savings.​ After the second one, ​people stopped ​asking when we were ​going to open again.

​I ​thought this ​was God's ​way of ​telling us we were ​free to ​leave Dor, ​free to ​leave the ​loss and violence behind.​ But ​Boris didn't agree.​ He began ​cooking in our home kitchen instead, catering for weddings and parties.

​"I ​just know, that's all,"​ he ​said holding out his floury hands to me.​ "I'll ​take ​you to ​Dovni if ​you ​want.​ ​You can stay there until the ​baby's born, or as long as ​you—​"

​I ​swallowed a ​sob.​ "Not unless ​you'll ​stay with me."

​"Anna..."

​The strange tightness that was not ​quite ​pain rippled up from my hipbones again.​ I ​pressed both ​hands to my ​stomach.​ "I'm ​going ​to lie down."

​​Boris ​gave me a ​worried look.​ "​Is it the ​baby?"

​"I think ​so,"​ I ​whispered.​ "Maybe.​ I don't know.​"
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CHAPTER TWO: ANNA
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​I​ must have drifted off soon after ​Boris​ ​had​ ​me​ ​settled​ on Aunt ​Oksana​'s ugly green-and-gold brocade sofa, with a pillow under my feet and a blanket tucked around me​.​ But it couldn't have been more than twenty ​minutes before a ​loud knock at the ​door startled ​me ​awake.

​I ​forced my ​eyes open and got up in ​stages.​ What with me ​gaining more ​weight than I liked, and all my ​bones and ​joints re-arranging themselves for the ​baby, it wasn't the ​work of a ​moment anymore.​ 

​The person outside started banging harder.​ 

​The kitchen door on the far side of the sitting room ​flew open.​ ​Boris ​appeared, wringing a damp towel between his ​hands, both ​annoyance and ​concern in his ​face.​ ​"I'll ​get it,"​ he ​said.

I followed him slowly into the hall.

​Outside on the front steps stood Rama, our former employee and Arjun's ​brother-in-law​. His leather coat and woolen hat didn't ​keep him from ​shivering as he ​stood there, ​arms ​crossed over his ​chest.

​Rama looked up at ​Boris, then at me, or at least at my big belly.​ I backed away.

​"​Congratulations,"​ he ​said, with what ​passed for a ​smile on his angular face.

​Rama ​only ​knew a ​handful of ​Sev​ words—​funny that ​'congratulations' would be one of them.​ 

​"Where did you ​spring from?"​ ​Boris ​asked​, scowling.​ "​Didn't expect to ​see you again after ​Nevin's ​White Horse thugs took over."

I couldn't imagine why Rama would ​make the ​dangerous trip to our house, since ​he belonged to ​Rayad, the ​Tur ​gang that ​was the White Horses' fiercest rivals.

Even though Arjun wasn't with ​Rayad, I ​hated ​to think of the ​risk ​he ​took every ​time ​he ​crossed from his own Tur neighborhood into ours.​ He ​slept on our sitting room floor most nights, only going back to ​visit his ​family once a ​week or so.

​​​Rama tucked stray twists of hair back under his ​hat.​ "I'm ​here,"​ he ​said.​ He stepped onto the fringed rug in our front hall and ​pulled the ​door ​closed behind him.

​​Boris ​snorted.​ "​You ​think ​you can ​just disappear on me and then come back whenever ​you ​please and I'll ​have ​work for ​you?"​ 

​Even bigger men back off when my ​Boris looked like a thundercloud, and Rama, like Arjun, barely came past his ​shoulder.​ ​But Rama didn't move.​ He ​fixed his narrow eyes on ​Boris's ​face.​ "I ​need the ​money."

​"Arjun?"​ ​Boris ​called over his ​shoulder.​ "​Come out a ​minute.​ Rama's here.​"

​​Arjun crossed the sitting room and joined us in the ​hall. He was still in his undershirt​, but he didn't look nearly so moth-eaten as ​he ​had when I ​finished with him.​ ​Boris must have ​given him a trim with the electric clippers while I napped.

​When Arjun ​saw Rama, ​he ​smiled, a ​breath too ​late, and came forward to ​take his ​hand.​  Rama stepped away.​ Scowling, he jabbed a ​finger at Arjun's cropped head and ​said something in Tur.

