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“People are mistaken in their belief that they understand the
essence of what the Zone truly is. Some consider it a
universal evil, others - a wonder sent down to humanity, and
others still consider it no more than a source of riches....They
are all wrong. The Zone is impossible to understand when
viewed through the prism of human perception; moreover it
is far too early for humans to even try.”

Professor E.F. Kalancha
(referred to by Stalkers as Beanpolev)
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Prologue

The Independent, 3 March 2001: Taliban destroy ancient Buddhist
relics in Bamyan, Afghanistan. International pleas ignored by
fundamentalist leaders.

Kiev Post, Top Stories, 17 August 2001: Ukrainian authorities seal
off the Exclusion Zone around the Chernobyl Nuclear Power Plant
after a bus carrying foreign tourists disappears close to Pripyat.

CNN Breaking News, 4 March 2006: Blinding light illuminates the
sky above the Chernobyl Nuclear Power Plant, according to
witnesses.

BBC Top News Story, 10 June 2006: The skies above Ukraine’s
ill-fated nuclear power plant are once again lit by bright light. Aided
by the military, local law enforcement desperately tries evacuating
the few villagers who remained in the Exclusion Zone after the
deadly and still unexplained emission a month ago.

Fox News, 25 September 2006: In a press conference, General Dan
K. McNeill, the newly appointed ISAF commander refuses to
comment on questions about the Taliban’s alleged efforts to obtain
nuclear warheads from Pakistan.

Kiev Post, Top Stories, 28 December 2009: A group of Ukrainian
scientists led by Professor Sakharov have succeeded in penetrating
into the Zone to a depth of one kilometer and returning without
incident or injury. Professor Sakharov would not comment on
questions regarding the special equipment that had made this
possible, but did say that “this major breakthrough would not have
been possible without the continuous research in Ukraine to design
devices and protective gear suitable for exploring the Zone.”
However, he confirmed “the existence of scientifically unexplained,
anomalous activities in the physics of the Zone, as well as mutations
in its flora and fauna”.
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The Guardian, May 5, 2011: A leader of al Qaeda’s branch in
southern Yemen on Wednesday vowed revenge for the US killing of
the worldwide network’s founder Osama bin Laden. “We will take
revenge for the death of our Sheikh Osama bin Laden and we will
prove this to the enemies of God,” he told AFP, contacted by
telephone from Yemen’s southern province of Abyan, an al Qaeda
stronghold. “They will see what they haven’t expected... We are
preparing a plan to continue jihad in the coming period,” said the al
Qaeda leader, requesting anonymity for “security reasons.”

Fox News ticker, 6 June 2011, 03:42:58 PM ET: President to
address nation following nuclear detonation in Kabul.

MSNBC.com, 7 June 2011, 01.35:46 PM ET: The top U.S.
commander in Afghanistan has described the nuclear attack in
Afghanistan as “the last resort of an inhuman and despicable enemy
to martyr themselves en masse and deny us the claim of victory”.
The ACLU has strongly condemned his choice of words, describing
them as “culturally insensitive”, while in Germany, France and the
UK thousands have protested, blaming the United States and Israel
for the atrocity.

The Guardian, 20 August 2011: It has now been verified by several
independent sources that the nuclear explosions that devastated the
capital and a vast surrounding area in Central Afghanistan were
caused by three low-yield warheads of approximately 20 kilotons
each, and were the work of insurgents or Al-Qaida extremists. The
detonation was six times more powerful than the atomic bomb
dropped on Hiroshima and three times more powerful than the
explosion at Reactor Four of the Chernobyl Nuclear Power Plant in
1986. A US Army spokesman has denied comments regarding the
origin of the warheads after reports claimed that they were acquired
from Pakistan’s nuclear arsenal.

Pravda.ru Latest News, 25 October 2011: Federal government
warns Russians citizens against travelling to the Chernobyl
Exclusion Zone following a skirmish between the Ukrainian military
and a group of paramilitary individuals calling themselves “Stalkers”
— an acronym for “Scavenger, Trespasser, Adventurer, Loner, Killer,
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Explorer, Robber”. Despite protests by human right watchdogs and
the European Union, the Ukrainian forces guarding the area have
been authorized to shoot such trespassers on sight.

General Headquarters, Armed Forces of the Ukraine, 15 August
2012

During Operation Fairway, aimed at re-establishing control over the
center of the Exclusion Zone (including Pripyat and the Chernobyl
NPP), our forces sustained heavy losses. The mission has been
labeled a failure by general staff. For extraordinary bravery in face
of the enemy, strike force commander Cpt. Tarasov is hereby
recommended for receiving the Order of Courage and promotion to
major.

- Col. Kovalskiy, commanding officer, Operation Fairway (resigned)

Remark: SBU supports recommendation. Pending promotion, it is
further suggested that Cpt. Tarasov be designated as command
element of our forces in the Exclusion Zone.

- Maj. Degtyarev, SBU/Special Operations Directorate

Kiev Post, Top Stories, 8 June 2014: The Ukrainian Ministry of
Education is to send a scientific team into the nuclear wasteland that
was once Central Afghanistan, now also referred to as “the New
Zone”, under the oversight of Professor Sakharov, the veteran
ecologist who led some of the first expeditions into the Chernobyl
Zone between 2007 and 2009. The goal of the expedition is to end
the speculation and internet rumors regarding environmental
developments in the area that are allegedly similar to those in the
Exclusion Zone, despite the evidence that shows that the mutations
and other phenomena observed in the Chernobyl area were not
caused by radioactivity alone.
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Condor One

Chernobyl Exclusion Zone - Ukraine, 18 September 2014,
08:50:34 East European Standard Time/EEST

“I love being in the army, komandir. Where else could I get a
chopper flight over the Zone?”

Major Mikhailo Tarasov doesn’t return the young lieutenant’s
cheery grin, instead choosing to spend the last minutes looking out
over the Swamp, lost in his thoughts. Seen from above, through the
tiny windows of the Mi-24 gunship flying them to their mission, the
Swamp looks peaceful like a national park: golden brown fields of
reed bowing in the wind, the low September sun reflected in the
waterways, the wooden dome of an abandoned church peering out of
a shred of mist, anomaly fields on the Zone’s edge glowing with
eerie green and blue. Tarasov is glad that the distance spares him the
details: the Geiger counter’s constant clicking, the rotten stench, the
sight of decomposing corpses fallen to mutants, radioactivity and
anomalies.

“Save your high spirits for the underground, Ivanchuk,” he
glumly replies. But his second in command seems to be in a talkative
mood.

“How come it’s in this mess today? That hellhole under
Agroprom was supposed to be sealed off ages ago.”

“Some Stalkers made it into Strelok’s chamber. We’re going in
to seal it again, this time for good.”

“Piece of cake!”

Tarasov can’t see the lieutenant’s eyes under the helmet’s dark
visor but he’s sure his second in command is not just swaggering.
Today you will be tested, lieutenant. He looks at the two other
troopers huddled up in the cramped compartment, flanking a
technician who carries welding equipment. Kolesnik and Shumenko
had been veteran Stalkers until they signed up to the army, motivated
more by their need to escape debt collectors than fulfilling patriotic
duty. They were made sergeants to let them know their place in the
military’s food chain. Although not cast from the mold of legendary
Stalkers, they were at least good team-players. For Tarasov,

15



commander of the Ukrainian army’s own squad of
Zone Stalkers, this was more important than individual abilities. He
looks at the lieutenant’s fingers nervously drumming on his AKSU
assault rifle.

“By the way, lieutenant... what’s that duct tape on your
magazine?”

“That? I taped two mags together, so that I can change them with
a flip of my hand!”

“Do you see that on my rifle? No? And can you think why?”’

“Because I'm stupid and you are smart, komandir!”

Tarasov laughs out loud. His grumpy mood vanishes in an
instant. From the corner of his eye, he can even see two hard-boiled
sergeants grin.

“What to do? That’s a fact,” he shrugs and gives a pat on the
lieutenant’s helmet. “Hand me that duct tape if you still have it on
you.”

The lieutenant pats down his pockets and hands him a roll of blue
duct tape. Tarasov takes out a spare magazine from the pockets on
Ivanchuk’s body armor.

“If you keep the mags like that,” he explains, “your weapon will
feel much heavier than it is.”

He whips the tape around the magazine, leaving free an inch-long
flap. “Look. If you grab it by this flap, you can draw it much quicker
from the pocket and win a second if you’re in a firefight. Then
there’s that carabineer on your assault vest. When you remove the
empty magazine, just fasten it there with the duct flap. See? Like
this... It will win you another second. Once the party is over, you
can put the magazine back into to the vest pocket.”

“Two minutes to touchdown,” the pilot reports, “I have a visual
on Fortress One.”

“All right people, here we go,” says Tarasov fastening the strap
of his helmet, “check your gear.”

He detaches the magazine from his silenced SA Val rifle and
pushes the first cartridge down to make sure no cartridge is stuck
inside. The steely clack of the weapon cocking is like music to his
ears.

“One minute to touchdown,” sounds the intercom. “Landing zone
is clear.”
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Tarasov has landed more times in a helicopter than he can count
but he still can’t shake off the slight sickness he feels during the
sudden descent. He grabs his weapon and opens the hatch. Giving
each man an encouraging pat on the shoulder while they exit, he
waits until everyone is out. He signals to the pilots with his thumb up
and follows his soldiers. The gunship immediately takes to the air
and sets out on a circling path over the abandoned buildings to watch
over the environment. Its turbine engines are still too loud for
Tarasov to address the squad leader without shouting.

“Any developments, Lieutenant Nabokov?”

“We saw a pack of mutants not far from here but the helicopter’s
noise scared them away.”

“Keep your eyes peeled, just in case something nasty comes out
of this hole. Are the Stalkers still inside?”

“I’ve been standing by with Fortress One since zero-six-hundred.
No one has left through here, sir, and Fortress Two didn’t report any
earlier contacts either.”

“Good. Chumak, come over here!”

The technician — a haggard civilian who usually tends to the
vehicles at the base and now looks helpless in the bulletproof vest
he’s wearing for the first time — has fear written all over his face.
Tarasov gives him his pistol.

“You know how to handle a Fort-157”

“Yes, komandir, but...” Chumak points at Tarasov’s rifle.
“Could I have a machine gun like that?”

“If you ever find you need a bigger weapon, pick up any of our
rifles because that would mean we’re dead.”

With his squad following behind, Tarasov walks to the tunnel
entrance, a round opening in the ground like a manhole.

“Chumak, on me. Kolesnik, Shumenko, move forward.
Ivanchuk, you look out for our six. Our mission is simple: we go in,
seal the shaft to Strelok’s hideout and get out.”

“Rules of engagement?”’

“This is a high priority area, Lieutenant. Shoot at everything that
moves. Watch out for ricochets — the tunnels are narrow. Keep a
little distance from the walls.”

“If we find any artifacts, can we retrieve and sell them?”

“Not if I find them first, sergeant. Anything else?”

“Major, sir!”
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“Spill the beans, Shumenko.”

“Permission to take a leak before we go in.”

“Do it quickly and make sure you don’t put your yalda into an
anomaly.”

“Shumenko’s dick needs not fear any anomalies on the ground”

says Kolesnik with a grin.

The lieutenant is quick to reply. “He’s only pissing to let the mutants
know his territory!”

Tarasov sighs with impatience, but he has given up cutting such
casual manners long ago. Even if this squad was improvised just an
hour ago, at least he could count on these men should things go
wrong. He knows this could happen. His men know it too. And
Kolesnik’s joke wasn’t that bad for a man who is about to descend
into a mutant-infested tunnel system where anything that can move
will move in for the kill.

“Feeling much better.”

“All right... now that Sergeant Shumenko has gracefully marked
his territory, let’s get moving. Switch to your breathing system.
Check night vision and intercom.”

“Ivanchuk here. Always ready.”

“Kolesnik ready.”

“Shumenko here. Locked and loaded.”

“Err... I mean, do I also have to say something?”

“Can you see and breathe in that gas mask, Chumak?”

“Yes, komandir.”

“Keep it that way. Let’s move!”

Tunnel system - Agroprom Research Institute, 09:28:00 EEST

Before Tarasov descends into the narrow shaft leading to the tunnels,
he switches the channel on his radio. “Cordon Base, this is Condor
One. Condor Squad moving in. Over and out.”
The sergeants climb down through the narrow shaft. As soon as they
arrive at the bottom of the ladder, they kneel and assume a firing
position.

“Clear,” Shumenko reports.

Tarasov notices a disapproving look on the technician’s face. He
ignores it, but Ivanchuk jumps at the opportunity to lecture him.
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“What are you looking at, Chumak? Command elements take
point only in war movies. If there’s an ambush down there and the
major gets shot, we’re screwed.”

His comrades descend one by one. Tarasov can hear their
panting. With his left hand, he signals them to proceed. The tunnel
reeks of rot, dampness and corrosion. Above, a lonely red light
flashes and casts its eerie light across the walls, like the reminder of
a long-forgotten alarm when these catacombs were still part of a
secret laboratory. All is quiet but for the shrieking noise of the
rotating flashlight and moisture dripping from the ceiling.

Suddenly, something moves on the ground with a noise that
sounds like a thunder.

“Sorry, Major” whispers Chumak, “I stumbled on something.”

“Shit! Why don’t you just shout ‘hey we have just arrived!’?”

“I’'m sorry, komandir!”

“Shut up, Chumak” comes Ivanchuk’s voice.

Tarasov hears something like footsteps approaching. He raises
his left fist, ordering the others to stop. He aims his weapon and a
shadow moves into the red dot sight of his rifle. As the emergency
light’s red beam flashes for a second in its direction, a human
silhouette emerges from the darkness. Without hesitation, he fires
two short, noise-suppressed bursts. Tarasov hears the man gasping
and pulls the trigger again. The man emits a shout, intended as
swearing but ending in a gasp of pain. His rifle fires a burst into the
ground as death spasms his fingers. At last he falls. Two seconds
have passed since he appeared, maybe three. Strange, Tarasov
thinks. That fellow was pretty heavily armored for a Stalker.

Staying in cover, Tarasov peeks around the corner. The room is
dimly lit by another faint emergency light. A thick concrete column
blocks his view, but he senses no movement. He gives a signal to
Kolesnik.

