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Аннотация
Zone guide Yuri Bonyev escorts three scientists to an uncharted sector in the Zone chasing rumors of an old military bunker. Not everyone is who they appear to be and Yuri learns perhaps some secrets are better left buried.

"A Prayer to Saint Strelok" is a STALKER-flavored, post apocalyptic short story from the author of the Eshu International novels, The Clar1ty Wars series, "The Barrow Lover", the Mil-S-F shorts "Sozo", "Hard Kill", and "The Stones Remember", as well as the upcoming dark fantasy novel, "Beneath the Broken Moon."


Patrick Todoroff
A Prayer to Saint Strelok: A Tale From the Exclusion Zone


1. a shred of luck is all I ask

The tourists were whining again.
Not even fifteen kilometers in and the eggheads are complaining: they are out of breath — their feet hurt — the packs are heavy — when is the next stop so we can rest?
Hadn't he, Yuri Bonyev, always the thoughtful guide, urged them to purchase good boots? Hadn’t he already stopped to let them rest twice?
Here he was humping two extra canteens, two first-aid kits, and a box of those nasty chewy food bars, on top of his usual load-out. What the hell do they have to groan about? The three of them only had backpacks, water bottles, and those shitty little pistols Vanya had pawned off on them. Fucking things could barely kill a dog, but the scientists had acted like Spetsnaz strapping them on their thighs. Three hard men ready for the mission, yes?
No.
And here Yuri thought this would be over before supper.
There he went, thinking again. It got him in trouble every time.
Yuri reminded himself to have his wife kick him the next time he mentioned playing nursemaid for a URAN field trip. No matter how much money those academics flashed, it wasn't worth getting dead over.
Yuri frowned more at that thought than the pleas nagging at his ears.
Zone be merciful, he sighed.
With any luck the cruel bitch would be sated already today and not demand a toll from him and his tag-alongs.
St. Strelok, a shred of luck is all I ask, he prayed.
Yuri wiped his face with the back of his hand, turned to the three URAN scientists. "That stand of trees on top of the hill. We'll take five there."
Their relief was palpable. Pathetic.
"And no guzzling this time," he glared. "Hydrate, yes, but you drink all your water, you'll be pissing maple syrup before this is over."
The bald one, Artur, spoke up. "I thought you said there were streams. We can fill the canteens in them."
The other two, the fat blubberer Suchek with his ugly comb-over and thick glasses, and the quiet, skeletal one, Iosif, nodded in agreement.
"You think the Zone has clean water for you?" Yuri scowled. "Fucking infants. You stuff a de-rad filtration kit in that little school bag of yours?"
Suchek and Iosif looked down ashamed, but Artur held his ground, not willing to lose face. "It's been nearly two years. Rain falls, water flows." He started lecturing as if Yuri were a child."The water cycle will have carried off most of the contaminants-"
Yuri clapped his hand to his forehead in mock astonishment. "Ah, the water cycle. Right. I’m an unschooled peasant so what do I know?”
He stepped forward and stuck his face inches from Artur’s. “Very well then, Mr. Genius. You can raise the first glass. Knock back all that mutated bacteria, the rad-scorched run-off, and God knows what other microscopic shit the Zone has twisted up for you. It might give you super powers, you know. You'll be Ukrainian Spider Man."
A nasty smile split his lips. "Or you'll be shitting blood by sundown. Who knows? Like you said, ‘Risk is the price of scientific advancement.’ So risk away, yes?
Artur looked like he was about to cry.
Yuri shrugged. “Ok then. Now let’s move.” With that, he spun on his heel and started up the hill.
After a moment, the three men trudged after him. Surly, little steps, pouting silently like children. They slowed him down, but at least there was fifteen minutes of blissful quiet.
Yuri cast his eyes to the leaden gray sky. “Thank you.”
Halfway up the hill, he checked his map again.
A largish green blotch indicated the dark tangle of the Chernya Woods. It was a mere eleven kilometers distant. Just down the slope on the other side of this hill and across the Wet Valley with all its little streams. The three eggheads insisted there was an old military bunker in the Chernya, its entrance cut in the side of a mound marked by three boulders they called the ‘Moirai’, after some Greek mythology ‘weavers of Fate’ bullshit.
Yuri had been in Chernya once before. The woods were on the western edge of the Deep Zone and cutting through saved half a day. More if you moved fast — which Yuri had. There was something about the place with its ugly black trees and creaky branches that hung down like broken arms that set his neck hair on edge.
There were rumors too — the Zone birthed them like puppies — rumors that a lot of men had disappeared around here in the last year. Good men. Now whether their disappearance had anything to do with this place didn’t really matter; the men were gone and the rumors had solidified into one of those ‘facts’ that circulated in the bars and trading posts: the Wet Valley and the Chernya Woods were poisoned ground.
That was why most Stalkers took the South or East roads now. They were longer, yes. Subject to Army patrols and helicopter over flights, but they were straight shots, well-travelled. Considered easy. Safe. And Yuri always played it safe — until now.
Yuri would never claim to be faithful, but when he strayed he was always careful. The Zone was fascinating and forbidden. She tempted you with luscious prizes and every date left you spent and breathless. But for all that smoldering sexiness, she was a treacherous bitch. You never, ever took your eyes off her, not for one instant.
He double-checked the map. Eleven kilometers. Add a handful more wandering the woods looking for these three rocks, then — if the bunker was real and accessible — help these schoolboys find whatever it was they were after and slip back to civilization world before sundown. It could still happen — if only these guys would man up and put their peckers into it.
At the top of the hill, Yuri dug out three ration bars and passed them out. The scientists tore onto them, slobbering and chewing like starving dogs.
“Pick up the wrappers,” Yuri cautioned. “And take only small sips to wash it down.”
The ration bars devoured, Suchek mopped his sweaty face with a bright red handkerchief. Artur made a show of rubbing his calves and groaning. Only skinny Iosif remained stoic, sitting ramrod straight and breathing slowly through his nose. Composing himself, conserving energy.