​"​All right, Rama,"​ ​said ​Boris.​ "If ​you ​want me to ​pay ​you, ​you're welcome to ​help us cater this ​party.​ But ​you ​have to ​visit ​Boris's Barbershop first.​"

​Rama ​stared at him, his mouth half-open, his ​head a little on one ​side.​ "I ​need the ​money,"​ he ​repeated.

​What ​money was he talking about?

​"You.​ ​Need.​ A. Haircut.​ First,"​ ​Boris ​said, very slowly.​ "I'm catering a ​party, not starting a gang war."

​"Where's Dr. ​Neyrev?"​ Rama ​asked.

​Arjun pushed forward, a ​scowl on his usually gentle face, and said something to Rama in Tur.

​Rama ​shoved him away so hard the ​breath whooshed out of his ​lungs.

​"​Hey!"​ ​Boris ​exclaimed.​ "​Watch it."

​Rama ​muttered something that sounded ugly.

​"So?"​ ​said ​Boris. "Want a haircut?"

​Rama flung the ​front door open again, bounded down the ​front steps and disappeared as unexpectedly as he had ​come.​ 

​In the startled silence that ​followed, Arjun closed the door.

​"How did he know about the ​party?​ Did you ​tell him?​"​ Boris ​asked.

​​"No,"​ Arjun ​said, a little hoarsely.​ He ​pressed one ​hand to his ​chest.​ "We don't talk."

​"Would he ​risk coming here ​just to earn a little quick cash?"

​"He didn't come for the ​party,"​ Arjun ​muttered.

​"Then why?"​ The angry flush ​slowly faded from ​Boris's wide cheekbones and nose.

​"I ​told Dr. ​Neyrev not to ​give the ​money,"​ Arjun ​said.​ "It'​s for Preen and ​Sitabi, not ​Rayad.​ Rama is not—​"​ He ​shrugged in ​frustration at the missing word.​ 

​​Boris ​caught his ​arm as he started back for the ​kitchen.​ "What are you talking about?​ What ​money?​"

​"It's ​not ​important,"​ Arjun ​said, ​keeping his ​eyes on the brown hall rug.

​"I ​wonder what all that was about," ​Boris turned to me and spoke quietly. "​​Money for Rama?​ ​Too bad Uncle Peter isn't back from Tur ​Kej yet.​"

​​Grigory ​Andreyev's diesel landscaping truck rumbled to a ​stop in ​front of our ​house.​ ​Boris flung open the door and ​waved.​ "Ready to ​load when you ​are,"​ ​he ​called.

​"​Beautiful day for Maria's ​wedding, isn't it?"​ ​Grigory shouted back from the ​truck.

​I looked up at the ​sky that hung low over our city, heavy and ​gray with ​snow, and ​shivered.

​Boris and Arjun began loading the ​boxes of ​dishes, silverware and the towel-wrapped tureens into the ​back of the truck.

​Grigory came over and sat down on the ​front steps to ​watch.​ I ​stood beside him, hugging myself for ​warmth.​ 

​"​So ​Boris is ​bringing his ​Tur friend to ​serve at the ​party."​ ​Grigory ​ran his ​fingers across his big white mustache.​ His leather jacket was ​rubbed ​white too, at the ​elbows and along the ​seams.

​"​Yes."​ I ​hesitated.​ "If it's all right with you, of ​course."

​Arjun ​was ​Boris's ​employee, but of ​course they were friends, too.​ I was glad Grigory noticed.

​"It's all right with me,"​ ​Grigory ​smiled.​ "You know, your ​Boris ​reminds me ​a ​lot​ of ​Luba."

​"Really?​ Why?​" 

​"My ​wife's ​stubborn,"​ ​said ​Grigory.​ "When ​she gets an idea in her ​head, ​she's ​stubborn to the ​point of being ridiculous.​ But brave.​ I ​think those two ​traits often come together.​"​

He ​pulled a ​lighter and cigarette box from his ​pocket, ​tapped one out and ​lit ​it. "Two ​summers ago​—not long before you and ​Boris got ​married—​Luba ​bought this garden sculpture.​ ​It ​was a plaster sheep painted ​bright green, with some ​kind​ of ​vine and leaf design all over ​it.​ The ​ugliest thing you can ​imagine.​​ '​It'​s an ​antique,' she ​told me.​ 'I'm ​going ​to ​put it in the petunia bed out back.​' 

​He ​shook his ​head.​ "I was about to ​say​ that ​was a terrible idea when we ​heard a shrieking noise.​​ Something ​black​, moving almost ​too​ ​fast​ to ​see​, came hurtling through the front ​kitchen window​ over the ​table​ and the sink, and out the back ​kitchen window​.​"

​"And you were standing right there?"​ 

​​When the ​Andreyevs' ​house​ was ​hit​ by a ​rocket​, I'd heard all about it, first from ​Boris​, then from ​Luba​.​ But a ​good story can't be ​told ​too ​often.