“It’s too quiet there... suspiciously quiet. See that red fuel drum?
Make some noise.”

The sergeant removes a frag grenade from his belt, pulls the
safety, waits for a few seconds, and then throws it in the shown
direction. In the moment the grenade lands, someone inside shouts
cover! but is silenced by the detonation. After a split second a much
louder detonation follows as the fuel drum explodes into a blinding
ball of fire. The major hears the noise of metal shreds whizzing
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through the air, mixed with desperate screams. He shouts, Go, go,
go! and jumps down the stairs into the room. His Geiger counter
starts ticking frantically. Two bodies lie on the ground but Tarasov
ignores them as he scans the next room, once an elevator station, for
further targets. His night vision is too weak to light up the corners
and he doesn’t want to switch on his headlight — it would turn him
into an illuminated target for hostiles wanting to practice headshots.

“All clear,” he says, “let’s move on.”

But Chumak, who is in the catacombs for the first time, stands in
front of two huge tanks, which might contain poison or worse,
staring at the glowing green substance beneath them. The substance
is moving, looking like boiling green water in slow-motion. He is
about to touch it when Ivanchuk pulls him back.

“That’s a Fruit Punch, rookie. An anomaly. One step closer and
the acid will consume your dick in a second.”

“There’s more of that shit here in the underground than
mushrooms in a forest,” Kolesnik remarks. Tarasov is about to tell
them to keep quiet when the other sergeant shouts out.

“Enemies detected!”

Shumenko doesn’t wait for the major’s order and releases a long
burst into the elevator chamber. Now it’s the major’s turn to throw a
grenade. Another deafening explosion sounds but the enemy keeps
firing. The lieutenant leaps forward, firing his AKSU assault rifle.
Silence falls. Tarasov points to the round chamber in front of them,
with a massive pillar in the middle.

“Ivanchuk, you and Kolesnik to the left. Shumenko, on me.
Chumak, you stay behind me.”

Slowly and with weapons ready, they enter the chamber. Below
their feet, rusty iron grates cover corroded pipes, disappearing into
the ground. A lever stands in the middle, the turning wheel having
fallen off. Above them, the metal tubes of a ventilation system
follow the curve of the walls, here and there lacking a few cover
pieces.

“Keep your eye on those open tubes,” Tarasov warns his squad
with a whisper, “I don’t want any stray snorks jumping on our
heads.”

“All clear. Coming through.”
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Tarasov lowers his Val when he sees the lieutenant appearing
from the other side. In front of them, a staircase leads to the level
below.

“Shall we?” Ivanchuk asks. Tarasov shakes his head.

“Watch the stairs. Keep your eyes peeled, Lieutenant. I want to
check out those bodies before we go below.”

Now that the area is cleared of enemies and with the only exit
under watch, Tarasov switches off his night vision and turns on the
headlight. He approaches the Stalker shot by the lieutenant.

“Good shot, Ivanchuk,” he says, loud enough for the sergeants to
hear it as well. The corpse lying in the light circle before him is
wearing a tactical helmet with an integrated gas mask, its tube
attached to his dark blue body armor’s breathing system. His
bulletproof vest has been penetrated by five armor-piercing rounds
from Ivanchuk’s AKSU. Even in his death, he holds his outdated,
but still deadly G36 assault rifle.

“Shumenko, take over the guard. Lieutenant, come over here.”
Tarasov points at the corpse. “This was no Stalker but a mercenary.
Our intel was bad, like usually.” The lieutenant nods and kneels
down to remove the gas mask from the corpse. “Don’t. I’d rather not
see his face.”

“And if it was a pretty woman, sir?”

“You’re one sick son of a bitch, Lieutenant. You better find
something that the intel guys could use... maybe they’ll do a better
job next time.”

“But if it’s a woman and I find a lipstick, can I keep it? My
girlfriend...”

“Cut your stupid jokes, for God’s sake. You’re not even remotely
funny.”

Tarasov searches the other bodies. They all wear the same gear,
meaning they indeed belonged to the group of mercenaries who
occasionally appear in the Zone. Unlike Stalkers, they not only hunt
for artifacts but for the occasional human target as well, be it a
Stalker carrying a special artifact or one who didn’t deliver what he
was supposed to on time. And, being far better equipped and trained
than ordinary Stalkers, they also cause headaches for the army when
they appeared close to the strictly no-go areas around the secret
laboratories. Tarasov’s search proves futile — one body was blown to
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pieces by the exploding fuel drum, and on the other he only found
two first-aid kits.

“Nothing useful here, sir,” Ivanchuk reports.

“No surprise... After all, no merc would be stupid enough to
carry his mission orders with him. Dammit... A band of mercenaries
in our territory is the last thing we need.”

“I suggest we report this to the base, komandir.”

Tarasov checks his radio. “No signal. Anyway, we still have
something else to do... Let’s go down.”

It gets darker with each step as they carefully descend the
winding metal staircase. The ground below is dotted with bubbling
green anomalies, illuminating the tunnel with green glow. Now
Tarasov can even hear their noise: a sizzle echoing like a chorus of
monsters in the darkness, as if communicating with each other in a
deep, foreboding whisper. His Geiger counter ticks faster.

“Turn off the headlights,” he orders. The anomalies glow strong
enough to illuminate their surroundings. On the far end of the tunnel,
an emergency light shows the direction. Tarasov can only hope that
if there are any enemies here, they will make a clear silhouette
against the dim beam of light.

“Stick to the wall. Skirt the anomalies,” he whispers to Chumak.

He looks down for a second as the technician stumbles over a
fallen pipe. Immediately, he feels a steel fist hitting his chest. Then
he hears the rifle shot. He wobbles to the wall, his hand instinctively
touching the spot where he was hit. Shumenko fires a long burst with
Kolesnik’s rifle joining in.

“Shit,” somebody shouts, “he came out of nowhere!”

“Major, are you hit?”

“I’'m... fine, Lieutenant,” Tarasov replies as he stands up with a
groan. He is glad that the visor of his tactical helmet hides the pain
on his face. His heavy armor caught the bullet, but the impact was
strong like the hit of a hammer. His chest is left bruised and sore.
Thank God for my SKAT suit.

“Let’s keep moving!”

They pass by a lonely petroleum lamp. Their shooter must have
been guarding the exit of the tunnel, which leads into the big
research hall. As they enter it, they see huge metal containers behind
a dilapidated iron fence and more pipelines disappearing into
nowhere through holes in the concrete walls. Another red emergency
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lamp casts its maddening light. Through cracks and holes, air moves
with a deep howl.

They have to cross the wide shadow of a concrete pillar. Tarasov
reaches to his helmet to switch on his headlight. The shrieking noise
of the revolving red light hurts his ears like a dentist’s drill but what
makes his blood curl is a howling roar from the darkness.

“Headlamps on,” he commands, “fire forward, fire all you have!”

He tosses the technician to the ground and throws himself down
too, biting his tongue, ignoring the sharp pain and frantically firing
towards the pair of glowing eyes that are reflecting the light of their
headlamps and getting closer at inhuman speed. The howl turns into
a beastly rattle, regardless of the fire directed at its source from the
three assault rifles. The major runs out of ammo but as he
desperately reaches for a spare magazine the rattle ceases and, with a
loud hump, something heavy falls to the ground just a meter away
from him.

“That was a close shave,” he hears the lieutenant’s voice.

Tarasov gets back to his feet. A humanoid figure lies in the light
circle ahead of him. It has longer arms and legs than humans, but the
biggest visible difference is the bunch of tentacles, still squirming
like snakes, that end at the blood-smeared hole on its head where the
mouth should be. Shumenko steps closer and empties the rest of his
ammunition into the dead mutant’s head before replacing the
magazine.

“Wh-what was that?” Chumak’s whole body is shaking.

“A bloodsucker,” Tarasov replies reloading his rifle, “and a male
one, judged by what’s left of it... the female is probably waiting for
him to come home with fresh meat. Usually they stick together, so
let’s keep our eyes open...”

“I... I refuse to go on... I just can’t,” the technician stammers.
He is close to crying. “I want to get out of here!”

“Pull yourself together, Chumak,” Tarasov says and offers him
his hand. “Get up or become bloodsucker food!”

“No!”

The major glances at the two sergeants. They cross to the
whining technician and pull him up to his feet. Without any
emotions on his face, Tarasov points his rifle at Chumak’s head.

“Let’s go,” he says, but the technician only shakes his head in
fear.
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“All right, we’ll take your gear and leave you.” Tarasov lowers
his weapon and aims now at Chumak’s legs. “But first I’ll shoot you
in the knee. Mama bloodsucker will be pissed off when papa doesn’t
return and they can smell blood from far away.”

Chumak looks at Ivanchuk, who nods in approval, and
reluctantly gets his backpack.

Without saying any more, Tarasov moves on with the squad
falling in. He is nervous about every dark corner but no other
mutants come into sight. Or maybe it is us not being in the mutants’
sight.

Soon, a corridor branches off to the left. Tarasov has been there
before: it is one of the long tunnels running between the two
Agroprom facilities. They have to turn right, but would be exposed
on their left flank. If they threw a grenade to clear the way, anyone
waiting for them in ambush would know of their approach. He
signals the men to stop, peeks out to the left, and gives a sign to
Ivanchuk to proceed. As he turns to the right, he sees the stationary
beam of a headlight. The mercenary hasn’t seen them yet. Tarasov
aims carefully. His shots hit his target’s body armor but have no
killing effect. By the time he can fire another shot, the mercenary
disappears.

“Dammit,” he swears as he hears barking commands ahead.
“Kolesnik, drop a frag! Twenty meters ahead!”

The grenade falls a little short but hits the mercenary just at the
moment when he is reckless enough to peer out from his cover.

Weapon fixed on the door in case more enemies emerge, Tarasov
rushes forward. A silhouette appears in the visor, the head right
behind the scope’s red dot. He fires

“Left! Watch your left!”” he shouts taking a grenade and throwing
it through the door. It was too quick. One second after the
detonation, another enemy pops out from around the corner.
Tarasov’s rifle falls silent after one shot. He ducks for cover to
reload. An AKSU rings out over his head.

“He’s down,” Kolesnik says.

They wait for a minute. Only the wind howls in the tunnels, with
the occasional rummaging noise from the long-forgotten levels far
below. Maybe a room collapsed. Maybe a bloodsucker is fighting for
his life with a pack of snorks, partial invisibility versus ten meter
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long jumps and knife-sharp teeth. Maybe it’s the soldiers’ fear
echoing in their mind.

Stepping over a dead enemy whose head and chest was
dreadfully blasted by the grenade, Tarasov moves his squad into the
room. From there, another corridor opens to the left. A few meters
further down, a round ventilation shaft opens into the wall. Wooden
crates stand below, as if used as stairs to gain access to it. Once it
housed a ventilator and the remains of the iron grater that once
covered it are still lying on the ground. Now a man could
comfortably crawl into the opening. There’s even a metal ladder
leading up the shaft.

“Welcome to Strelok’s hideout, Chumak,” Tarasov says and pats
the technician on the shoulder, “you made it. Now it’s time for your
big performance.”

“Thank God,” the technician sighs with relief, “so, what am I
supposed to do?”

“Remove a few pieces of that ladder. Weld its parts as a grid to
prevent anyone from climbing in.”

“Are you sure there’s nothing inside, komandir?”

“I don’t mind giving you a little tour... We all deserve a rest

anyway.” Tarasov turns to the soldiers. “Keep your guard up while I
show this greenhorn around. That corridor will be our exit route. It’s
full of garbage for cover, so keep your eyes peeled. Chumak, follow
me.”
Strelok once told him that the chamber was booby-trapped and he
cannot shake off an uneasy feeling as they climb up the ladder.
Cautiously, he peeks inside, and seeing no danger waiting for them,
he jumps into a small chamber.

Strelok’s hideout, 09:59:07 EEST

“What is this place?” the technician asks. Tarasov scans the walls
with his headlamp. They are covered with Stalker graffiti, short
messages with call signs and nicknames.

Voronin, I'll get you yet. Lukas.

Come and donate blood at the Skadovsk. Tremor.

Want yourself a tailor-made chemical suit? Visit me at Rostok!
Beacon.

Maps of the Oasis for sale. Ask Flint at Yanov.
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Lost my rifle again. Please bring it back for a reward. Brome at
the 100 Rads.

Don’t bring pseudodog tails to Sidorovich. Keep them. They
taste good. Blaberry.

Save for a few crates and other junk, the chamber is empty.
Someone had even removed the improvised map table that had been
there for ages, even when Tarasov first entered the underground
three years ago.

“You ever heard about the Marked One, Chumak? The
Noosphere, C-Con, things like that?”

“No, sir.”

“You didn’t miss much, except for the Marked One. About the
rest — I’m more into shooting than all that scientific mumbo-jumbo,
but since you’re here with us, I suppose you have the right to know
what we’re up against.”

Fear casts a shadow on the technician’s face, very much to
Tarasov’s liking.

“It’s complicated but anyway, this is how an old friend once
explained it to me in Pripyat. You know, we had a lot of time on our
hands while waiting for the evacuation team.” The major makes
himself comfortable on an empty ammunition crate. “So...
according to some scientists, our planet is surrounded by a special
field called Noosphere. It’s said, it influences how we humans
behave. After Chernobyl, a group of scientists set up secret
laboratories in the Exclusion Zone where they weren’t bothered by
anyone. The eggheads wanted to adjust the Noosphere, removing
bad things from the planet... including the word ‘no’ from the
female vocabulary.”

Chumak chuckles. Tarasov doesn’t mention the development of
secret weapons and the psychic tests that used humans as guinea-
pigs. The technician is not supposed to know everything.

“They soon realized that something more powerful was needed,
so they put together seven volunteers to create a common
consciousness. In short, the C-Consciousness.”

“Sounds like science fiction to me.”

“It was more like horror, because in 2006 the experiments
damaged the Noosphere. No one knows for sure what had exactly
happened, but we all see the results here in the Zone. If you ask me —
the Zone is the bad day of the universe.”
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“So we are here to kill mutants? Preventing them to get out?”