That one listens at least, Yuri thought. I can worry about him a fraction less.
Yuri turned and studied the horizon. The dark smudge of the Chernya beckoned from the far side of the valley. Between it and them, lay a patchy carpet of tall grass rippling in the wind. Silver veins peeked though the undulating green-brown reeds, the sunlight glinting off the slick watercourses and streams that threaded the ground. From this distance, it would have made a pretty picture. Yuri shook his head: the Zone was smiling, winking, trying to draw him closer.
Down there in those reeds you could hardly see five meters in any direction. The water turned the black earth into boot sucking mud and pooled into fetid sinks that bred mosquito swarms as loud and vicious as Hind gunships.
Vanya had marked a trail on his map, a dotted line in grease pencil. It was good ground, firm ground, he claimed. The last time anyone checked, at least.
“For a hundred rubles, it better be good,” Yuri had snapped.
The little weasel had knocked back the last of his vodka with a shrug. “Hey, you get lost, I’ll give you a full refund.”
Wallowing asshole.
Yuri looked back at his three charges. The Zone was always risky but this run was doubly so. No matter how much money they were paying him, he was the boss here and the scientists would have to do exactly what he said the instant he said it. He wasn’t going to get killed over their whingeing. There would be no stopping in the Wet Valley.
Yuri fished out a handful of cheap plastic market bags out of his leg pack and held them out. “Take off your boots and put these on your feet. They’ll keep your socks dry.”
“But why?” Suchek sulked. “I thought you said there was a path.”
Yuri grit his teeth. “It’s a swamp is why, and swamps are wet. We’ll use the path but I’m not going to stop because one of you delicate flowers gets soggy. Now put them on and be sure to lace up tight after. Got me?”
More grumping but the scientists did as they were told.
“You’re welcome,” Yuri said when they were done. “I gave you another five minutes to rest. Now we’re going to cross the Wet Valley. I’ll take the lead but you will keep your mouths shut, stay on my ass, and keep moving.” He pulled Sasha, his AK-74, around and racked the charging handle, chambering a round for emphasis. “Got me?”
Artur’s hand drifted to the pistol at this thigh. “What’s down there? Is it dangerous?”
“What did I just say about shutting up?” Yuri asked.
“I just want to know in case—“
“In case what? You get spooked?”
Artur’s shuffled his feet but his hand still rested on the pistol butt.
Yuri sniffed, his voice deadly quiet. “You will not pull that shooter out of its holster unless I say. Got me, druzhishe? I will handle any special case.”
Artur nodded. The others as well.
Yuri smiled as if they were about to walk through a park on a sunny day. “Good. Now follow me and we’ll go find your bunker.”

2. like the devil is after your soul

It was worse than he feared, the Wet Valley.
Clouds of bugs, calf-deep mud, and the rotten, low tide stink… Gah! It was so rank it burned the hairs in his nose. Yuri pulled his scarf up so as to not puke breakfast. Visibility was crap in the tall grass and the hiss of wind in the rushes sounded like a hundred ghosts whispering his name. He moved as fast as he dared, holding Sasha’s stock and fore grip so tight his hands ached.
The only redeeming feature about Vanya’s trail was that was where it was supposed to be: a string of hard dirt humps, wooden boards, and old truck tires that zigzagged across the slop and twisted though the maze of reeds. Yuri hated how narrow it was, one man at a time. He kept checking every few meters to make sure the URAN scientists were still behind him.
The scarecrow Iosif stuck with him, skinny and quick as an alley cat, a determined scowl on his gaunt face. Artur followed closely after, his hand still clutching his pistol holster. Suchek was last, waddling and mincy as a nervous sow. If Yuri concentrated, he could hear the slap, slap, slap of the fat man’s boots in the muck.
St. Strelok, please don’t let anything else hear him.
Yuri would pause whenever the path widened enough for them bunch up for a moment. They would stumble to a halt, gulp down a few breaths and he would look into each of their faces in the desperate hope he could put a little steel in their guts by wishful thinking.
“Not much farther,” he’d say each time. “One more good push.” It was the same line his old Praporshchik Dygalo used to use on the squad back in Syria. Especially when the shit was worse than he wanted them to know.
“How much farther? Are we there yet? We must nearly be across,” Artur asked.
Yuri gave him a firm smile. “Keep going. I’ll tell you when, don’t worry.”
Suchek looked like a frightened donkey, dripping sweat, wide eyed with flared nostrils. Man might have a stroke right then and there. Yuri made a show of patting him on the shoulder.
“Easy. Easy there. You’re doing good.”
“What — what about — the danger?” Suchek panted. “You said — there was — something down here.”
Yuri feigned indignation. “What? You’ve upset Sasha.” He stroked the side of his AK–74. Moy kroshka here can handle anything we find. No one wants to argue with her, eh?”
Suchek nodded. Artur giggled nervously. Even Iosif cracked a smile.
Artur pulled his Makarov from its holster. “Olga is ready too.”
Yuri choked back a laugh. Iosif arched an eyebrow. “Olga?”
Artur blushed. “Well he named his gun.”
“It’s fine. Fine,” Yuri nodded seriously. “You just keep her holstered until I say so. Too many girls at once gets messy, eh?” he winked.
Artur reluctantly tucked the little pistol away.
St. Strelok, may that seize up and jam. Please, Yuri prayed. Dying was a possibility he shouldered every trip to the Zone; getting killed by one of Vanya’s rusty Cold War relics was not acceptable. Not at all.
“Ready?” Yuri asked. “We’re almost there, See?” The jagged tops of Chernya’s trees swayed just above the brown and green stand of rushes and thick grass in front of them. His charges nodded.
“Forward for science, then,” Yuri said, and plunged ahead.