​​Grigory ​nodded.​ "Right there.​ Not ten feet away.​​ When the ​rocket hit the ground, it sounded like a ​car ​going a hundred ​miles an ​hour had ​rammed into the ​side of the ​house.​ All the other windows ​broke and the ​dishes and canned food and everything in the cupboards on that ​side jumped out and crashed to the ​floor.​ Bits of ceiling plaster rained down on our heads.​​ I couldn't hear anything but the ringing in my ears for about five minutes afterwards. When I looked outside, there ​was a ​crater where the back garden ​used to ​be.​"

​​Grigory ​blew out his ​breath, and the white mustache fluttered.​ "You won't believe it, but the very first thing ​Luba ​did ​was to ​clear the ​rubble out of the ​garden and re-plant her precious petunias.​ With that green sheep as the ​centerpiece, of ​course.​ ​Never mind that all the ​windows​ were ​broken, and the ​kitchen ​was a ​wreck.​"

​"​So how ​does that ​make her like ​Boris?"​ I ​asked.

​​Grigory ​gave me a sharp look.​ "​Think about it."

​Something ​caught in my ​throat.​ ​Was our defiance of the unjust employment laws as foolish, and as useless, as ​Luba planting flowers in the ​rubble of a rocket strike?​ 

​Grigory flicked his ​cigarette away and ​stood.​ "Nice ​seeing you, Anna.​ ​Remind me to ​tell Boris I ​appreciate him.​"

​"I will."​ My ​smile felt painted-on.​ The ​words of the ​note—LOVE YOUR FAMILY? LOSE THE MOP-HEAD ​flashed into my ​mind.​ Of ​course ​Boris ​loved his ​family.​ That ​was the ​problem.​ He'd never give up ​trying to ​save his ​aunt's family cafe or ​disappoint his ​uncle by ​replacing Arjun.​ 

​Fear rose out of a dark place inside, churning my ​stomach.
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CHAPTER THREE: BORIS
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​That note worried me more than I let on.​ ​Uncle Peter had found threatening notes in his ​office at the ​university a few ​times, but we'd ​never had one show up at our ​house.​ This ​one ​had to ​be for Arjun and me.​ I could ​only guess who'd ​left it.​ With our neighborhood ​full of ​White Horse families, it could have ​been anybody.​ That'​s what bothered me the ​most.​ 

​Every ​time ​I ​caught Anna's ​eyes ​following ​me, ​I felt ​worse.​ If ​I ​brought Arjun to ​Grigory's ​party, and ​things got ​ugly, what would ​I ​tell her?​ What if ​I finally had to ​admit ​I was making a mistake?

​'The ​right ​thing to ​do isn't ​always the ​hardest ​thing,​' she'd told me once. But the ​way ​things were in Dor, you could have ​fooled me.

​In ​Sevia, ​it was good luck to be ​married on New Year's Eve, or as close ​to it as possible.​​ Arjun, Aunt ​Oksana​, and I had ​spent​ ​hours​ in our ​kitchen​ that ​week​, ​cooking​ for one wedding dinner after another.​ We chopped ​potatoes and ​onions, made bread, boiled sausages.​ The red-tiled walls ​sweated ​steam all ​day long.​ 

​On New Year's Eve, the ​day of ​Grigory ​Andreyev's ​daughter's wedding dinner, Aunt ​Oksana wasn't there to ​help us.​ She'd ​gone​ with Uncle Peter on a last-minute trip to Tur ​Kej.​ 

​​He ​used to ​go on research trips to the ​Tur provinces in northern ​Sevia once a ​year.​ When the ​fighting between ​Rayad and the ​new government got worse, ​he ​started ​going more often.​ ​He ​had to be doing more than collecting variations on obscure folk tales, but ​he didn't talk about it, so ​I didn't ask.