“No, that’s Duty’s job... Killing all the snorks, controllers,
burers... as if that were possible. But the Stalkers keep sneaking in
to hunt for things called artifacts. Some of them work wonders with
a human body and can be sold for fat sums in the Big Land outside.
Preventing this is our job, at least on paper — the state wants to have
the monopoly on such trade. Anyway, to recap the story, the C-
Consciousness eventually backfired. It used the scientists to create a
trap, to brainwash people to protect itself. Stalkers called this trap
the Brain Scorcher. It brainwashed enough people to create its own
army. They called themselves the Monolith, believing they serve
some sort of alien crystal capable of fulfilling any wish. Bloody
fanatics.”

“Was it true, komandir?”

“Don’t start asking me about the Wish Granter. Anyway, two
years ago a Stalker called Strelok found a path to the center of the
Zone where the Monolith was protecting the C-Consciousness. His
call sign was Marked One. He never talked about what exactly
happened there... and frankly, I sleep easier without knowing about
it. Whatever he did, the Zone is still here and all we can do is try to
contain it. Maybe it doesn’t need the C-Consciousness to exist
anymore. I don’t know.” Tarasov takes a sip of water from his
canteen. “This chamber was the Marked One’s hideout. By now you
probably understand that Strelok is the hero of all Stalkers. They
come here to prove they’ve got what it takes to be a Stalker and
leave a message behind.

“That’s why the mercenaries we ran into were here?”

“I doubt it. They prefer spraying the walls with our blood, not
paint. What concerns us now is that the son of some big fish in Kiev
died during an attempt to get here. We were ordered to make the
place inaccessible.”

“I understand.”

“No, you don’t. What we do here makes no difference... it’s an
uphill battle all the time. Sometimes I wish I’d be a free Stalker, with
nothing in my mind but artifacts and how to spend money once I get
rich by selling them. Then an order comes like today and makes me
forget about such thoughts.”

Tarasov climbs to his feet but the technician persists in
questioning him.
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“I know about the Stalkers. But the guys in the base told me
something about factions called Freedom and Duty, too.”

The major sits back, emitting an impatient sigh.

“It’s two sides of the same coin, Chumak. Some hardliners set up
a militia to destroy the Zone. That is Duty. Then there are bleeding
hearts believing that the whole world has a right to study the Zone.
Bullshit, I’d say — Freedom is sponsored by Western powers who
want to have their share of artifacts, but the Zone is ours. Am I not
right?”

“I agree, komandir.”

Tarasov hesitates for a moment before continuing. Then he
decides that speaking his mind would mean no harm. Back at their
base, no soldier takes Chumak seriously enough to believe what the
technician says, should he ever tell them about his doubts.

“You know, Chumak... years ago, when I arrived here as a
lieutenant, I believed that the Zone’s resources should be exploited
for the benefit of our country. After all, it is us Ukrainians who
suffer from it most. It would be just fair for use to take whatever
benefits the Zone has, scientific or else. Later on, when I saw that
our generals have nothing else in mind than getting rich from selling
artifacts on the black market and weapons to Stalkers and Duty, I
was more and more wishing the Zone would disappear, either by
force or a miracle. It corrupts people as much as it corrupts nature.
Now I do not care any longer about all of this... Whatever we do just
peels off the Zone. Duty’s trigger-happy Rambos and Freedom’s
dope-smoking anarchists will never be able to deal with it.”

Tarasov looks around in the chamber, taken over by a feeling of
hopelessness. He envies Strelok who was once hiding here during
his long raid deep into the center of the Zone, trying to solve its
ultimate secrets.

“It was different then...,” he silently continues. “There was still
reason to be here. Now we know everything about the Zone except
what it is, and this we will never find out. We’re stuck with it, like a
child who takes a bite too big and can neither swallow nor spit it out.
I wish I could move on with it, but I’'m trapped here. There’s no way
for me to live outside of the Zone, even if there’s nothing but
corruption inside. You’ll understand if you stay here long enough...
but that’s enough Zone lore for today. Come, let’s get this job done.”
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“Yes, komandir, but tell me... I mean, I’'m sorry for snapping
after that thing attacked us... but you were kidding when you
pointed your shooter at me, weren’t you?”’

“That’s not a shooter,” Tarasov replies standing up and patting
off the dust from his leggings, “it’s called an assault rifle.”

Before climbing back to the tunnel, Tarasov takes a
fragmentation grenade, removes the safety pin, and carefully places
the device under a piece of wood ripped from a crate. It will
probably not prevent any Stalkers from entering the chamber except
the first and unluckiest, but at least he has an excuse to report back
that the place is booby-trapped.

Chumak starts working with quick, accurate movements. In a
few minutes, the ladder lies in pieces. He takes the longer parts and
welds them to the iron trunks. When he switches off the blue light of
his welding torch, the shaft is barred by a strong new grid.

“Molodets,” Tarasov says, giving Chumak a look of approval,
“and now let’s get the hell out of here. Squad, on me! Shumenko,
take point.”

Tunnel system - Agroprom Research Institute, 10:15:03 EEST

After twenty meters, another chamber opens to their left. On
Tarasov’s sign, Ivanchuk moves over and keeps his weapon aimed
into the room until the others pass by. Then he assumes his place on
the rear, keeping a cautious eye on the far end of the tunnel.

They barely proceed a few meters when the sergeant raises his
fist. Two Fruit Punch anomalies lie ahead. Judged by the distance
between them, they could pass through safely.

“Form a line. Watch your step,” he orders his men.

“There’s something in that anomaly, sir.”

Tarasov takes his detector device and turns towards the anomaly.
Shumenko’s eyes might have been misled by wishful thinking but
the detector proves him right. The display lights up and indicates a
small green dot, just a meter away. Cautiously stepping closer, he
investigates the substance. A tiny object levitates an inch above the
anomaly, as if in the state of weightlessness.

He cautiously picks it up, avoiding any contact with the acidic
substance beneath. It would burn through his protective gloves in a
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moment. “Look at this little fellow,” he says as if talking about a
puppy, “Privet, Kolobok!”

Holding it, the major feels his skin become tougher and less
sensitive. The artifact looks like a small, round hedgehog with
crystals protruding from its dark green core. It weighs as much as a
half dozen medikits but a person keeping it close to his body would
never have to worry about running out of bandages. The artifact’s
coagulating effects would heal any open wound in a minute. Luckily,
judged by the Geiger counter’s consistent ticking it’s not of the
radioactive variety.

“Komandir...,” says the sergeant, “With all due respect, I saw it
first.”

“Duly noted,” Tarasov replies, as he carefully lets the artifact
slide into a container on his armored suit. “Ever heard about chain of
command?”’

The sergeant seems disgruntled but Tarasov ignores him. It
would be fair to divide the price with his men if he decides to sell the
artifact. Sidorovich, the best-known trader in the Zone, pays
generous amounts but the scientists in Yantar pay even better. That
would however mean a long trek to their field laboratory, while
Sidorovich’s den is close to their base. He will worry about it later.
First they need to get out of the underground facility. The squad
slowly proceeds between the anomalies towards the tunnel end,
where an opening in the wall leads into a staircase.

“Up we go,” Tarasov says but as soon as he climbs up the first
stairs, he sees even more anomalies ahead. He signals a stop and
takes a pistol magazine from his vest. Back in Pripyat, he learned
from Strelok how to use bolts and screw-nuts to determine the size
of an anomaly. His own device is more elegant. The spring inside the
magazine pushes the shells upwards and he only has to direct them
into the anomaly with his thumb. Landing in the sizzling substance,
they immediately dissolve with a sharp, hissing sound.

“No way through this one,” he says with frustration. “Damn, I
had a feeling that we wouldn’t get out so easily.”

“Maybe we can neutralize the anomaly if we ask Shumenko to
piss into it.”

“Ha, ha, ha, Lieutenant,” replies the sergeant with a fake laugh.
“If you want to know, ever since I visited that bitch you talked about
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my piss is burning so much that I could blast a hole in the wall with
it.”

“Did you at least manage to blast her hole?”

“Both of you, shut the fuck up,” Tarasov orders. “No time to
relax yet. We’ve got to backtrack and find another way out.”

“Shit,” Ivanchuk swears. Tarasov responds with a grin.

“You still like this job, Lieutenant?”

“I do, komandir... 1 was just mentioning that I dislike visiting
places I’ve already been to.”

“That’s the spirit. Now, if we are lucky, our mercenary friends

tried to retreat and ran directly into Fortress One. If not... we kick
more ass. Let’s move.”
Either because they killed everyone on their way in or because the
mercenaries were indeed ambushed upon trying to leave the
catacombs, the squad makes its way back into the laboratory
undisturbed. Chumak carefully skirts around the dead bloodsucker,
its lifeless eyes still glowing as if it could jump up any second. As he
passes it by, Kolesnik shoots it again.

“Just to make sure, komandir.”

“Don’t waste your ammunition. Move!” Tarasov says, getting
nervous, knowing this is the worst time. All missions become most
dangerous when they are almost over. Men tend to lose patience and
caution with disastrous results.

In a minute, they are back to the first tunnel they traversed, with
the ladder leading up to the shaft and out of the catacombs. He
notices that the lieutenant has his headlamp switched on. Damn,
does he want to get a headshot?

“Switch off your headlamp, Lieutenant!”

“Yes, Major... It’s just that the night vision makes my eyes pop
from their sockets... and now this headache...”

Tarasov suddenly also feels pain creeping into his skull.

“What is that?” Chumak asks and steps forward, emboldened by
the proximity of the exit shaft. Before Tarasov can order him back
he hears a faint, sharp noise, rapidly strengthening into a deep howl
rolling through the darkness.

“Controller!” Shumenko screams in horror.

A loud bang hits Tarasov’s brain. It’s not transmitted through his
ears — the sound is already echoing inside his head, as if his brain
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was exploding. But it’s Ivanchuk who falls to his knees as Chumak
strikes his pistol and shoots the lieutenant in the face.

“Get into cover!” screams Tarasov desperately. Bullets whizz
towards the dark end of the tunnel. He curses himself for not having
a shotgun or at least an AKSU — the small magazine of his rifle will
not be enough for this kill. Realizing the controller didn’t see him
yet because he still has some willpower of his own, he charges
forward. It’s not fair, flashes through his painful mind, so close to
the end, it’s just not fair! He sees the silhouette of the monster
against the red flashes of the last emergency light. Having finished
off the soldiers, it now tries to take hold of his mind. But desperation
and rage seize his muscles and in two seconds, he reaches the
mutant. It towers above him with its mass of brawny flesh. Tarasov
empties the whole magazine into its torso. The controller tries to step
back. He senses its aggression vanish, as if he himself had absorbed
it while he smashes the mutant’s head again and again with the butt
of his rifle until the weapon breaks.

Suddenly the tight, fiery ring that gripped his skull recedes then
disappears. The bang-bang is gone. His panting sounds deafening in
the sudden silence.

Blood flows from his ears. He switches on his headlamp and sees
Kolesnik getting up from the ground, groaning. Then Shumenko
rises, holding his head as if still in pain. Chumak kneels above
Ivanchuk’s body. He has torn the gas mask off his face. From his
eyes, still maddened by horror, tears are flowing.

“I didn’t... I didn’t want...”

“No.” Tarasov’s voice is hoarse and trembling. He takes the Fort
from the technician. “You’ve been... controlled.”

He looks at the lieutenant’s body. Goddammit. Of all the wounds
a bullet can inflict, he most hates the sight of a headshot. It’s bad
enough to realize how thin the layers of muscle, body tissues and
skin are that make the difference between a pile of organs and a
human form. But a face, distorted into a dreadful yawn by a last
traction of the muscles and the scattered brain protruding from a
cracked skull, still emanating body warmth into the chilly air, is
something else.

Tarasov feels the urge to vomit but pulls himself together.
Kolesnik is weaker. He leans against the wall and throws up. Only
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Shumenko remains on his feet, expecting Tarasov to say something.
The major clears his throat.

“Sergeant, take this,” he says, reaching to his waist and handing
the artifact to the soldier.

“I’m fine, sir.”

“Take it. Tomorrow, you and Kolesnik will go on a patrol to
Yantar.”

“I understand,” the sergeant quietly replies. “I’ll send the
lieutenant’s share to his family.”

Tarasov nods. Together they help Chumak to his feet. Kolesnik joins
their effort. His armor is darkened by stains of vomit. Tarasov steps
to the ladder and reaches for his radio transmitter.

“Fortress One, this is Condor One.”

“This is Fortress One, over.”

“Mission accomplished. We are at the shaft. We got a KIA. Send
down a harness. Over.”

“Wilco, Condor One. Over and out.”

By the time the lifting harness is lowered from above, Tarasov
has already attached a gas mask to Ivanchuk’s face — no need for the
other soldiers to see a comrade like that. Carefully, they fasten the
harness around the body. Shumenko, already out of the shaft, waves
to the pilot and Lieutenant Vasiliy Ivanchuk’s body sets out on its
journey to a cemetery somewhere in the far Lugansk region. He
waves to his remaining men.

“Let’s get to the chopper!”

When Tarasov finally emerges from the shaft, his knees tremble
to such an extent that he has to sit down in the grass. He is the kind
of soldier who doesn’t worry too much before a mission and keeps a
cool head throughout, but once the danger is over, all the fear and
excitement his mind kept at bay under duress unloads in a heavy,
almost nauseating wave. Lieutenant Nabokov offers him a cigarette.
Tarasov cannot refuse it.

“Was it bad?”

The major doesn’t reply immediately. He removes his blood-
smeared gloves and watches his fingers tremble.

“We met a controller," he says. "I’ll need a new rifle. He’ll need
a new head.”

Nabokov does not bother him with any more questions.
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Agroprom Research Institute, 10:35:26 EEST

Before climbing into the helicopter, Tarasov and his remaining two
military Stalkers form a circle, holding each other’s shoulder like
they usually do after a successful mission. They emit a loud shout to
release the adrenaline still circulating in their blood, but with the
lieutenant’s body inside the helicopter their shout falls short of
victorious. Then the gunship pulls up and passing over the ruins,
flies off towards the south east. Tarasov glances at his watch. He can
barely believe that only one hour has passed since they descended
into the underground.

Probably he will spend the rest of the day doing paperwork,
including the drafting of a letter to Ivanchuk’s next of kin. The
thought depresses him.