They stopped ten minutes later on a sand bar with a tumbledown trapper’s shack. Marked with a star on the map, it was a narrow spit of land a hundred meters from the far edge of the swamp.
“Nearly there,” Yuri told the scientists. “One more good push.”
The three of them were bent over catching their breath and they all looked up at him in disbelief.
“You’ve been — saying that — the whole way — across,” Suchek whined.
Yuri shrugged. “I know. But this time I mean it.”
All at once light began to fail and the wind kicked up, bringing the unmistakable flat iron scent. Yuri had heard nothing of a storm front but wadded clouds were scudding in from the north, dark and angry fists clutching a downpour.
Great, Yuri sighed. Now I’m going to get soaked to the bone. I should have demanded more money.
He shelved that thought — for now anyway — and grinned at the scientists. Better to lead than shove. “Last leg of the trail, my friends. A quick sprint and we can rest under the trees, ok?”
The scientists grumbled a little but lined up in their usual order. Yuri nodded, made approving noises. As he went to the front of the line, he spied something out of the corner of his eye: an odd swish in the grass. So sly, he almost missed it, this stirring against the wind. A chill went down his arms.
Oblivious, the scientists watched him expectantly but Yuri was already bringing Sasha up, stepping forward. His mind was blank but body suspected.
More peculiar rustling, this time on his left. Yuri squinted. The air behind the old shack was hazy, dancing like a heat sprite over tar road in August. He planted his feet and flicked Sasha’s safety to full-auto.
“What the fu—?”
A wet slap on his left, loud and close. Yuri jerked his head, swung Sasha around.
At the same time came a gust behind him, the dull thud like sacks dropping and a yelp of pain. A heartbeat later something heavy crashed into the grass behind him.
Yuri spun around: Iosif and Artur were looking puzzled, surprised. Behind them was a wall of reeds, a floor of oily brown water and the neat square of a red handkerchief spread on the sand like it was teatime.
No Suchek.
Suddenly from the swamp came a long wet growl and a terrified scream like a horse being slaughtered. Suchek. He sounded close enough to touch but Yuri couldn’t see shit.
Yuri’s mind finally caught up. Upyr! It shouted.
He’d heard the rumors, stories of monsters with chameleon skin that sucked your blood and ate your eyes like grapes. The old-timers in the bars spoke of these Bloodsuckers in hushed tones, only late at night after the bottles were empty.
Shitshitshit, Yuri’s brain reminded him. They hunt in packs.
Ice splashed in his gut. Yuri squeezed Sasha’s trigger and swept her back and forth, spraying 5.45mm hate and panic into the swamp, cutting down swathes of reeds, rounds zipping through the thick grass. Three loud seconds later, the bolt slammed open, the magazine spent. He heard the gargling roar again. Yuri turned to the scientists.
Iosif and Artur both had their pistols out, pointing them every which way. Without thinking, Yuri’s hands swapped out the AK’s magazine. He nodded down the path toward the woods.
“Run,” he yelled. “Run like the devil is after your soul.”
The scientists bolted.
Yuri cut loose with three more bursts: left, right, back down the trail, then ran after the scientists.
Heart in his throat, breath heaving in his ears, his boots had wings. He caught up with the scientists just as Chernya’s dark trees loomed into sight. Yuri’s legs wanted to churn faster. He could almost feel hot breath on his neck, claws grabbing his jacket. In front of him, Artur slipped on slick boards and fell face first in the mud. Part of Yuri wanted to jump over him and keep going but he hauled the burbling scientist up and shoved him forward.
Fear and rage scrambled Yuri’s thoughts: I hit them. I must have hit them. Hit one at least. How many are there? Are they following?
The three of them burst out of the swamp like rousted quail. Seconds later they flailed up a bank of dark earth and crashed into the underbrush, thrashing through thickets lurching ahead wherever they seemed to thin out.
Five minutes and an eternity later, Yuri pulled up short. “Hold on. Hold on,” he yelled. “Stop.” His voice was ragged. Shrill.
Artur turned his head at Yuri’s command and crashed full speed into a tree. He crumpled and fell like a bag of potatoes. Iosif slowed, stumbled a few steps, then fell to his knees. Yuri slid to a halt, flung himself up and around, and pointed Sasha back towards the swamp.
They were deep inside the tree line. Yuri scanned the undergrowth, peered between the dark trunks for hazy, stalking shadows.
After a long minute he risked a glance to either side. Iosif had pulled his pistol out and held it tight to his chest in a two-hand grip. His head up, eyes alert, the scientist was breathing right in his nose, out his mouth, slowing his heart rate, his breath, dialing back the adrenaline dump. Smart, that one.
Artur on the other hand was gasping like a fish, his gaze darting wildly around the forest. “Where’s Suchek? Where is he? What was that thing?” He grabbed Yuri’s jacket. “Did it get Suchek? Did it?” he shouted.
All Yuri could do was nod.

3. his brain all hornets and fire

At first Yuri thought Sasha had given him the headache; a clip and a half of her painful chatter followed by his mad dash through the swamp, gulping down bog stench and terror. But that was almost an hour ago and the throb was only getting worse. Every step deeper into the Chernya was like an ice pick in his temples. But he swallowed his misery and pressed on. Yuri had made the decision to stay, and a good guide never showed weakness in front of his charges.
The egghead Artur would have quit right after the Wet Valley. And Yuri had had to confess he’d been a hair’s breadth away from agreeing with him. Only a nagging voice in the back of his mind — it had sounded like his wife — reminded him he wouldn’t see the rest of his fee unless the URAN uchenyye reached the bunker. Otherwise he’d already be hoofing it south out of the Zone as fast as he could.
Surprisingly it was Iosif who had convinced his associate to continue. They had a duty, he’d said, for science. Suchek would have wanted them to finish the mission. To honor his sacrifice. Plus there was no going back through the swamp now, eh?