​When ​Grigory ​brought his ​truck around to the ​front of our ​house, Arjun and ​I ​scrambled to ​load it with the ​food.​ ​​I ​didn't notice that Anna had ​disappeared until​ I ​almost ran into her in the ​hall.​ She had on that black-and-white dress that ​made her rear look amazing.​ ​Tears streaked her flushed cheeks.​ 

​"I can't ​wear this!"​ she wailed.

​"What's wrong?"​ I ​lowered the box of loaves I was carrying. "And why are you dressed up?"

​She ​spread her ​hands.​ "​Look at me.​ I'​m an overstuffed sausage.​" 

​I ​laughed.​ "You're ​pregnant."

​Anna had ​never ​been a ​small girl, but I ​liked ​having plenty of her to ​hold, and she ​knew it.​ ​Pregnant women get ​strange, though.​ The baby churns up ​things inside them.​ 

​"It won't zip up all the way!"​ She ​jerked the neckline of the ​dress.​ 

​"It doesn't matter.​ You're not working tonight.​"

​"​Yes, I ​am."

​​​Outside, ​Grigory beeped his truck horn.​

I ​swung the front door open.​"No, you're not."

​"​Give me two ​minutes, and I'll ​try my purple one.​ Aunt ​Oksana's not here.​ You ​need me!​"

​​I ​paused in the doorway.​ Cold air rushed in. "I don't ​need you crying over a ​dress."​ 

​Her ​face crumpled.​

​​Grigory ​punched the ​horn again.

​"You ​need ​to ​rest for the baby,"​ ​I ​added, too late to ​make things right.​ "​I'll ​call you when ​I get the chance.​ ​See you later.​" 

​She stood silent, dabbing at her ​eyes with the ​end​ of her ​black scarf.

​​On the ​way​ down the outside steps, I ​balanced​ the ​box​ of loaves on one hip and ​transferred​ ​my​ ​gun​ from ​my​ jacket pocket to the back waistband of ​my​ ​jeans​.​ 

​Even though I ​kept ​telling myself that we wouldn't have trouble at this ​party, ​either, the ​thought of ​bringing Anna to serve with us ​made ​my stomach churn. Good thing I could use the baby as an excuse.

​My ​phone buzzed.​ The ​text ​was from Uncle Peter. 

​Rama's coming by.​ ​Give him the envelope in my desk drawer, right-hand side.

​"​Now you ​text me?"​ I ​muttered.​ I ​shoved the ​box of ​bread at Arjun, who had already climbed into the covered back of ​Grigory's ​truck.​

Uncle Peter and Aunt Oksana should have been home hours ago. Something must have gone wrong.

​"What'​s going on with Rama?​" I asked Arjun. "My ​uncle just texted me.​"

​Arjun ​sucked a ​quick breath through his ​teeth.​ Hurt followed anger across his ​face.​ "Preen ​is my ​sister."

​That didn't seem like an ​answer.​ "And?"​ ​I ​waited.

​"​I don't know why he ​said ​give it for Rama.​ ​I ​told him don't.​"

​"​So ​Uncle Peter has money for Rama, but ​you ​think he should ​give it to ​you instead?"

​His eyes narrowed. "It's not for Rama or me.​ It'​s for Preen and ​Sitabi.​"

​"​Well, Preen ​is his ​wife."

​Arjun looked down at the box of bread.​ "Your ​uncle...​he...​he trusts ​too much.​"

​I ​swallowed an angry comeback.​ He was ​right.​ "What do you ​mean?"​ 

​He ​shrugged.

​"Well, anyway, Rama's gone now," I said. "I had no idea what he was talking about when he asked for money."

Arjun stayed silent.

​​I ​was a mostly out-of-work cafe cook, and Uncle Peter ​was a ​Doctor of Linguistics and Anthropology—​​big title, tiny salary.​ We didn't ​have ​money to ​throw around.​ ​Still, Rama wouldn't risk coming ​alone into ​White Horse territory for a ​handful of dinars.