Flying over along the tree-lined road where the wrecks of
Zaporozhets cars and Kamaz trucks rust away since the times of the
first Chernobyl incident, the helicopter slowly gains altitude. To
distract his thoughts from the body travelling with them, Tarasov
keeps looking out of the window, wishing he could clean the rotten
smell of the underground and stinging gunpowder residue off his
nostrils with the fresh air outside.

He looks back to the forking road and the Garbage areca where
the highly radioactive debris from Chernobyl lies buried. It would
still be beautiful for a wilderness, if one disregarded the abandoned
vehicles and tanks, the dilapidated farms and ruined industrial
buildings. He wishes he could exchange the helicopter’s deafening
noise for the Zone’s silence. In the Zone, no songbirds ever sing,
only ravens croak. No critter moves in the bushes, only mutants
roam. Whatever noise the wind is bringing from afar, it’s about a
sound of death: a rifle burst; a mutant’s growl; a human scream. And
occasionally the roaring thunder of an emission approaching from
the center of the Zone, painting the sky in deep purple, flashing
lightning engulfing everything with darkness before bursting out in a
gigantic display of flame-like rifts in the sky that resemble the
Northern Lights. It would be a spectacular, dreadful sight if it
weren’t lethal to stay in the open and watch. During the years he had
spent here, Tarasov not only learned how to survive in the Zone, he
also learned how to love it — although he loved it more when there
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had still been secrets to explore. Sometimes he wished the Zone was
even bigger, but wasn’t sure anymore if this was his own desire or
that of the Zone. No protective suit, no armor could prevent the
power of the Zone from creeping into his consciousness. The daily
fear, the short moments of joy over a mission well done, the grief
over fallen comrades, the mysteries he witnessed formed an ever-
growing layer around his mind. With each beat of his heart, there
was more and more of the Zone in his blood.

Weather changes quickly in the Zone and when the helicopter
reaches the train station with the abandoned engines on the rusting
railway tracks, a slow rain has set in.

“Condor One, this is Cordon Base,” comes through the radio.
“Do you copy? Over.”

“Loud and clear, Cordon Base. Over.”

“Major Degtyarev is here. He wants to see you. Over.”

“We’ll be there in ten. Over and out.”

“Roger. Cordon Base out.”

Tarasov suddenly feels as if a stone is weighing down his
stomach. If he wanted to see me right away, he thinks, it must be
official business. Otherwise he’d have told me to hook up with him
at the 100 Rads or the Skadovsk.

Ever since they met in Pripyat during the aftermath of a mission
that went awfully wrong, he’d known Degtyarev as one of the few
officers not tainted by corruption. They’d become friends, as far as
an agent of the SBU and a Spetsnaz officer could be friends among
the rivalry between the security service and the army. He often
joined Tarasov on patrols deep into the Zone. Nothing ties men
together than the memory of nights spent side by side in lonely look-
out posts, fighting off mutants until daybreak.

Tarasov also knew that the SBU considered Degtyarev more of a
Stalker than an agent, just like his own fellow officers took him for
an oddball because he didn’t partake of their pleasures: bullying the
lower ranks and shooting Stalkers for sport. For a moment it occurs
to him that Degtyarev might have arrived for another foray, but he
doubts his own optimism. His friend appeared less and less
frequently at the Cordon. There was not much left to explore in the
Zone. They had been to every territory, explored every cave, bunker
and catacomb, and Tarasov couldn’t blame Degtyarev for finding the
Zone around the CNPP smaller and smaller after each raid.
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The abandoned dairy farm appears below, once a Stalker base
before most of the Loners moved to Zaton or Yanov from where
Pripyat could be more safely accessed. Major Khaletskiy comes to
his mind. It was in these ramshackle buildings that the Stalkers had
held him captive. He can’t shake off a certain feeling of regret.
Tarasov often thought about how much better it would have been if
the Stalkers had just finished Khaletskiy off instead of letting him
escape. Probably Khaletskiy had bribed them too, just like he bribed
his way out of the Zone and up the career ladder right to the rank of
major-general. Once in a while, Tarasov also makes a little money
from selling artifacts. Staying alive is a matter of skills and weapons
in the Zone, but outside it’s about money and surviving on a major’s
salary, equaling 350 dollars, is even more challenging. But he would
never use army patrols to hunt down Stalkers for loot or hiring
bandits to do such dirty work, like Khaletskiy did.

Flying over the last hill before reaching the base, Tarasov tries to
make out the entrance to Sidorovich’s bunker behind a ruined
village. It’s the place here where most Stalkers arrive after sneaking
past the army patrols into the Zone. Tarasov and his men have taken
it a dozen times before, but being as stretched thin as they are
they’ve had to abandon it every time, and in a few days the Stalkers
were always back.

Now, however, their orders to shoot Stalkers on sight no longer
applied here. In exchange the army kept a much tighter grip around
the once-secret laboratories in Yantar, the Dark Valley and beyond.
Tarasov approved of this measure. It was one of the few things
Degtyarev achieved to make life in the Zone just a little more
peaceful, although Tarasov always suspected that Sidorovich had
also put in a word with the generals. After all, he made a good living
from the artifacts that Stalkers collected. For good money, he
equipped them with weapons and protective suits so that they could
return alive, selling them the artifacts and other loot collected, which
Sidorovich turned into even better money outside in the Big Land.

The base is close now. He hears the pilot reporting in.

“Cordon Base, this is Osprey One. We are inbound.”

“We have a visual on you, Osprey One. Welcome home.”
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Needle in a Haystack
Cordon Area - military base, 11:15:27 EEST

Tarasov is surprised to see a fragile AK1-3 helicopter on the helipad.
It has SBU written all over it despite its civilian color scheme. When
Tarasov climbs out of the gunship’s hatch, Degtyarev and a
lieutenant in Spetsnaz field camouflage rush to greet him. The
lieutenant holds his beret against the wind swirled up by the Mi-24’s
rotor blades. Degtyarev is bareheaded, as usual.

“Major Tarasov, this is Lieutenant Priboi,” Degtyarev shouts
over the engine noise after exchanging salutes. “He will debrief your
men. You and me, let’s go to the command room. We need to talk.”

“Good to see you too, Alex,” Tarasov shouts back.

Inside the dingy command room overlooking the gate, they give
each other a hug.

“You still have blood on your face,” Degtyarev says as they sit
down at Tarasov’s desk, facing each other.

“We met a controller,” replies Tarasov. He moves to wipe his
face with the back of his gloves, but seeing they are bloody too he
accepts the paper tissue offered by Degtyarev. Compared to Tarasov,
who is still wearing his blood-stained, bullet-riddled armored suit,
the operator’s impeccably clean and neatly ironed uniform makes
him look like a visitor from another planet.

“Things got a little messy... I hope I didn’t spoil your uniform.”

“Come on, Misha. It’s damn good to see you’re still in one
piece.”

“I wish you could say as much to Lieutenant Ivanchuk.”

“Yes, | heard the dispatch on my way here... pity. He was a good
man.”

“He could have grown into an even better one.” Tarasov looks up
to the wall with its faded green paint. Next to the large drawing
board with patrol orders and watch rosters, a bloodsucker’s file
photograph is fastened to the wall with scotch tape. Someone has
skillfully covered the mutant’s head with the portrait of a female

37



politician from Kiev. He didn’t ask but knows that it’s Ivanchuk’s
artwork. Once Degtyarev is gone, he’d better remove it. “I suppose
you’re not here to write the letter to his next of kin for me?”

“No.” Degtyarev leans back in the chair and pulls out a hip flask
from his pocket with two little shot cups. “But before we talk —
davay vipyem!”

“To Ivanchuk,” Tarasov says raising his cup, “he was a good
soldier.”

The vodka, still cold from the chilly weather outside, slowly
creeps down Tarasov’s stomach and turns into comforting warmth. It
does not dissolve his concerns about Degtyarev’s visit, however.

“If the SBU sent you to investigate this incident today,” he says,
“they were either very quick or knew beforehand that it was going to
be messy.”

“Those were not Stalkers at Agroprom, were they?” Degtyarev
asks as he puts his heavy suitcase onto the desk.

“They were mercenaries,” Tarasov replies, “I’ve never met
mercenaries so far south of Rostok. I hope it was a one-time
incursion, otherwise things will get really shitty for us here. We have
barely enough men to keep the southern approach to the Dark Valley
secure.”

“If it’s of any comfort to you, Duty is having troubles around
Yanov too. A few months ago, their quartermaster sold a whole
shipment of weapons to the mercenaries.”

“Morgan again?”

“Yes, Morgan. They tried to track him down but he disappeared
into thin air. Probably he has left the Zone altogether.”

“Duty’s problems don’t make my life easier. On the contrary,
we’d be screwed for good long ago without them.” Tarasov looks
out of the window to the dilapidated buildings. “Last week I had to
literally beg Kiev to provide us with fuel for the chopper. We got
none. One more flight and we’ll run dry.”

“I know.” Degtyarev sounds concerned. “I have asked for more
resources on your behalf but still get stonewalled by your brass. It’s
as if they don’t care about you grunts here at all.”

“Tell me something I don’t know yet.”

“This is exactly why I came here,” Degtyarev says, raising his
eyebrows. “You don’t have to worry about those mercs anymore...
or about the Zone itself, for that matter. It’s Priboi’s job now.”
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Tarasov swallows hard, thinking: Could it be that the army wants
to get rid of me?

“Are we so low on resources that the brass sends a lieutenant to
replace me?”” he asks. Tarasov’s innocent enough question can’t hide
his concern. His friend seems to read his thoughts because a smile
appears on Degtyarev’s face, even if it’s not a very reassuring one.

“Priboi is a capable officer. And as for you — I have good news
and bad news. First of all, you are relieved of your duties as base
commander. I don’t know if this is good or bad news for you,
actually.”

“It depends on why my command is terminated.” Tarasov turns
his face away and looks out through the window. “Am I to leave the
Zone?”

“Well... we have a problem, and you will be the solution.”
Degtyarev takes a deep breath before continuing. “I suppose you’ve
already heard about the developments in Afghanistan.”

“What? Afghanistan?” shouts Tarasov in surprise, so loud that a
guard by the gate glances up with a concerned look on his face.
Tarasov points his fingers to his eyes and then towards the Zone,
reminding the soldier of the direction he is supposed to watch. Then,
still perplexed, he turns back to his friend. “I mean, yes, I heard
about strange things happening there after the nukes went up...
Stalkers talk about a Klondike of artifacts.”

“To cut a long story short: looks like a new Zone has happened
there.”

“Is it true then? A new Zone? Anomalies, artifacts, mutants and
all?”

“Kind of.”

For a long minute, Tarasov looks his friend in the eye. “I think I
need more vodka.”

Degtyarev fills his cup. “We believed we’d done a good job here,
with all the Stalker activity in decline. Then we realized that the
central regions in Afghanistan, which were not directly hit by the
blasts, have become the new attraction for Stalkers. The Americans
can’t keep anything secret... You know what? I’'m glad we have no
Freedom of Information Act.”

“I still don’t get it,” says Tarasov looking at his cup. “The Zone
wasn’t created by radiation. It needed the egg-heads tampering with
the Noosphere. Now please don’t tell me the USSR had secret
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laboratories there during the Afghan war.” He finishes his second
shot.

“You want to leave some vodka for the end, brother... We have
been studying things there for a while, having exactly the same
question in mind. How could a new Zone happen there? An
expedition was sent, similar to those in Yantar and Jupiter. The name
of Professor Sakharov should ring a bell.”

“He is a psi-emissions expert,” Tarasov nods.

“Yes. His team was digging up something in a place called Shahr-i-
Gholghola until we lost communications.” Degtyarev takes a thick
envelope from his suitcase and gives it to Tarasov. “Here’s the
detail. In short: you will go there, find them and get them out. But
most importantly, you will secure any research results. That’s your
first priority. Misha, are you still with me?”

“The City of Screams...” Tarasov murmurs, lost in his thoughts.

“Exactly. That’s what that Gholghola thing means. You’ve heard
of it?”

“My father mentioned it in one of his letters to my mother, yes.”

Tarasov regrets his words as soon as they are spoken.
Degtyarev’s smirk remains on his lips but it is not jovial anymore —
it more resembles the grin of a predator, ready to jump at its prey.

“I understand,” Degtyarev says leaning closer.

“I don’t want to talk about this. For me, one of the few good
things about the Zone is that it made me forget certain things.”

“He died there without seeing his boy grow up, is that correct?”
asks Degtyarev, looking at the major with narrowed eyes.

“Yes. He died in Afghanistan, when I was two years old. So
what? You know my file!”

“I do. I also know that you were born in the year Chernobyl
happened,” Degtyarev pushes on. “Looks like you have a score to
settle with both shadows of our past.”

“My father’s memory is none of your damned business!”

For a long moment, the seasoned soldier and the shrewd operator
lock their eyes. In the end it is Degtyarev who looks away.

“Do you have a cigarette?”

“No. I'm trying to quit. And for God’s sake, Alex, stop being a
secret agent for a minute. Go and try your mind-games on a
controller, not me. Kruto?”
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“Yes, okay, okay... sorry again. Curiosity is my occupational
disease.”

“And that’s what killed the cat, remember that... Anyway, what
about the good news?”

“Indeed,” Degtyarev says with a sigh of relief. “First, that
envelope contains a pretty amount in US dollars. Would you sign
this proof of receipt, please? Stalkers love money, so use this to
bribe them for any information if necessary. Or, in worst case, to buy
any resources if it comes down to that.”

“At least I won’t have to play their ‘I’ll tell you what you need if
you get me what I need’” game.”

“Exactly. Second, this will be no lone wolf mission. You will
have two squads of the 13™ Airmobile Battalion at your command.”

“Strength, courage, honor. 1 love their motto,” Tarasov nods
approvingly. “But that won’t help them much if they run into
mutants and anomalies.”

“Agreed. That’s why you will be their command element.”
Degtyarev grins as he continues. “Maybe your knowledge of English
weighed in your favor, because it certainly wasn’t your Stalker
skills.”

“Do I sense envy in your sarcastic tone?”

“You’ll be surprised but to some extent, I do envy you.”