Cuffing away tears and snot, Artur had relented and climbed to his feet. Yuri was pretty sure the tubby Suchek’s principles hadn’t risen above his belly, but he kept that opinion to himself. At least the scientists hadn’t shot him in their panic or pissed themselves, so that was positive.
Now in the dark forest the three of them walked side by side; Yuri in the middle, Iosif on his right, Artur plodding along on his left. Together, they threaded the black trees, treading under the heavy forest canopy as if it were a minefield.
Iosif was toughing it out, alert and watching the underbrush for trouble. Artur on the other hand had pulled inside himself like a turtle, all scowly and quiet. He kept up the pace but his main worry seemed to be his pistol. The scientist had unsnapped the holster strap and was clinging to the Makarov like it was a talisman.
Fear was a tormenter, a spider on your spine. Yuri understood this, and if fondling ‘Olga” was what got the scientist through, then fine. So long as he didn’t pull her out and shoot anything that didn’t need it.
Not that Yuri saw anything to shoot — there was no birdsong, no sign of animals. Not even gnats buzzing or flies. The quiet was eerie. Unnatural. The loudest noise in the forest was the scrunch of their boots in the litterfall.
Yuri glanced over at Artur. “It’s like a funeral in here. How much farther to your three rocks?”
The scientist started at Yuri’s voice. He blinked and brought himself back to the moment, checking the GLONASS navigator in his left hand. “One more kilometer and we should see the clearing,” Artur said.
The fingers of his right hand stroked his pistol’s pebbled Bakelite grip. “Your rifle is loaded, da?”
Yuri tried to smile reassuringly. “Don’t you worry. My girl is always ready to put out.” He figured it best to keep the man talking, so he asked, “How’s Olga?”
“Good, good.” Artur replied too quickly. He swallowed and eyed Yuri’s AK-74. “I wish I had a Sasha though.”
“Who doesn’t?” Yuri winked. “I’ll chat with Vanya and see what he can come up with. Hey, maybe we’ll lug some artillery next trip and blow those swamp fuckers to hell, OK?”
Raw memories winced across Artur’s face. He shook them off. “Artillery, yes. Blow them to hell for Suchek. That would be good.” The scientist’s eyes hardened and his steps quickened. “That would be very good.”
Satisfied for the moment, Yuri turned to Iosif.
The gangly scientist was scurrying along in a half-hunch, his head up, pistol in hand but pointed down as it should. His eyes were bright. Yuri swore this place brought color to his sunken cheeks and he noticed thin white cords trailed down the sides of the scientist’s flushed face. Yuri did a double take and realized the man had ear buds in and was listening to his phone.
Really? Here? Now?
Yuri sighed. University did strange things to men. But if that’s what it took to get him through this ordeal, who was he to judge?
Besides, the way his head was throbbing, a little music might not be a bad idea. His ears were buzzing and the pain was keeping time with his heartbeat.
“St. Strelok, preserve me,” he muttered.
Suddenly Yuri was struck by an odd thought: what kind of playlist do you have for the Zone?
He’d have to think on that one.
A few minutes later Artur stopped and pointed. “There. Should be another hundred meters. Hundred twenty, maybe.”
Yuri raised one finger to his lips, then motioned for the scientists to stay put. They nodded, and he flicked Sasha’s safety off and crept ahead.
Sure enough the trees thinned out ahead and there was a brightening between the black trunks that indicated a clearing.
Yuri grinned. Well, well, this bunker might be real after all.
Maybe he could squeeze URAN for salvage rights to whatever basic gear remained. As a bonus of course, for fending off that bloodsucker. Even old military-issue fatigues brought in decent coin and a little extra bacon grease would go a long way to ease the troubles he’d gone through this run… like this chicken-shit fever he was coming down with. Yebát', how his head hurt.
Yuri squeezed his eyes tight to stave off the pain. It was pulsing now, coming in waves. He took a deep breath, opened his eyes and moved on. Yes, he was definitely due a bonus for this.
Another hundred meters of careful slinking and the trees stopped altogether at a clearing. It was maybe three hundred meters across — Yuri couldn’t quite tell. The sky had gone low and dark, and the air was shrouded by a soaking drizzle that was neither fog nor rain.
“Even the weather can’t make up its mind in this fucking place,” Yuri said.
Peering through the mist, he saw far out in the middle what looked like the mound with its three rocks. The Greek Fate-Weavers… Yuri glanced skyward with a wry shake of his head. Between them and Saint Strelok, only old, forgotten gods and dubious, new saints wanted anything to do with the Zone. The ‘whys’ here were too slippery for everyday angels.
He saw other shapes in the gloom too, dozens of short pillars or ragged poles stuck at random in the ground. It was hard to tell, even harder to think with the throbbing in his head. Were they fence posts? Scarecrows?
“Who would put scarecrows out here? And why so many?” Yuri asked out loud.
“We need to move,” a voice spoke.
Yuri jumped. Iosif was beside him, Artur right behind. Yuri hadn’t heard them approach.
“I thought I told you to stay back,” Yuri said.
“We need to move,” Iosif repeated. “Now, before the rain.” The skinny scientist brought his Makarov up and pulled the slide part way back to make sure he’d chambered a round. Yuri saw he still had his ear buds in.
Despite the pain in his head, Yuri was impressed. Ice in his veins, this one.
Artur looked ready to shit his pants. Bug-eyed and sheened with sweat, the scientist had apparently forgotten about Olga. His gaze flicked in every direction like he saw phantoms. His lower lip was trembling.
Before Yuri could stop him, Iosif took off into the field.
“Damn it,” Yuri hissed. “Wait- -” But the scientist was already a swift shadow melting into the mist. Angry, Yuri jumped to his feet, grabbed Artur by the arm and dragged him after. “Risk is the price of scientific advancement, no?”
Five steps and the sky opened: hard, fat drops like pebbles pelting them. They were drenched in seconds. Lightning shivered through the clouds, thunder rolled after it.