I looked south down ​Bladik​ Street.​ It was ​almost ​deserted.​ A ​row of little ​trees, wrapped with protective tape, marched up the ​sidewalk in ​front of the ​houses.​ ​Here and there, ​craters and black, splashy burns ​marked the concrete. Bladik Street turned into ​Rayad​ territory​ only a mile south of our ​house​, but our ​neighborhood​ was ​controlled​ by White Horses.​

Since Simon ​Nevin ​became ​president, ​they'd ​begun calling themselves the ​Sevian Nationalist Party, but ​they were ​still just a ​bunch of bloodthirsty thugs.​ 

​​I jogged around to the ​front of the ​truck.​ "Rama!"​ ​I ​yelled, even though ​I ​knew he wouldn't hang around.​ "​Hey, Rama!"

​​Grigory ​leaned out of the ​window.​ "We ​need ​to ​go."

​"​I ​know, ​I ​know, ​I'm ​sorry.​ Could we ​just ​drive down ​Bladik a ​couple of ​blocks that way first?​"​​ I pointed in the ​direction Rama had ​gone.​ We had no chance of ​finding a ​skinny ​little Tur guy who didn't ​want to be ​found, but ​Uncle Peter needed me to ​try.

​​Grigory ​grunted and ​turned the ​key in the ​ignition.​ The ​truck rumbled to ​life. I ​jumped into the passenger seat.​ Down the ​street we drove, me ​leaning out the ​window, ​scanning the side ​streets.​ No Rama​. ​Maybe if Arjun hadn't gotten ​angry at him he'd have stayed around. When they both worked for me, they were ​always quarreling for no ​reason I could ​see​. Better to ​wait for Uncle Peter to come home and smooth things out.

​I ​sighed.​ "​All right, ​let's ​go."​ 

​​Grigory cocked a questioning eyebrow at me as he ​spun the ​wheel of the ​truck around and ​started for the Community Recreation Center.

​​I took out my ​phone again and ​called ​Uncle Peter, which was what ​I should have ​done in the first ​place.

​"Rama showed up about ten minutes ago, but he's ​already gone," I said. "He was asking for money.​ If you ​text me his ​new number, ​I'll ​call him when ​I can.​"

​"​I'm ​fine, ​thanks,"​ ​Uncle Peter said slowly.​ His ​voice was a little husky.​ "And how's Anna?"

​I ​hesitated, puzzled.​ Had he not ​heard what I'd ​just ​said?

​"​Unfortunately, we've been ​detained at the ​border,"​ he ​said.​ "​I don't think we'll be home today.​ ​At least ​I won't.​"

​​I jerked upright in my ​seat.​ "​Detained?"

​​Grigory ​glanced at me, a worried crease between his ​eyebrows.

​"​Yes,"​ said ​Uncle Peter.​ "​I must ​apologize, because ​I ​know you ​needed ​Oksana—​"

​"On the ​Tur ​Kej​ side or the ​Dor ​side?"​ 

​"The ​Dor side."​ 

​"Oh, no."

​​​If they'd run into trouble on the ​Tur​ ​Kej​ Province side​ of the ​border​, ​Uncle Peter​'s ​old​ friend, who ​happened​ to ​be​ the Rais of ​Tur​ ​Kej​, could have put things right with a single phone call.​ But if he was ​stopped by ​Sevian​ Nationalist troops on our ​side, that ​was ​bad.

​"They've ​got some ​questions about my ​activities in ​Tur ​Kej, and—​other ​things.​ Quite understandable,"​ he ​said, ​keeping his voice light.​ 

​"And Aunt ​Oksana?"​ I ​tried ​to ​match his casual tone.​ The ​thought of her in the ​hands of our new Border Police ​made me sick to my ​stomach.​ She ​was ​Sevian, but her ​mother had been ​part Tur.​ ​Both Aunt ​Oksana and her younger sister, Petra, my ​mother, had inherited the ​small bones and olive skin.​ 

​"She'​s with me.​ Don't worry.​ Would you ​like ​to ​speak with her?​" 

​"​Yes, ​if—​"

​"​Listen, ​Boris,"​ he ​said in a sudden, urgent whisper.​ "If Rama doesn't come back, ​give the ​envelope to—​"​​ Uncle Peter's ​call ended abruptly.

​I ​sat ​staring at ​my ​phone, as ​my ​heart ​slowly sank into ​my ​stomach.​ But I couldn't ​let myself ​worry about him now.​ With two hundred ​people to ​feed and nobody but Arjun to ​help, there wasn't ​time.​ 
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