Degtyarev looks out of the window to the concrete barrier, where
the road to the inner part of the Zone starts. Flanked by tall poplars,
the road looks like any ordinary road in the vast Ukrainian
countryside: decaying but appearing innocent enough. Yet it leads
through areas soaked with blood, right up to the far heart of the Zone
— the ghost town of Pripyat and beyond, to the ill-fated Chernobyl
NPP.

“You remember the old days, Misha? We have turned every
stone and been everywhere. Pripyat, Limansk, the Swamp, Zaton,
even the CNPP — you name it. I wish there were new places to
discover. I wouldn’t even mind if the Zone got bigger.”

Tarasov nods. “I know what you mean. But keeping it from
spreading is part of our job... at least on paper.”

Degtyarev turns away from the window and sighs. “We failed.
Whatever power had created the Zone has outsmarted us and it
has... happened again. You will look at the new Zone with fresh
eyes... like Strelok did here at the beginning.”
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“Alex, Alex,” Tarasov replies and slowly shakes his head with a
bitter smile. “You know how you sound? Like a pimp, tempting a
married man to cheat on his wife with a whore.”

“That’s exactly how I wanted to sound,” Degtyarev laughs.

“The Zone is my turf. I don’t really want to be a rookie
elsewhere, znayesh?”

“You don’t have to go there with just a Kevlar jacket and a sawn-
off shotgun like a rookie. I managed to get you some gadgets to keep
you alive a little longer.” Degtyarev’s face shines with self-
satisfaction. “First, you will be equipped with our new Vepr assault
rifle. Full kit, scope and grenade launcher included.”

“I laid my hands on it once before, but wasn’t very impressed,”
Tarasov says with a skeptical gesture. “It’s not much better than the
AKM.”

“You are hard to please.” Degtyarev rolls his eyes in staged
despair. “At least give the Vepr a try.”

“Thanks but no thanks. If it comes to weapons, I could use a new
Val instead of that bullpup.”

“That can be arranged. But you’ll definitely like my other
surprise.” Degtyarev switches on his shockproof, heavy-duty laptop.
“Damn, I left the charger in Kiev... hope there’s still a little juice left
in the battery. Come on, boot up, boot up...”

“See? That’s why I stick to my PDA.”

“But you don’t have minesweeper on that! At last... now look at
this. It’s the latest DARPA exoskeleton. The Americans treat it as a
secret weapon, but some generals must have good connections
overseas. Unfortunately, we only have three. One for you and the
others for the platoon leaders.”

Leaning over the desk, Tarasov curiously watches the armored
suit appearing on the screen. “Impressive. Can I at last scratch my
butt in this one?”

“Come on, Misha. Don’t be so unimaginative. It has Neovision
with infrared scanning, an integrated tourniquet — you only have to
pull it here, you see? —, a wound healing system using hemostats and
tissue-repairing collagens, carrying capacity more than -eighty
kilograms, Dragon Skin plates capable of stopping an armor-piercing
bullet, full NBC protection... I tell you, it’s the Armani of all
protective suits. We have added a built-in anomaly detector and a
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few artifact containers too. And yes, you can even scratch your butt
in this.”

“What about the troopers?”

“They have upgraded Berill armor and their standard kit.”
Degtyarev switches his computer to map mode. “Now... let me
recap Operation Haystack. First of all, this mission is classified —
if...”

With a bitter smile, Tarasov cuts into the operator’s words.

“If T succeed, I’ll get a pat on my back. If I screw it up, you guys
in Kiev will deny to have ever heard of me. I know the drill.”

“That’s the way it goes, bratan. None the less, you will keep
your Zone call sign — Condor. Your gadgets are waiting for you at
Termez air base, which will be referred to as Whiskey. There you
will catch up with the paratroopers. Your teams will be known as
Sparrow One and Two.” Degtyarev winks cheerily. “You probably
know what the ‘s’ stands for.”

“Perhaps for suckers?”

“Well guessed, although in my mind it means ‘Stalkers’...
Anyway, from there you will be flown to Bagram, or what’s left of
it. Here. Your flight team will consist of two helicopters: a Mi-24VP,
designated as Dragonfly One, which should be able to blast away
anything that blocks your path. A Mi-8 will transport your gear and
supplies, call sign Dragonfly Two.”

“What about radiation levels?”

“The mountain ranges north of Kabul have protected your area of
operations from the worst. Radiation should be no stronger than here
at Cordon, but keep your eyes on the Geiger counter — just in case.
Once your forward base is established, preferably in this grid north-
east of Bagram, you will proceed westwards to the last known
position of the scientists, referred to as Needle. You will move along
the old Bamyan road using low-profile recon tactics. Dragonfly One
will stand by to provide close air support. Dragonfly Two will keep
you supplied. Once you locate and secure Needle, Dragonfly team
will bring you home. That’s all.”

“Can’t we fly to Gholghola directly?” Tarasov carefully studies
the digital map. “The forward base seems to be pretty far from the
target zone.”
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“I’'m only passing on the orders to you... but I have a feeling
they don’t want to make the same mistake like with Operation
Fairway.”

Tarasov frowns. “Uh-hum... I knew there would be a catch.”

“What catch?”

“Close air support, two full squads, state of the art kit, clearly
defined mission objectives... all this sounds too good to be true. Is
there anything more I need to know?”

Degtyarev pauses for a moment. As Tarasov studies his face, his
friend seems to be concerned regarding how much information he
can disclose.

“Damn it, Misha, you’re not supposed to know but probably you
need to. We already lost a team. And it wasn’t due to anomalies.”

“What then? Monolith fighters with Gauss rifles again?”
Tarasov’s sense of irony prevails over his bad memories. He recalls
the day two years ago when he, then still a captain, and his small
strike force was lured into a trap in the ghost town of Pripyat. A
Monolith marksman killed his own sniper with a rifle of dreadful
accuracy and power. Outgunned and outnumbered, Tarasov’s strike
force had only one man for reinforcement — Degtyarev.

“Apart from the fact that Gauss rifles officially do not exist and
the Monolithians are all but eliminated, it takes more than a coil gun
to shoot down a gunship. It wasn’t AA-missiles either.”

“Who would still linger around there with heavy weaponry?”

“We don’t know,” Degtyarev shrugs. “We know of Stalkers, of
course, and maybe what’s left of the dushmans... you know, the
Taliban. In one of their last dispatches the scientists did mention
something about mercenaries too, probably hunting for artifacts.
They were few and lightly armed, though, and they left the egg-
heads alone. However...” The agent leans closer and lowers his
voice. “The strangest intel we have is about rogue pindosi.”

Tarasov’s eyes open wide in disbelief. “Rogue Americans?”

“A weird bunch, calling themselves the ‘Tribe’. Probably ISAF
deserters or black-ops who have gone off the radar. Our partners
across the sea are pretty tight-lipped about it. Anyway, the bottom
line is, we have no idea who brought down our birds or how. If you
find any clues — all the better, but that’s not your priority. We have
no plans to get involved there... and as to the mission: there is no
hook.”
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“Sounds like an interesting place down south.” Tarasov looks out
at the hills, wishing he would be out there in the wilderness. “What
about mutants and anomalies?”

“Some animals have mutated in similar ways to the Zone. Look
at these pictures... We have reports saying that they have not only
outstanding motoric capabilities like those in the Zone, but
surprising intelligence too. Unfortunately it’s still impossible to
reason with them, so you won’t have the chance to return with a pet
boar.”

“These beasts look like big dogs to me,” Tarasov says jerking his
finger to the computer screen.

“It’s jackals. The reports also say that unlike mutants in the
Zone, who more or less follow normal animal patterns, hunting for
food and so on, the species down there seem to kill for the joy of it.”

“If so, maybe one day they’ll evolve into human beings.”

“I hope you can keep your philosophical attitude when the
jackals bite off your hands first to prevent you from shooting them,
or a bloodsucker sneaks up behind you instead of running up with a
roar that can be heard from afar.”

“Gospodi. Are they learning?”

“Maybe, but at least they don’t use weapons... yet.”

Tarasov can’t explain why, but Degtyarev’s last words sound
strangely sinister to him. Knowing how secretive the agent can be,
he doesn’t bother to ask Degtyarev.

“Now, about anomalies: their presence is confirmed. Artifacts as
well. We are still evaluating the scientists’ early reports. I'm
uploading now the most important info to your PDA. You will have
ample time to study the rest during your flight to Termez.”

“I hope it will be you coordinating this mission, Alex?”

“I’ll be in contact as Kilo One until you reach Afghan airspace.”
Degtyarev clears his throat. “From then, Colonel Kuznetsov will
take over tactical coordination.”

“Oh no! That bastard Khaletskiy’s drinking buddy? You’ve got
to be kidding me!” Tarasov’s voice trembles with sudden anger.
“When I took over this base after Operation Fairway, it was a
complete mess. Kuznetsov and Khaletskiy degraded our base into a
pig sty!”

“I hear you but — *
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“Listen Alex, I swallowed my pride when I saw them buying a
career with artifacts looted from dead Stalkers. But being led by such
an asshole in an unknown and hostile territory... Call sign Whiskey,
eh? Why not Bravo for bastard?”

Degtyarev bites his lips. “Once on the ground, you’ll be
practically free to do as you see fit. Just say ‘yes, sir’ a lot.”

“Please, don’t tell me Khaletskiy is involved in this too. If so, I’1l
go and join the Stalkers right away.”

“Last time I met him was a year ago. I don’t know where he is,
actually. Maybe they made him a military attaché in Mongolia or
something like that,” Degtyarev shrugs. “I couldn’t care less about
him.”

“The farther away he is the better.”

“Couldn’t agree more.”

“About the Stalkers... what are our rules of engagement?”

“For the time being, you are not to engage anyone you encounter.
If possible, bypass them. Smile, make friends and gather information
if you can. That’s what you’ve got the money for. But you have
explicit permission to return fire if attacked. Anything else you want
to know?”

“I’ll go through the details and contact you if necessary.”

“Good. Let’s finish that vodka. Na zdarovye... za udachi!”

“Like I give a damn about your luck,” Tarasov replies, sending

the last shot down his throat.

Degtyarev raises his glass, laughing. Their habitual toast upon
departure, always seeming rude to others, evokes the memory of
raids long ago.

“I almost forgot to give you Strelok’s regards.”

“Does he know his old hideout has become a tourist attraction?”’

“I’'m not sure if that old wolf would approve of that,” Degtyarev
says while he stands up and closes his laptop. “All right then. Clean
yourself up and get your gear. You’ll have the night for leave, so the
sooner we get back to Kiev the better for you.”

“Wait a minute, Alex... you didn’t even tell me when the
mission starts.”

Degtyarev gives him an impish grin. “I thought that was obvious.
Now!”
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Non-encrypted voice transmission between Central Afghanistan
and Kiev, 19 September 2014, 17:52:01 Afghanistan Time/AFT

#Kilo One, this is Renegade calling. Do you copy?#

#/static] #

#Kilo One, this is Renegade calling. Do you copy?#

#Kilo One to Renegade, we copy you loud and clear. Proceed with
transmission, over.#

#Renegade to Kilo One. I have approached their base as close as 1
could. The listening device is in position. The source is in range.
Stand by for voice transmission.#

#Kilo One to Renegade. Standing by.#

#/static] #

#Sir, I have just debriefed Lieutenant Bauer. #

#I hope she made it back safely. That area is crawling with mutants.
I would have crushed Bauer’s skull with my own hands if he allowed
her to be harmed. He was supposed to protect her with his life. No
swag is worth such a risk, no matter what she needs them for. #
#She is fine, sir. [ wouldn’t worry about her. #

#You don’t need to sing her praises. We all know what she is
capable of #

# It’s us that I'm worried about, sir. Bauer’s scouts report that the
diggers have made more progress.#

#You have been with me there... in the depths. You, my most senior
warrior, should know that the intruders will never get deep enough.
Not even with the help of their new friends.#

#The danger is... #

# Acceptable. #

# Do you want us to remain inactive? The men are eager to strike. #
# Let the idiots clean up the mess they’ve made. We will remain
inactive. #

# Inactive, sir? That’s hardly worthy of us.#

#It’s not just inactivity ... it’s masterly inactivity. Let them dig and let
them fail...or do you doubt the power of the Spirit?#

#With all due respect, sir: hell no!#

#Let her come to me now. The horror... the pain... it will never end.
I need her help, Top.#

#/static] #
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#Kilo One to Renegade, we have too much noise, adjust
transmission.#

#Renegade to Kilo One. Relocating.#

#Kilo One to Renegade. Continue transmission.#

#No way, Kilo One. I'm lucky if I can make it out of here alive. #
#Renegade, you have been paid for taking this risk.#

#Not enough, Kilo One. Commencing exfil and moving to grid
Sierra Papa. Shit! I see them coming. How could they have spotted
me?#

#Report back when you’ve reached a safe spot.#

#I'm getting the hell out of here. Don’t know who you’ll send in as
bait but he better be good. Renegade out.#

#[static]#
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A Shellful of Memories
Kiev, Rusanovka quarter, 18:02:31 EEST

The old apartment blocks look depressingly gray in the heavy rain. A
Lada Niva with the SBU crest on its doors drives along Davidova
Street, its windscreen wipers fighting a losing battle with the thick
raindrops. It stops in front of an apartment block. Tarasov, wearing a
water-proof raincoat over his leave uniform and carrying a suitcase,
gets out. He waves to the SBU driver and hurries towards the
entrance where a lonely boy plays with a ball. The ball shoots out
into the rain after an ill-directed kick. Tarasov skillfully kicks it back
to him.

“Thank you, officer,” the boy says catching the ball and
curiously studying the medal ribbons on Tarasov’s uniform. “Do you
fire real weapons in the army?”

“We do.”

“And did you ever kill someone?”

“No.”

“I guessed so,” the boy laughs. “My parents keep telling me that
our army is no good.”

He starts kicking his ball against the wall again. Tarasov hides
his bitter smile and leaves the boy to his game. Stepping inside, he
doesn’t mind the smell of garbage and pesticides. It was like that
even back in his childhood. Just like the elevator, still operational
after five decades without any apparent maintenance. A short, silver-
haired woman opens the door, plumped up by age, with only her
deep blue eyes telling of her former beauty.