Yuri barely registered the rain. The headache had become almost too much to bear. It was definitely coming in regular waves, every one another nail in his head. White noise roared in his ears. He stumbled onward, gripping Artur’s arm so tight the scientist winced.
“Almost — there,” Yuri told him. “One last push.”
The scientist muttered intelligibly then pulled up short with a sharp cry. Yuri turned and gasped: Suchek looked back at him, horrible bite marks on his face and neck, blood streaming down his jacket. “Where’s my kerchief?” the scientist asked. “My father gave it to me when I graduated from post-grad.”
“Wha--?” Yuri shook his head and suddenly Artur was back, rooted in place and babbling about ‘Urozhay mertvetsov’ — a harvest of dead men.
“The Reaper is coming, sickle in fist,” he moaned. “We must flee or be gathered with them.”
Another pulse of pain hit and Yuri’s vision tunneled, edged in red and flashing stars. He heard dogs barking, angels singing backwards. Suchek was back, mopping his ruined face with a bloody rag. He smiled at Yuri, waving it with obvious relief. “Found it!” Yuri’s knees went weak, a sticky, copper taste in his mouth.
His vision cleared in time to see a man lurch through the curtain of rain behind Artur. Emaciated with empty eyes, cracked lips and grimy stubble, Yuri recognized him. “Raven? Is that you?”
Another guide, Raven had gone missing nine days previous. No trace. ‘Swallowed by the Zone,’ they said. Raven didn’t answer, or even seem to see Yuri. Instead he lunged at Artur, and sunk a combat knife in the scientist’s shoulder.
Yuri yelled. Artur screamed and flailed, knocking Raven back. The Stalker toppled onto the ground without a sound.
“Wait, wait,” Yuri shouted. “I know him.” But Artur yanked out his pistol and was fumbling with the slide.
Yuri grabbed for the scientist’s hand as a chorus of moans rose above the cascading rain. The ragged shapes all around the clearing began moving and Yuri realized the ‘fence posts’ were men, tattered and emaciated, staggering in the storm, drawn by Artur’s wailing.
Hopping in pain and blubbering, the scientist whirled around with the Mararov, pointing it every which way. The hilt of the knife wobbled beside his head. “Alina, Alina!” he cried. “Why did you leave with him?”
Artur began shooting into the field, the Makarov’s tinny pop-pop-pop-pop-pop-pop muffled by the storm.
Rounds whizzed by Yuri’s head. He flinched, instinctively brought Sasha to bear. Several of the ragged men jerked and fell.
Pop-pop-pop — click
Another immense wall of pain smashed into Yuri and suddenly Suchek was in front of him dancing like a dervish, beckoning for the groaning men to join him. The groaning men in the fog were ghosts, then skeletons, then Yuri’s old platoon mates but not like in that picture taken the first day they deployed but as they’d been the last time he’d seen them: that terrible afternoon when the Kurds caught them in the open with rockets and there were just pieces left and these pieces were raw meat red and shocking white, coming to slap Yuri on the back like old times and drink a toast to that whore house off Ameen Street in Damascus.
Yuri’s ears were buzzing so loud his jaw hurt and Suchek’s giggling like a maniac didn’t help. The fat scientist was crying now because the other men on the dance floor were tearing at his clothes for a souvenir. Yuri recoiled, his brain all hornets and fire, to see Suchek become Artur and suddenly Artur was Saint Strelok offering his body and blood so the dead men might live. Yuri had to turn away because the mob was so desperate and grateful.
Someone knocked into Yuri and spun him around and Yuri saw his old babushka waving to him from a kurgan marked by three rocks. Somehow she was tall and skinny — not like she’d been in life — but supper was ready and he had to come now or stay forever hungry.
The pain was immense and his vision contracted to knotholes but Yuri focused on his babushka. She loved him, had always loved him. So he shook off the grabbing hands, the jackstraw men with their teeth and hollow eyes, and ran to her.
“Come, come. Quickly now!” Iosif said, and pulled him through the dark yawning door that lead under the earth. Yuri fell forward, overwhelmed by the smell of soil and mold and rust. There was a screech of metal, a clang, then silence and everything went black.

4. how such things were back then

Iosif rummaged through the musty cardboard boxes lining the plywood shelves. “Special Project 57,” he said distractedly. “I was a Junior Researcher.”
Yuri swigged from his canteen and nodded like he knew what the hell that meant. He spat tepid water and motioned for Iosif to continue, trying for the ‘strong, silent’ attitude — not merely to appear tough but really because thinking made his head hurt. His ears were still ringing, he had a rancid metal taste of blood and bile stuck in the back of this throat, and the headache wasn’t leaving fast enough. His thoughts were sluggish, muddy as dishwater swirling around a clogged basin.
I did not charge enough money, was the main one that kept surfacing.
They were inside the bunker at some sort of supply closet in a hall near the entrance. Yuri had propped himself up in the doorway and was watching the scientist paw through stacks of mold-furred boxes and dusty crates. Part of Yuri was surprised; the scientist had acted like a mute on the way in. Shy. Now it was all snap and business.
Devils live in a quiet pond, his babushka used to say.
His babushka… Yuri shuddered, remembering outside and suddenly another part of him had a deep urge to punch the scrawny man in the face.
Iosif slapped one of the boxes onto the floor. “Damn it.”
Yuri spit again and eyed him suspiciously. “Just what are you looking for?”
“It’s a — Ah ha!” A grin like a knife blade split Iosif’s skeleton face and he held up what looked like a battered, black lunch box. “Here’s one.”
Yuri peered at the scientist’s find and recognized an old military flashlight. “You risked the Zone for army surplus?” he laughed bitterly. “Because I can buy that Cold War shit for kopecks from Vanya.”
The scientist had pulled the lip off the top and was busily inserting the batteries he’d pulled out of his backpack. “I hope we don’t need this, but just in case.”
“Just in case what?” Yuri asked.
Iosif’s response was to flick the old flashlight off and on several times. The beam was harsh, bright with a purple tinge. Yuri’s headache reemerged.
Sasha was slung across his back and it occurred to Yuri to include her in this little Q and A session, seeing as he was all Q, and Iosif, while talking more than he had the entire hike out here, was very cagey with straight answers. But there was the little matter of his final fee. And, Yuri had to admit between bouts of nausea, some curiosity. All this effort, there must be something valuable tucked away in here. Better to play nice… for now
“Tell me more about this Special Project 57,” he said instead.
“Bioenergetics research,” Iosif answered.
“Which means…?”
“Which means we were analyzing bioplasma dynamics.”
Yuri bit back the urge to shout. “Bioplasma? And what is that?”
“A theoretical energy field that, under certain conditions, is capable of emitting charged coherent radiation beyond the body surface in the form of electrons and possibly protons.”
“You’re speaking Greek,” Yuri said tightly. “Plain talk for me, remember?”
Iosif rolled his eyes. “We were investigating the scientific foundation for paranormal phenomenon: telepathy, telekinesis, remote viewing. All top secret. All KGB and Military. OK?”
“Out here? In the Zone.”
The scientist shook his head. “It wasn’t the Zone when we started.”
“And after the incident?”
Iosif’s eyes lit up. “It was theorized the same emissions that caused the localized, micro-anomalies could accelerate the development of psychic abilities. So we were ordered to remain on site and increase the frequency and factor of our tests.”
Yuri’s gaze encompassed the dingy, concrete interior. “You were researching magic mind powers? In this place?”
“There are sub-levels,” the scientist sniffed. “Two of them. Very advanced. The testing cells were on the bottom floor.”
“Cells?”
Iosif clicked the light off and on again. “The majority of the test subjects were prisoners. They were offered reductions in their sentences in exchange for participation.”
One important thing Yuri learned in the army was to never volunteer. The next important thing was never believe an officer’s promises. “And what, you taught zeks to bend spoons? Read playing cards from another room?” he asked.
“The focus of our research,” Iosif explained, “Was to induce or enhance psychic abilities with pharmacological and electric stimulation.”
Yuri shook his head. Fucking officers. “So drugs and shock therapy.”
“That’s a crude misrepresentation,” the scientist replied and strode over to a row of battered lockers on the far wall.
“Outside. I saw- ” Yuri shivered, struggled for the right word. “Things. Visions and shit. What was that? Drugs?”
“The Verdansky emitter,” Iosif called over his shoulder.
“What did I say about plain talk?”
Iosif sighed. “Think of it as a short-range radio transmitter set to frequencies that stimulate the parts of the brain associated with psychic phenomenon. We used it to deter unwanted visitors.”
“It’s still on after all these years? How?”
“Geothermal power.”
Yuri would rather shoot himself in the foot than ask what the hell that was, so he changed the subject. “You used URAN as a cover to get here.”
The gaunt man didn’t turn around and didn’t reply.
Yuri persisted. “Tell me, why are you here?”
“Files,” Iosif said, then he seemed to consider something. “And rumors,” he added.
“What kind of files?”
“The classified kind.”
The temptation to grab Sasha spiked. Yuri resisted. “And the rumors, they are classified too?”
Iosif went still again. After a moment, he turned to face Yuri. “There are rumors of survivors,” he finally said.
“Survivors?” Yuri scoffed. “Of your tests here?”
Iosif nodded, serious as a heart attack.
I am definitely NOT getting paid enough. Yuri thought.
The scientist slammed a locker door shut and came to the doorway. He went to pass by but Yuri stepped in his way. “Where are you going now?”
“To get those files, for starters. Then turn off the emitter. We won’t make it out of here unless we do.”
Yuri pursed his lips. “And what about the rumors?”
“There’s that too,” Iosif said, and slipped past Yuri into the hall. “Help me finish this and I’ll make sure you get a bonus.”
Yuri watched the scientist walk away. This was supposed to be a babysitting job. Now it was like pissing while running. But the scarecrow men outside, the visions… what choice did he have?
“Pizda rulyu,” he muttered, then pulled Sasha around and followed.
There was a large cargo elevator off the main hall. It looked like it still ran but Iosif declared he didn’t want to risk getting stuck, so they took the stairs down, him in the lead.
Yuri watched the skinny scientist, vintage Makarov in one hand, antique hand lamp in the other, checking his angles on the landings, rounding the corners, pistol at the ready… He knew what he was doing and seemed to be taking these ‘rumors’ seriously.
Damn zhulik played me. Played the academics too, Yuri realized. This guy didn’t give a monkey’s toss about tubby Suchek or blubbering Artur. And if I snuff it here, he certainly won’t lose sleep over me either. Maybe I should be the one to deliver these ‘classified’ files…
Yuri’s finger drifted down to Sasha’s trigger. WWSD? What would Strelok do? he asked himself.
But you need him to get out, his wife’s voice said. To turn off the hallucination radio and get the rest of your fee.
And now a bonus, Yuri noted. Or so he says. He watched the scientist’s pointy shoulder blades shift under the jacket as they descended.
You’re Yuri Bonyev, expert guide, are you not? his wife’s voice asked.
I am.
Then be a man and keep eyes in the back of your head.
That advice grew louder the deeper they went into the facility. Even without Iosif’s sparse ‘confession’, it was obvious the bunker was exactly the kind of dark and creaky place in the movies where ‘Very Bad Shit’ had happened years before and none of the actors came out alive. Peeling paint, echoes, shadows and grime, the facility was drenched in misery. It was a tomb fit for a cursed Pharaoh. The lights even flickered.
How is that not a clue? Yuri asked himself.
The files were on the next floor down, squirreled away in a safe behind a huge desk in a big office. The faded name plate on the door read ‘V.S. Grebennikoff’. This Grebennikoff must have been a big shot because the back wall was covered with fancy framed diplomas and even bigger black-and-white photographs.