“Misha! What a surprise,” she cries out as she embraces Tarasov.
He returns her hug.

“Good to see you, mother.”

“Please tell me you are on leave, sinok,” his mother says helping

him out of his raincoat. “It’s been ages since I saw you last, my

son.”

“Five months and three weeks, to be exact.”
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“Yes. Are you well?”

“I'm... normalno.”

Throughout the trip from the air base, Tarasov had been trying to
find the proper words to greet her with. His feelings were mixed: the
grief and exhaustion of the last mission, the happiness and relief of
being home again, the concern and anxiety about his new task — it is
too much for him to put into a few words. Eventually, he says
exactly what is on his mind.

“Is there beer in the fridge?”

His mother rushes into the kitchen. “I wasn’t expecting you. Why
didn’t you call? I don’t have any decent food for you and you must
be ravenous. Such a shame on me!” Tarasov takes off his shoes and
makes himself comfortable in a chair in the living room. Only now
does he start to realize that he is actually home. His mother arrives
with a glass and a bottle of Obolon beer. “I still have a few galushki
from yesterday... do you want some? Of course you do...”

“Uh-hum,” replies Tarasov gulping the chilled, bitter drink. The
rather ordinary Obolon tastes so good it’s as if he had never had beer
before.

“I see you were thirsty.” His mother looks down at him, radiating
happiness. “Tell me, how are things in Zhitomir?”

“Boring,” Tarasov replies, wiping the excess foam from his lips.

“But what have you been doing there all the time?”

“I told you many times before, mother. We’re a logistics
division, repairing trucks.”

“Couldn’t you at least come home more often? You are an officer
after all.”

“That’s why I can’t... you know how it goes. While the cat’s
away, the mice will play.” Tarasov admits to himself that what he
just said does actually fit his situation in the Zone.

His mother turns to the TV. “I heard Baskov and Fedorova are
getting married,” she says.

“I don’t really care about celebrities, mother.”

“But I do love their songs. By the way... will you meet Tanya
while you are home?”

“No. She wrote me one of those letters a few weeks ago.”

“What letters?”
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“You know, mother,” Tarasov explains patiently, “a letter
beginning with ‘my dearest’ and ending with ‘I hope we can still be
friends’.”

“Is that so?” His mother sounds disappointed. “I’m sorry to hear
that. I took her for such a decent woman.”

“Maybe she got impatient.”

“My mother waited four years for your grandfather. I don’t
understand...”

“Girls are different nowadays. Tanya wrote she joined a dating
site on the internet. Just for fun, of course. Then she hooked up with
a dentist from London and fell in love with him. How romantic! Can
I have another beer?”

“Such a negodnitsa... I’'m sure you will find another one.”

“Why, you don’t keep them in the fridge?”

“I meant another girl. You are still young, and have a safe job in
the army,” his mother says as she follows him into the kitchen.
“They do keep you safe, don’t they?”

“Oh yes,” Tarasov reassuringly says and opens the fridge. “The
only danger is of being bored to death.”

“Mishka, my son...”

“Where’s the bottle opener?”

“On the table.” She eagerly gets it for him. “You know, when
Fedorova and Baskov were on TV last night, I prayed for your
happiness...”

Tarasov cuts into her words. “Mother, I’'m home for a single
night and I have to leave early in the morning. Could you do me a
favor and switch off that damned TV?”

“The army is a bad influence on you... you were such a sweet
boy before.” Shaking her head, his mother goes back to the living
room and picks up the remote. “You never used to use such
profanities.”

Tarasov cannot resist laughing, but suddenly feels compassion
for his mother living alone in a sea of concrete buildings, having
only television and the neighbor’s gossip for company and above all
else believing that her only son tends to trucks in a dull garrison.

“Mother,” he says as softly as he can, “please, could I have some
coffee?”

“But of course, why...”
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Tarasov walks back to the living room and finishes his second
beer. With the TV switched off, he can hear the rain rapping on the
window. He steps to the big cupboard where his mother’s memories
are neatly lined up in a china cabinet: cheap souvenirs from trade
union holidays in the Crimea, faded postcards and other trinkets
from the long-gone Soviet world that formed the backdrop to his
parents’ lives.

The exhilarating smell of freshly boiled coffee comes from the
kitchen. Tarasov takes one of his mother’s cigarettes that lie on the
table and lights it up. The smoke twists and curls on the window
glass. Outside, beyond the grey curtain of rain and the canal, lies a
park that stretches into the distance.

This is how it must have been before.

With Pripyat in his mind he feels the Zone creeping back into
him. He wishes he could be back there now; he wishes Degtyarev
hadn’t come today.

“I love the bracelet you gave me for last Christmas,” he hears
his mother saying from the kitchen. “The elevator was out of order
last week and I had to climb the stairs, but imagine, my old joints
didn’t hurt at all... That amulet seems to really work. Did you really
get it from a UN observer from India?”

A smile comes to Tarasov’s face. The bracelet has a piece from a
Soul artifact inside.

“I only wish it was a bit lighter, sinok... lead is not very elegant.”

Too bad, mother. The thing emits radiation.

“You better not tamper with it,” he shouts back. “It will lose its
healing power if you remove it from the lead bracelet.”

China jangles as his mother arrives from the kitchen, bringing
with her the smell of freshly boiled coffee.

“I didn’t make your coffee too strong,” she says. “If you need to
leave early tomorrow, you better have a good night’s sleep. |
switched on the heater in the bathroom. You’ll have hot water in
twenty minutes. The galushki will be ready by then.”

“Thank you. I love your galushki, you know.”

His mother sits down with a satisfied sigh and stirs the sugar in
her coffee. “Why do you have to leave so early?”

Returning her glance, Tarasov feels sadness and regret over the
lies he has to tell her. But for once, he can tell the truth.

“I have some unfinished business down there... in the south.”
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Then he switches on the TV so as to direct his mother’s attention
to a Brazilian soap opera with Russian voice-over, before she can
ask more questions that could only lead to him telling more lies. He
joins her on the sofa and stares at the screen, sipping the hot coffee
and trying to switch off his exhausted mind.

Alejandro, eu ndao quero mais viver assim!

Alekhandro, ja bolshe ne mogu tak zhit.

Too many melodramatic exclamations sound from the TV. They
are made even worse by the male speaker emotionlessly dubbing the
actress’ theatrical sighs. Frustrated, Tarasov gets up, takes his
suitcase and walks into his room, closing the door.

He steps to the shelves, moving his fingers along the rows of
books with a movement that is almost a caress. It occurs to him to
take a book for the long flight but a half-empty bottle of vodka
draws his attention. It still stands on the table, just as he left it when
he was here almost half a year ago. He opens it and takes a swig.
Tarasov looks around in the cramped room holding the memories of
a life he has almost forgotten by now. In the corner a guitar stands,
which he never learned how to play. He moves his fingers across the
transparent plastic boxes holding his compact discs. To his surprise,
they are not dusty — his mother must keep the room neat and clean,
maybe waiting for the day when he comes back for good. Aside the
big pile of old, yellowed issues of Guns Magazine, an outdated
desktop computer stands on the table. Next to it, another plastic box
holds more compact disks.

Dammit, he thinks, [ wouldn’t mind playing Doom for old times’
sake, if I wasn’t so tired. Or Baldur’s Gate...Degtyarev doesn’t
know but that’s how I learned English — translating all those endless
conversations with a dictionary. And Guns Magazine.

A cartridge casing lies besides the keyboard. Tarasov takes and
studies it with a sad smile. It is all that remains of the first live
cartridge he ever fired.

It’s been a long way, old friend.

Holding the olive-green shell in his hand, the boy’s words come
to his mind. What he said about the army was exactly what he had
felt when arriving at the Zone, three years ago, as a lieutenant. When
he reported for duty, he had been hoping for an exciting and
dangerous assignment. Khaletskiy, then still a major, ordered him to
gather twenty bottles of vodka instead. When he’d set out to follow
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this order, bitching and grumbling under his breath, he still hadn’t
known that it would take him a week and a trip all the way to the
abandoned industrial site of Rostok, fighting off mutants and hostile
Stalkers all the way, before eventually sneaking into the Stalker base
disguised as a Stalker himself, wearing the light suit taken from a
rookie’s corpse after the idiot was crazy enough to open fire on him.
He had developed a liking for clandestine missions — there were
enough corpses bearing a faction’s characteristic armor, from hand-
made Stalker suits to Freedom’s more sophisticated body armor and
the old OMON tactical suits worn by mercenaries. It was not the
thrill of sneaking he liked but the relief of moving around freely,
without unnecessary kills. He realized soon enough that the worst
enemy was not the humans who tried to survive in the Zone, but the
creatures who had once been human but hadn’t survived as such:
zombified civilians, Stalkers and soldiers turned into mindless
killing machines by the Brain Scorcher; controllers, like the one who
made the weakest-minded member of his squad kill the lieutenant;
burers - ugly, fat dwarves, creating anti-gravity fields that repelled
bullets; snorks - jumping at their prey like predatory frogs and
tearing them to pieces. Animal-like mutants, even if dreadful at first
sight, were at least predictable.

Luckily for him, he was away on another intelligence-gathering
mission when die-hard Stalkers captured Major Khaletskiy and the
Spetsnaz raid to free him turned into a disaster. Khaletskiy
eventually escaped and Tarasov’s next mission was to eliminate the
Stalker leader responsible for the military’s bloody nose. The
assassination brought him a promotion — and the first doubts about
who his real enemy was. What he already knew by then about Major
Khaletskiy’s shady dealings, achieved through the blood of soldiers
and Stalkers alike, caused the first cracks to appear in his hitherto
unshakeable sense of duty.

Then the day came when Strelok, the Marked One, opened up the
path to the CNPP’s secrets. Friend and foe had rushed to the nuclear
power plant to see if the legend of the Wish Granter were true,
mercilessly killing each other en route. Freedom ambushing Duty in
the Red Forest; Duty storming Freedom’s base at the abandoned
military warehouses. And all factions and Loners bogged down in a
fight against the Monolith, the mysterious and fanatic protectors of
the Wish Granter.
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The military wanted to have its share, too. Khaletskiy had bought
himself a step up in ranks and was replaced by Major Kuznetsov, but
neither of them was in the cramped compartments of the helicopters
and BTR personnel carriers that stormed the CNPP. As always, it
was the grunts that had to remove the obstacles between the generals
and anything that would make them rich — artifacts, information,
whatever. And just like always, most of them died. By then, Tarasov
had become a squad leader. His men survived the onslaught brought
down upon them by the fanatic, but heavily armed and well-
organized Monolithians. In the aftermath of the operation,
Kuznetsov became rich — soldiers were obliged to hand over any
artifacts they found, and there were many artifacts around the CNPP.
Tarasov was made captain; an empty pat on the back for services
rendered.

For the army, obtaining control over the CNPP was like candle
light to a moth. The Holy Grail of the generals. Again, an operation
was launched and again it failed. Holed up in Pripyat and prepared to
make a last stand against Monolith forces and mercenaries, help
came from where the beset Spetsnaz had least expected: Degtyarev
had turned up with a rag-tag band of Stalkers, whom he almost
opened fire upon when they emerged from a secret tunnel leading to
Pripyat. Later Strelok himself showed up, alone, but carrying a
treasure trove of information about the best-kept secrets of the Zone.
When he was rewarded and promoted to major after Operation
Fairway, Tarasov couldn’t care less if that was for bravery under
enemy fire or for catching a bullet for Strelok, the keeper of all
secrets. All that counted was that he got a week’s leave.

And then it happened that I met her, he thinks looking at a
photograph pinned to the wall. He puts the shell back into its place.

The photograph, not of very good quality and obviously taken
with a mobile phone in a mirror, shows a pretty, blonde woman with
blue eyes and full lips.

“You sent me one single photograph and even on that, you were
making that stupid duck face,” Tarasov grumbles to the photograph.
He tears it from the wall, then crumples and tosses it under the neatly
made bed. “Slag... I prefer brunettes anyway.”

Everything looks to him as if he would be trespassing in a
stranger’s room — he might have survived everything that the Zone
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threw at him, but the young man who once dreamed and loved here
did not.

Tarasov opens his suitcase and takes out the PDA. Waiting for it
to start up, he takes his old school map from the shelf. It opens up
almost on its own at the two-page map of the USSR. One line, drawn
by a faded pen stroke, connects Kiev with a place in Afghanistan,
still marked on the outdated map as ‘Democratic Republic of
Afghanistan”. In the margin, distances and names of places in
childish handwriting remind him of a childish plan to go there.

I wanted to hitch-hike but didn’t get past the first militiaman.

When he turns the pages to find a closer map of the area, a black
and white photograph falls out.

Picking it up from the floor and looking at it, Tarasov’s sight
becomes hazy. It shows three young soldiers in ragged fatigue
leggings, wearing stone-age flak vests over their striped tee-shirts.
With a broad smile that flashes bad teeth, they lean against an
armored vehicle. The soldier in the middle, wearing a tank driver’s
black headwear, looks like a younger version of himself: a lean face
with sunken cheeks, dark eyes and a smirk. Only his moustache and
long hair tells how long ago the picture was taken.

He turns the photograph over to read the few words on the back,
the handwriting looking oddly old-fashioned: With love from
Kunduz, October 1987. Yuriy and the gang.

“That damned operator has the mind of a controller,” he
murmurs to himself, putting the photograph in his pocket. “He
mentioned my father to motivate me into this insane mission.”

With a muted beep, his PDA signals its readiness. Tarasov opens
the map, switches to 3D mode and scrolls all the way from
Rusanovka to Afghanistan. A smile comes to his face when he
compares the capabilities of his PDA to the yellowed school map.
The state of the art combat gear waiting for him in Termez comes to
Tarasov’s mind, and his smile hardens.

Things will be different now. And I swear by God - I'll make the
dushmans suffer.

He hears his mother knocking on the door.

“Misha! Come, dinner is ready!”

“I’'m coming,” he reluctantly replies. “Just a minute!”

“I hope you didn’t start playing video games again... you will
never change, sinok!”
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Flash in the Sky
Termez Air Base, Uzbekistan, 20 September 2014 06:00:00 UZT

Termez... Shit. I'm still only in Termez... Every time I think I'’ll wake
up back in the Zone.