Yuri scanned the photos as Iosif knelt at the safe. All of them featured a bald, spectacled professor-type standing with assorted nomenklatura. These government patrons were his real credentials, because despite the degrees and awards, it was who you knew, not what that really mattered. Especially back then.
The officials loved the camera, grinning like fat cats who’d swallowed the cream, while the Grebennikoff character was as stiff as a man facing a firing squad. Which he might have — later — because that too was how such things were back then: up one minute, down the next. Like a mad carousel.
The safe opened with a soft click and Yuri was not surprised Iosif knew the combination. The scientist stuffed two bundles of papers in his backpack.
“Where to next?” Yuri asked.
Iosif pointed down.

5. a man should face his enemies

Half the lights were out in the stairway.
“The radio thing is down there?” Yuri tried to keep the reluctance out of his voice.
Iosif switched his flashlight on. “Bottom floor.”
The stark purple-white light carved his face in hard shadows, made him look ghoulish. He aimed the beam at Yuri. “The transmitter is in a side room near the power station.”
The beam made Yuri wince but his headache had subsided. “We’ll need that?”
“I hope not.”
“’Hope for the best’ is not a good strategy,” Yuri said as they started down. “And tell me why the flashlight.”
“The lights are out, for one. Two, they hate bright light,” Iosif explained.
“The survivors?”
The scientist nodded. “Something to do with the changes in the regular sensory areas of their brains.”
“So they worked, your ‘drug and shock’ experiments?”
Iosif grunted. “Ninety percent of the subjects died. Five percent of those that lived would have been better off dead.”
Yuri couldn’t help but comment. “Well that is a reduced sentence, I guess.”
Iosif ignored that and continued. “The remaining five percent… they changed. In mind and body.”
Suspicion crawled across Yuri’s skin like ants. “Changed how?”
“They swelled, shrunk. Thickened. They became dwarves — on steroids. We called them zhaby — toads — but Kirov, the lead pharmacist insisted they be ‘Burers’, after this Gypsy girl who’d taken him for a good ride. “Twisted little mind-readers, just like her.”
“They could read minds, these dwarves?” Yuri said worriedly.
“No,” Iosif said. “We never saw any telepathic development. Telekinesis, however — ” The scientist noticed Yuri staring angrily at him, and sighed. “They could move things with their minds.”
They had reached a landing. The lights were completely out on this level and the stairway below was a well of black.
“Move things…” Yuri repeated. “And you tell me this now?”
The scientist looked over his shoulder, genuinely puzzled now. “Can you think of a better time?”
Yuri had to admit he had a point.
They reached the bottom and the instant Yuri’s boots hit the floor, he heard a baby cry out from the darkness. His skin prickled. “What the fuck was that?”
“A gypsy toad,” Iosif said, and stepped carefully through the door. “Get your rifle ready.”
They entered a large room with a tall ceiling. Iosif’s lamp played across heavy steel doors. A faded ‘X-17” was painted in white block letters on the wall and there were three corridors, each heading in a different direction. The harsh light flashed over the mouth of each. There was a faint humming from the middle passage and a sigh of stale air.
“This way,” the scientist said.
They padded through the darkness, the bright circle leading them on. Iosif was doing his best to keep the flashlight steady but Yuri saw it shiver and dip. The man was scared. Not that Yuri could blame him; he was sweating despite the cool air. He pulled Sasha’s stock tighter into his shoulder.
Next time, I remember to bring my own flashlight.
Next time…
The hallway was long and Yuri sensed they were passing open spaces, open doorways and rooms, as they went. After what might have been five minutes or fifteen, Iosif stopped and snapped off the light. The blackness sprang back and swallowed them up. Yuri heard cloth creak and suddenly Iosif’s breath was in his ear.
“The generators are ten meters straight ahead,” the scientist whispered. “The transmitter room is the second door on the right. The second one. The first is the boiler room. Go in there and you’re stuck. So you must take the second door.”
Yuri nodded, realized his mistake. “Yes” he said quickly. “But why are you telling me this?”
“In case we get separated.”
Yuri swallowed. “So survivors are there? The Burers?”
“Well someone turned out the lights.”
“And you think they’re down there?” Yuri was liking this idea less and less. Perhaps they should take their chances--
Iosif put a hand on Yuri’s shoulder. His voice was tight. “I think if there are any, that’s where they’ll be. Remember, no matter what you see, if I say ‘shoot’, you shoot, got me? No hesitation.”
Sweat tickled behind Yuri’s right ear. “Yes.”
Iosif clenched Yuri’s jacket in his fist. “Yes what?”
“Yes. I’ll shoot. Yes.”
“Good.” The scientist let go. “Now put one hand on my back and stay right behind me. Keep one eye closed for when I turn the flashlight back on, OK?”
“OK.”
The generator room was big and warm. There was a kiss of moving air and whirring noises from every direction. Faint lights blinked throughout the area, scattered across machinery and instrument panels: red and yellow, green and white. Tiny hazard stars. They gave off just enough light for Yuri to make out the geometry of hard shapes, pipes and equipment.
Iosif stopped a few steps inside the room and crouched, coiled and taut as a spring. He had his pistol in one hand, flashlight in the other, with his arms folded across his chest. He was listening, perfectly still, as if he were frozen in the first position of a Cossack dance. Yuri knelt behind him, a hand on the man’s bony back. He held Sasha over the scientists’ right shoulder with the other.
I shoot, he’ll be deaf for a week, Yuri thought. But better deaf than dead.
After a full minute, Iosif relaxed and made a tick, tick noise with his mouth. He jerked his head to the right. Yuri spied rectangle door shapes, two of them.
Good, good, good. All according to plan, Yuri nodded to himself. Second door.
Another tick and Iosif rose, and started sidestepping toward the doors, still facing the center of the room. It was awkward, but Yuri stayed with him, the two of them struggling in tandem like drunken guests at the end of wedding celebration.
They were halfway there when Yuri heard a wet huffing, shuffling sound.
Iosif froze.
A heartbeat later a squat shape emerged from the gloom at the far end of the room. It passed in front of a bank of illuminated meters and red-rimmed gauges, and Yuri saw a hunched man in a tattered robe with a hood over his head like a fat, short monk.
Iosif’s shoulder trembled and he snapped on the flashlight. The purple-white beam stabbed into the darkness and pinned the hooded shape. The monk-thing roared and turned away.
“Shoot! Shoot!” Iosif shouted. But Yuri was rooted in place.
The creature scuttled away but Iosif kept the flashlight on it. “Shoot,” he screamed.
Before Yuri could react, the scientist shouted in terror and frustration, and started firing his pistol. Iosif strode forward, beam centered on the hooded creature, unloading the Makarov. Yuri saw slow-motion bullet casings spin and glint in the harsh light. Puffs of red mist ejected from the creature’s head.
The next thing Yuri knew, Iosif was on the other side of the room standing over a dark mound with one boot on the top of the heap like a hunter with his kill. He kept the flashlight aimed at its head.
“I got him. I got him. I got him,” he kept repeating, as if to convince himself.
Yuri’s nostrils were filled with the tang of gunpowder, his ears rang. He saw Iosif’s fingers work the magazine release button. The empty clip clattered on the concrete and Iosif inserted a fresh one. He had done it automatically, without thinking.
Army trained, Yuri realized. Then he flushed with shame. I froze. I let him down.
Yuri stepped forward, stammering. He had to apologize. He must. Some guide he was, locking up like that. The scientist stirred at the movement, looked up and smiled weakly. “I got hi- ”
Yuri was about to congratulate him, console him, embrace him, when the gaunt scientist folded like he’d been punched in the gut. Bent over, he looked up and for an instant his eyes met Yuri’s: confusion. Then fear.
An instant later it was like a rope had jerked him away. Iosif was gone. Yuri gasped. The flashlight fell with a bang that was followed by a loud crash on the far side of the room.
The purple-white beam flickered and stayed on, spilling across the grimy floor to frame Iosif in a semi-circle spotlight. He was splayed upside down, crumpled against an iron support strut, his head was at a wrong angle, his eyes the silver of tiny, unblinking mirrors.
“Iosif?” Yuri said softly.
As he stepped into the light, there was a raspy gurgling behind him. Yuri spun on his heel to bring Sasha to bear on another squat, hooded man-thing.
What, two of them?
Yuri glimpsed a bloated, scabbed face in mid snarl. The man made an angry choking noise and thrust both his hands to one side. Sasha jumped from Yuri’s grip and was flung into the darkness. Yuri barely had time to blink before the hooded creature thrust his hands out again, this time in a shove.
Yuri flew backwards, air knocked from his lungs. It was like a mule had kicked him in the chest.
He slid and skidded to a stop on the floor to one side of the light beam, on his back, chest on fire. He could see rag-doll Iosif out of the corner of his eye. You’re not much help, he wanted to say, but he could hardly breathe.
Praporshchik Dygalo popped into his head, shouting like he had that hot afternoon when it had rained Kurd rockets. “Cover, you idiot. Find cover.”
Yuri began to kick his legs, use his elbows to scramble deeper into the gloom. He tucked himself behind an iron pipe. Above his own broken wheezing, he could hear the scuff and growl of the hooded man — thing. The little bastard was looking for him, trying to find a way around the bright light.
The darkness was bad enough but Yuri’s vision was blood rimmed and hazy. His ribs grated, shifted like broken sticks. He sat up and bite back a yelp of pain. He felt around, frantic to get his bearings, and his groping hand found something hard and metal: it was Iosif’s Makarov.
He pulled it in and clutched it to his chest like dying man with a holy icon.
Which I might be, he realized. Dying, that is.
It’s loaded, he remembered. Iosif had loaded a new clip.
Yuri wanted to laugh, to cry, to rage at the irony of it all; here he was, down in the dark facing a monster, and his life depended on a hunk of Vanya’s surplus.
The shuffling was closer. Yuri racked the pistol’s slide.
OK, OK, OK, he thought. What next? Pop off some rounds and run? Hope to reach the door before the mutant gets me?
Could he even run? And what if he did make it to the hall with broken pieces in his chest? Could he make it to the stairwell? Up to the top level? What about the transmitter, the scarecrow men? What about Sasha? Could he make it out of the Zone and to the Cordon without her?
Laughter bubbled on his lips.
Where the hell did that come from? He had no idea but it was there, an absurd, ill-timed joy lifting him with strange and scrawny wings.
Yes, he could try to get up and out. He could run. But even if he made it, he could never enter the Zone again. This he knew in his bones. To flee would break him. But to stay?
He looked over to Iosif, skinny, deceptive, unaccommodating Iosif staring away in his clumsy, upside down death pose. So tell me, Honored Bioplasma Junior Researcher, what do I do now, eh?
No reply.
Yuri closed his eyes. Well then, WWSD? he asked, and even as he asked, he knew the answer.
A man should face his enemies. Look them in the eye. This Yuri knew in an instant as certain as if it were written in stone. If now is my time, he thought, I’ll at least meet Death like a man.
Yuri glanced over at the flashlight. It was perhaps two meters away, shining like a sliver of bright mercury. The hooded man grunted and hissed. Yuri could feel tension coiling in the air. Ready to strike like a viper.
I have to try, he said to himself. He looked into the vaulted darkness above him, up through the floors, to the sky he imagined in dappled silver, rose, and gold. I will try, he said.
At that, Yuri Bonyev rolled out from behind the pipes and scrambled across the concrete floor. He heard a surprised snort, a menacing growl. The air thickened and swirled but Yuri’s fingers closed around the plastic handle and he rose to his feet, Makarov in one hand, flashlight in the other, a prayer to Saint Strelok on his lips.
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