Local time in Termez is just three hours ahead of Kiev but
Tarasov’s inner clock hasn’t adjusted itself yet. Switching off the
alarm on his PDA, he glumly reckons that he has to go on a mission
today.

Covered in sweat, he rises from his bunk bed. Colonel Kuznetsov
assigned him one of the dozen or so metal containers where officers
unfortunate enough to miss out on a place in the cooler quarters
could sleep. The air conditioning had gone off in the middle of the
night. Now, yawning and naked, Tarasov feels like he is sitting in a
steam bath. To awake his muscles, Tarasov performs a few Systema
movements — kicking, punching, throwing imagined enemies,
crushing imagined skulls, grasping imagined hands and suffocating
imagined throats. By the time he finishes the close-combat exercise,
a healthy amount of adrenaline is rushing through his veins.

Colonel Kuznetsov had been waiting for him by the landing strip
when Tarasov arrived on the previous afternoon. Kuznetsov even
tried to be decent, concealing his disdain, except during the mission
briefing when he presented Tarasov as a plain paratrooper officer
“with some experience in Pripyat”. Reminding Tarasov of his worst
mission ever was obviously intended as a punch below the belt. The
soldiers seemed self-confident enough, bolstered by their previous
peacekeeping missions in the Balkans and Africa, but most of them
had no idea of what they were up against now.

If he was concerned about his troopers, the new exoskeleton
proved perfect. His backpack carrying medikits, bandages, personal
hygiene kit, socks, tee-shirts, underwear, combat meal packs, anti-
radiation drugs, his ammunition web holding spare magazines,
fragmentation grenades, smoke grenades and the combat belt with
the army-issue PDA, first aid kit, combat knife and side arm seemed
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almost weightless once supported by the titanium-alloy bodyframe.
Even his new Val assault rifle, strapped over the armor plate
covering his shoulder, felt as light as a plastic toy.

But now, after cleaning himself up in a shared shower facility
nearby and finishing a ration of oat meals for breakfast, he is less
eager to get into the suit. He knows it will feel hotter than a Burner
anomaly in there.

War is hell, Tarasov thinks with a sigh and grins over his own
sarcasm whilst preparing the exoskeleton.

Ten minutes later he reports for duty in the operation room.
Colonel Kuznetsov doesn’t care to return his salute. Instead he looks
down at Tarasov’s exoskeleton, his eyes wide as if he finds
something funny.

“Do you think Termez is about to be overrun by mutants?”
Kuznetsov says by way of greeting. “Remove that suit at once.
There’s nothing but mosquitoes and butterflies around here. What
the hell are you afraid of?”

“I thought I was going on a mission,” Tarasov replies,
unsuccessfully trying to suppress his resentment with a tone of
formality. “And with your permission, Colonel, I would like to
inspect the men now.”

“No need for that, Major. I inspected them already and made all
arrangements while you were still sleeping. Let’s go.”

Kuznetsov’s voice is full of mockery, as if Tarasov had not
shown up punctually to the second. He also talks loud enough for
everyone in the operation room to detect the disdain in his words and
tone. The only thing going for Tarasov is that there is no alcohol on
Kuznetsov’s breath.

Could it be that he takes his duty seriously after all, and his
remarks about my exo were just because he’s got too used to the
safety here?

“What are you, deaf?” Kuznetsov snaps impatiently. A few
computer operators look up from their screens, but quickly drop their
heads again. “Move!”

“Yes, sir.” Baffled, Tarasov walks down to the runway with
Kuznetsov.

“Doesn’t that shrieking noise from your gear drive you mad?”

“With all due respect, sir, I don’t hear my exo making any
noise.”
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“Maybe you still have Zone dirt in your ears. The metal joints
shriek like a dentist’s drill. You better remove it and have it fixed
before you go into battle.”

Tarasov cannot understand. The exoskeleton does not make any
noise apart from the buzz of its kinetic motors, and that is so faint
that only its wearer could hear it.

The two helicopters are already prepared for take-off. The two
squads stand in front of them, neatly lined up in formation. Tarasov
doesn’t believe his eyes: the soldiers are not wearing their
exoskeletons, bullet-proof suits, or helmets, only their summer
fatigue and berets. He feels embarrassed in his exoskeleton as if
overdressed for a party.

“Summer fatigues?” he asks gripping the Kuznetsov’s arm. “Do
you think they are going to the Victory Day parade?”

“Calm down, Major,” Kuznetsov coldly replies, freeing his arm
from Tarasov’s grasp. “First: the mission will be a piece of cake.
Second: it’s goddamn hot. They will have enough time to slip into
their gear later.”

“I can’t believe this. You must order them into their battle gear

“The hell I will. And now I’'m going to hold a nice speech.”

Kuznetsov glances at his Rolex. “You are already three minutes

behind schedule. Now shut up or [I'll report your

insubordination.”

“Don’t forget that I will also file a report,” hisses Tarasov but
Kuznetsov ignores him and starts addressing the men.

“At ease, at ease... Soldiers, you are about to set out on a
dangerous mission. Many of you might have looked forward to this
day but I assure you, it won’t be anything like you have experienced
before. Remember your training. Keep your weapons clean. Follow
your orders. You set out to save the lives of fellow Ukrainian
citizens who have been performing important scientific tasks!”

The colonel’s speech would impress Tarasov if he didn’t already
know it by heart. It is one of the standard motivational speeches
taught at the military academy. One only needs to exchange the
place and mission objectives. He finds it pathetic to use this
randomized text for soldiers embarking on a mission like this.

“...by successfully completing this mission, you will bring great
honor to your unit and our Ukrainian motherland. And now, your

"’
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new commander also has something to say. I suppose it will be about
how hot he feels in that boiler.”

Tarasov sees the grins on a few soldiers’ faces. Quickly, he prays
for an opportunity to lead Kuznetsov deep into the Zone and throw
him into an anomaly.

He thinks for a second. Then he shouts out.

“Desantniki! Smirno!”

Their heavy boots thud on the ground as the paratroopers stand at
attention. Instead of improvising a speech, the major walks up to the
soldiers and inspects their ranks with slow steps, looking each man
into the eyes. He is an impressive sight in full combat gear, but it is
not his martial appearance that impresses the paratroopers. Tarasov
is unaware of how much the Zone has marked him. He only sees that
as he passes them by, the soldiers’ faces harden with respect - even
fear. No one dares to return his gaze except Sparrow One’s
praporshchik, a warrant officer, who will be his second in command.
The soldier with a thick grey moustache is the last in the row. When
their eyes meet, Tarasov bows his head in a barely noticeable nod.
Already standing at full attention, the soldier squares his broad
shoulders even more, a relaxed, jovial smile still lurking in his steel-
blue eyes.

“Well,” Tarasov asks quietly, glancing down at the nametag on
the uniform, “are you ready, praporshchik Zotkin?”

“Ready to go, komandir.”

Zotkin’s reply is quiet but Tarasov immediately knows that if
treated with respect, or at least asked politely, this man will follow
him into hell. The other squad leader, a young and nervous-looking
master sergeant, doesn’t impress him much.

Walking back to Kuznetsov, he cannot refrain from darting a
murderous glance in the colonel’s direction. Kuznetsov avoids his
eyes. Tarasov turns back towards the ranks and shouts out again.

“Desantniki! Are you ready?”

“Ready to go, komandir!” reply the soldiers in a steely choir of
confidence.

“Let’s go then

While the squads hurry to the helicopters, Tarasov turns to the
colonel.

“I hope you know what you’re doing, Kuznetsov.”

"’
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“Much better than you would believe. Now you better go before
you miss your flight, Major,” the colonel says contemptuously,
pronouncing ‘major’ like a swear-word. “Impressive speech you
gave, by the way.”

“It comes from doing an officer’s job. One day you should try it,
Colonel.”

Without salutation, Tarasov turns around and hurries to the
gunship. It’s hot inside, with the helicopter having baked in the sun
the whole morning.

“Switch on that ventilator, praporshchik,” he barks taking his
place on the grey bench. “I can’t believe Kuznetsov let you embark
like this. You don’t even have your bloody helmets with you!”

“He thought it appropriate — “ Zotkin explains but his last words
are suppressed by the Mi-24’s howling turbines. Tarasov signals for
him to switch over to the intercom.

“I said, he ordered Dragonfly Two to carry the armored suits!”

“I hear you now, Zotkin, you don’t need to shout.”

‘It’s a bad idea to me too, sir, but he insisted.’

“At least the troopers are carrying their rifles with them... but
where are the machine gunner and the sniper?”

“All present, Major...”

“Then why don’t I see their weapons?”

“Dragonfly Two carries all our heavy gear. The Colonel’s orders

2

Hearing this, all that Tarasov can do is to burst out in a stream of
profanities. Most of it is directed at Kuznetsov, the rest at the army
brass as a whole. Praporshchik Zotkin grins in approval.

The ventilator might ease the heat for the soldiers but Tarasov is
bathed in sweat under his exoskeleton. Its kinetic motors are
supposed to load the batteries powering the cooling pads but he
hasn’t moved enough to fully charge them yet. He switches off the
system to save power for their arrival. He knows that one thing that
not even the nukes have changed in Afghanistan is the heat. A signal
beeps in his intercom.

“Condor, this is Kilo One, do you copy?” Tarasov is delighted to
hear Degtyarev’s voice. He touches the speaker’s button on his neck
and replies: “This is Condor. Copy you loud and clear.”

“In five, you will be in Afghan airspace. Give me a sit-rep.”
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“All well, but according to Whiskey we’re going to a parade
ground.”

“Say again, Condor?”

“Alex,” shouts Tarasov losing his patience, “I’m moving into a
fucking Zone in fucking Afghanistan with my men wearing nothing
but their fucking uniforms!”

“Two minutes to Afghan airspace,” reports the pilot.

“Listen, Condor... all you can do now is consolidating your gear
as soon as you touch down. Our satellites indicate your landing zone
as clear. Whiskey will give you updates from now. You are good to
£0,” sounds Degtyarev’s voice. “See you at the 100 Rads. Good luck
on your raid. Kilo One clearing out.”

“Like I don’t give a damn about your luck. Over and out.”

The praporshchik looks surprised at hearing this but Tarasov
doesn’t feel like explaining.

“That river below is the Amu-Darya, Major” says the pilot, “you
can see the Friendship Bridge to our left... and the refugee camps.”

All that Tarasov sees is a huge square below, once probably
consisting of neatly arranged army-issue tents, now turned into a
colorful mess, like an oriental carpet, by ten times as many people
living there as the camp was laid out for, using every square meter to
carve out a space for living.

“Bloody Afghans,” Tarasov hears Zotkin’s voice. “They hate our
guts. I hope I'll never have to see these refugees appear in my
country.”

The helicopter flies over the Amu-Darya — a silver band crossing
the ochre-colored plains.

“Here we go,” comes the voice of the pilot. “We’re flying over
Afghanistan now.”

Tarasov looks out of the tiny window. The endless plains below
look the same all over.

According to his watch they still have forty minutes to their
landing zone. He unfastens his safety belt and moves closer to the
window. The two helicopters fly now over undulating terrain, the
color reminding him of milky coffee. The sand dunes appear like
wrinkles on the palm of a hand, even though they might be several
meters high.

“Once we too were running from a nuclear disaster, Zotkin,”
Tarasov tells the old soldier. “Never forget that.”
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“I never will, komandir,” the praporshchik replies. “I left my
family in Limansk.”

Tarasov’s second in command narrows his eyes, as if checking if
his words made an impression on the major. But Tarasov refuses to
appear impressed.

“We can’t change what happened, can we?”

“No, komandir.”

“And Afghanistan? We can have our revenge, can’t we, Zotkin?”

“I don’t care about revenge, komandir!”

“You didn’t lose anyone from the family there? Your brother,
father, a friend? Because it’s pay-back time!”

Zotkin frowns. “After two tours of duty in ’87 and 88, I was
hoping to never see that cursed country again!”

Tarasov leans closer to the soldier, as if that would make a
difference in the helicopter’s roar while they talk through the
intercom. “What? You’ve been there?”

“As a private, then a sergeant with the blue berets. Airborne. Got
a hang of it. Had to lie about my age, but who cared?”

“Praporshchik Zotkin!”

“Komandir?”

“I have a feeling that we’ll make a hell of a team!”

“It would be a privilege,” Zotkin replies with a smile, then turns
his attention to one of the soldiers who is nervously effing around
with his AKSU. “Don’t fondle that rifle, son! If it goes off, I’ll throw
you out of this chopper!”

After a few minutes they reach a hilly region. According to
Tarasov’s map, the wide and flat Shamali valley lies beyond it, still
invisible in the haze.

“It’s the Salang Range” the pilot says as if he were a tour guide,
“there’s a pass and a long tunnel beneath. It was our main supply
route back in those times... you know.”

Their altitude is low enough to make some hills tower over them,
appearing close enough for the rotor blades to strike. Only the
helicopters’ tiny shadows show how far up they actually are. The
jagged, rough mountains around them fill him with awe. Suddenly,
Tarasov sees a gleam on a ridge, seconds later another one. He puts
on his helmet and zooms in with the built-in binocular.

“Can we get any closer to that ridge at forty-five degrees?” he
asks the pilot.

63



“That’s off of our flight path,” comes the reluctant reply.

Tarasov’s curiosity prevails and he ignores his gut feelings
telling him he might be about to make a mistake. “Turn right and
lower the altitude.”

For a moment, the pilot remains silent before acknowledging.
“Yes, sir. Adjusting course by zero-four-five.”

The gleam appears again for a split second. Now it’s Kuznetsov
in his earphones. “Dragonfly One, we noticed an unauthorized
deviation from your flight path. I want you to — *

Before the sentence finishes, the other helicopter’s pilot’s scream
pierces into Tarasov’s earphone.

“Dragonfly One, this is Dragonfly Two, we’ve been hit, I repeat

13

Tarasov’s pilot shouts “pull up, pull up” but the only reply is
fragmented swearing, getting thinner until it becomes static. The
gunship is making a desperate, almost vertical ascent. Tarasov’s
stomach seems to drop as he frantically tries to reach for his safety
belt. He knows the pilot’s drill: climb over and disappear behind the
nearest ridge to make any anti-aircraft weapon lose its target, unless
it was a missile. He grasps a handle but the weight of his exoskeleton
pulls him down. His head smashes against the cabin wall. The
helmet softens the impact but he feels blood gushing from his mouth.
A sizzling thunder suppresses the soldiers’ agonizing screams. The
turbines howl like wounded animals fighting for their lives. Blue
electric sparks splutter everywhere, as if the gunship had been hit by
a hundred thousand volts of electricity. The earphones transmit the
pilot’s desperate scream of “Brace for impact!” before falling silent.
Darkness engulfs Tarasov’s sight. Before his consciousness dims
and blacks out, a song echoes in his mind.

Miraculous crystal
Given by stars
I can foresee the future
In fabulous glass
Lie spilt on the caves
Mock scribbled on us
Earth’s doom day is close.
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Encrypted digital VOP transmission. Central Afghanistan, 20
September 2014, 16:44:08 AFT

#You were not supposed to shoot down those choppers, you trigger-
happy bastards.#

#Next time make sure they stick to their flight path. They were
approaching our positions. When are you sending us the next
exoskeleton delivery?#

#There will be no more deliveries, shithead. Can’t you understand
this one was carrying three exoskeletons, not to mention the regular
suits? You don’t expect us to suck more American cock to get them,
do you?#

#You already received half the money in advance. Make sure you
deserve the second part. A deal is a deal . #

#You can get one exo from the Hind. The rest were on the transport
chopper.#

#We’ll send a team to the first crash site. We know its location. But
we need the whole shipment.#

#Then go and get your damned delivery from the transport
chopper’s carcass.#

#Negative. That’s your area. We must keep a low profile.#

#So what do you expect me to do?#

#If you want to stay in business, get those other suits like you did
last time. Out.#
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Eyes in the Darkness
Hindu Kush range, New Zone, 17:04:56 AFT

I’'m in hell.

Tarasov’s nose and lungs are filled with the reek of burning
flesh. Blinding light pierces into his brain with weird reflections. He
doesn’t dare to open his eyes.

1 must be in hell.

Slowly his brain starts working again. He realizes his eyes are
open. The light comes from above. It’s the empty sky, with the
sunrays refracted by his helmet’s broken visor. He wants to sit up
but cannot move.

Oh God, my spine is broken.

He tries to move his fingers and toes. To his relief, none of his
bones feel as though they are broken. He can even raise his left hand
now.

But why can’t [ move my body?

Then he grasps it — the exoskeleton is holding him. It must have
saved his life but now, shattered and deformed by the impact, it
keeps him down as if he’s tied by its metal tubes. Groaning, he
reaches for the combat knife fastened to his belt and cuts through the
straps attaching his backpack to the metal frame. With his shoulders
free, he leans forward to release his legs. Finally he rises to his knees
and, after gathering his strength for a long moment, he stands up. He
checks his rugged, military-issue PDA. It’s still in one piece but
doesn’t function.

Damn it... where in the hell am I?

The gunship’s smoking wreck lies a few steps away. The impact
threw the crew compartment hatch open. The noxious stench comes
from inside. His helmet’s integrated breathing system should keep it
out, but when he checks the filter he finds it hanging loose of its
casing, rendered completely useless.

I can’t believe this is happening to me.
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Checking his exoskeleton’s built-in instruments, he finds that
only the Geiger counter remains operational. It ticks dangerously
close to the yellow zone. He removes his helmet. It won’t help him
anymore.

He limps to the wreck. Initially, he manages to fight his nausea
but as he peeks inside the compartment and sees the burnt corpses of
his comrades, Tarasov turns around and retches. He needs several
minutes to pull himself together. Covering his nose and mouth with
his hand, he climbs inside. Sparks still sizzle among the broken
instruments and torn cables. Most of the corpses sit where they were
during the flight, fastened to their bench with their safety straps, still
in their very last posture as they tried to protect themselves from the
impact. They look like grey, smoke-blackened statues. Among them,
with his neck broken beneath his half-burnt skull, lies the
praporshchik. Zotkin’s remaining steel-blue eye is staring at him and
Tarasov turns his head away. It’s not the sight that disturbs him so
much as the feeling that the dead man is looking at him
reproachfully — a reproach made more terrible because Tarasov
knows that it is just.

His weapon lies in the compartment, but with the butt stock
broken the rifle is now nothing more than a piece of junk. It could
probably be repaired, if only he had the tools. Tarasov throws it
away in frustration. Checking his backpack he despairs to see it is
burnt and ripped open. Apart from the grenades, only a few anti-
radiation drugs and bandages, three packs of army rations and a
medikit is all that he can still use. Neither has he any use of the spare
9 mm ammunition now that his rifle is beyond repair. His frantic
search still yields a few pairs of spare socks, always a blessing for
soldiers in the field, and — his toothbrush. Holding it in his hand, he
bursts out in hysterical laughter.

Oh God! A short time ago, I was a high-tech warrior riding in an
assault chopper. Now I'm standing here with a damned toothbrush
as my only weapon!

It seems to the major as if the New Zone had wanted to show its
power, outwitting and forcing him to make his first steps here alone,
even more poorly equipped than the greenest of rookies.

The paratroopers’ rifles didn’t fare much better than his own but
eventually he finds an AKSU that looks more or less intact. Tarasov
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fires a few shots to check if it works properly. Satisfied, he slings it
over his shoulder.

The pilots were spared electrocution in their heavily protected
cockpit, but as Tarasov judges by the splashes of blood inside the
plexiglass, the impact killed them in a perhaps even crueler way.
They wear light armored suits, designed to keep them protected from
the worst only until rescue comes. But even if hardly suitable for
combat, the light, olive-green suits would still be more protective
than his ruined exoskeleton.

“Sorry comrade, but you don’t need this any longer,” Tarasov
murmurs as he cuts the straps that fasten one of the bodies into its
seat before dragging it out of the cockpit. He changes the
exoskeleton for the dead pilot’s protective suit. Inside it he finds a
torchlight and a small survival kit: a ration pack, one more medikit, a
compass, a field flask filled with water and two flares.

Now that he can act like a soldier again, duty to the squad comes
to Tarasov’s mind.

I could at least bury them, he thinks. But the ground is hard and
rocky, so instead he takes the pilot’s body and moves it into the
trooper’s compartment, where it will be safe from animals and
Wworse.

Had that bastard let them wear their protective suits they’d be
still alive. I should have insisted, damn it. It was my fault after all.

Tarasov doesn’t let himself look for excuses. He cannot deny
himself that it was his recklessness that led them into disaster.
Properly protected, especially the squad leader in his exoskeleton,
they would have had a better chance. But this is irrelevant. He was
not supposed to change the flight path.

1 will be court-martialed for that alone... if I ever get out of here
at all.

Tarasov finds it strange that he does not see any entry point on
the helicopter. If Dragonfly One was brought down by hostile fire,
which those gleams must have surely been, it must have hit us
somewhere. But pondering through the few impressions he
remembers from the crash, and finding no hole or explosion trace on
the wreck, it all looks to him as if the helicopter had been hit by an
enormously strong electrical impulse that had instantly electrocuted
almost everyone inside and fried the on-board systems.

Suddenly he detects the faint noise of a helicopter.

68



Could it be the rescue?

Listening more carefully to the approaching noise, his feeling of
relief proves short-lived.

It doesn’t sound like one of ours.

Something inside tells him to hide, but he couldn’t make it up the
hills quickly enough and the barren valley does not offer any hide-
outs. Finally he dashes up a knoll and hides behind the sparse
bushes.

Soon, a double-engine helicopter appears over the valley and
lands at the crash site, swirling up a huge cloud of dust. Tarasov sees
five or six figures jumping off, all wearing thick body armor with
tactical helmets and holding modern-looking weapons. They start
inspecting the wreck. One of them, wearing a bulky backpack, looks
inside. To Tarasov’s horror he steps away and sends a stream of
liquid fire into the compartment. Immediately, the wreck goes up in
orange and white flames.

Oh Gospodi, they have a flamethrower. They came to make sure
everyone is dead.

One of them stumbles upon his exoskeleton. The others gather
round. Tarasov cannot hear anything they say but it seems to him as
if the men are arguing. The first, apparently the leader among them,
orders two others to recover the remains of the armor and load it into
their helicopter.

What the hell is happening there?

He wishes he still had his binoculars. There are no marks or call
signs on the helicopter. It is painted entirely black. The visitors look
around, scanning the area. One of them starts walking up the knoll
on which he is hiding. Cautiously, Tarasov prepares his AKSU.

He is lucky, however. The leader orders his men back to the
helicopter and in a few moments only the wild fire in the wreck is
left as a reminder of their visit. After a few minutes, the helicopter’s
noise fades away.

Tarasov sighs in relief but waits a few moments before leaving
cover. Then, safe at last, he reconsiders his options.

First, I have to establish contact with Whiskey. Probably
Kuznetsov would want me to check out Dragonfly Two’s fate first,
and now I have no means of communication anyway.

Allowing himself a little wishful thinking, he hopes that the
transport helicopter fared better than the gunship.
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He looks at his watch. Dusk will soon fall, and with the sun
already low it is getting dark in the narrow valley. Tarasov knows
the drill: he should stay close to the crash site if he wants any
rescuers to find him. But if there was going to be a rescue, it should
have arrived long ago. Three hours have passed since they got shot
down and Termez is just forty minutes away.

Maybe they’ll come later, perhaps tomorrow morning.

But the mysterious visitors could also soon be back in greater
numbers. Not even darkness could hide him if they brought thermal
imaging equipment with them, and as he had observed from their
gear, they certainly wouldn’t lack for state-of-the-art equipment if it
was needed.

Tarasov decides to climb up the ridge to get an overview of the
area, hoping to see rising smoke or anything that could give him an
idea of Dragonfly Two’s whereabouts. As he toils up the steep
hillside, the thought that the visitors might have also found the other
helicopter occurs to him. He finds the prospect frightening.

That would leave me completely alone.

But then, as he arrives on top of the ridge after a rigorous climb,
what he sees shatters all his false hopes.

What looked from below like a high ridge is all but a small hill
compared to the ragged peaks beyond. He removes the tiny compass
from the survival kit and takes a bearing.

To the west lies a circle-shaped valley with a tarn in its middle,
its dark blue hue reflecting the brown mountains and the patches of
grey snow on their fells. But as Tarasov strains his eyes he sees the
water itself is swelling with mounds of water, slowly moving up and
down, as if a sudden chill had frozen its waves in a storm.

1t’s a damned Cone anomaly.

Looking at the far, snowy peaks on the red horizon, he feels
lonelier than anywhere in the Zone.

If this is the New Zone, it will take a hundred years to explore
Jjust the half of it.

All of a sudden he understands why the black chopper left in
such a hurry. To the south, where his original destination lies, a
curtain of darkness falls, lit up for split seconds by flashes of
thunderbolts. Even from far away, Tarasov can see it moving closer
as it engulfs the lower hills.
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I don’t care if this is just a storm or a new kind of emission. 1
must find shelter, and I must find it right now!

Below, where the slope meets the tarn, he sees a cave. He takes
his AKSU from his shoulder and runs down the ridge. It is much
farther away than he thought. Finally, gasping for air, he reaches it
just as the storm strikes, making everything disappear in a howling,
suffocating cloud of dust. His Geiger counter shrieks beyond
extreme values. The tiny particles drift through his helmet’s air
filters and soon he feels as if a myriad of needles are picking at his
throat and trachea.

Coughing and with eyes full of tears, Tarasov lights an
emergency flare and enters the cave. The orange light casts
intimidating shadows on the rock wall. Holding his weapon at the
ready, he moves deeper into the cave to escape the radioactive dust.
With each step he takes, the ticking of his Geiger counter lowers
until the usual ticking cycle sets in, signaling a more survivable
level. The click-click and the muted howl from outside is all he can
hear.

The ground is covered in inches of thick dust. His steps make no
noise. After a minute, he can hear his own heartbeat.

The cave widens. A thick cable lies on the ground. Tarasov raises
the flare to see more. A hiss comes from the shadows. His blood
curls as he sees the cable moving. In a second, it darts up and to
Tarasov’s horror, he sees the flare light reflected in the glowing red
eyes of a snake, its body as thick as a man’s limb. Greenish,
phosphorescent patterns glow upon its skin, either to scare him away
or root him to the spot with fear. He screams and stumbles. It is
instinct rather than willpower that moves his finger, trigging the
AKSU to pump a dozen steel core cartridges into the mutant’s flesh,
puncturing skin, ripping through muscles and shattering bones even
before the thundering bang-bang-bang can reach his eardrums.

“Fuck!” he swears, gasping.

Exhausted and with his heart still pounding hard, he picks up the
fallen flare and sits up. The nauseating smell of burnt gunpowder
pervades the cave. He opens his flask and takes a deep gulp of water.
As his senses are clearing up, he can clearly smell the stench of
rotting flesh.

Maybe it was a sick snake, he thinks getting to his feet and warily
kicking the carcass to make sure it’s dead. The flare burns out. He
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switches to torchlight. Penetrating the shadow, the tiny circle of light
suddenly falls upon a badly damaged suit of armor. The stench is
coming from the body parts still inside.

This... snake didn’t swallow its prey. It was eating them, bit by
bit.

Normally he would not do such a thing, but now it is clear to
Tarasov that normality ended in the moment when he left the Zone.
Eager to see if the corpse has anything useful on it, he overcomes his
nausea and steps closer to it. The prey was a Stalker — leastwise the
armor looks identical to the suits worn in the Zone by the more
experienced Stalkers. They called them “Sunrise”, for reasons
beyond his understanding. However, this one has a sand-colored
camouflage scheme with brown patterns and a scarf attached to
cover its wearer’s head from dust. To help its wearer cope better
with the new Zone’s warmer climate, a camelback water bag was
integrated into the suit.

Seems well adapted to this place, but didn’t save this hapless
fellow.

In the dim light of the torch, Tarasov’s search proves fruitful.
The pouches and containers of the armor produce an AK magazine,
an outdated anomaly detector, a pair of binoculars and a few anti-
radiation drugs. He quickly applies one of them, hoping that it won’t
make him more nauseous than he already is. Tarasov wants to stand
up and move away from the corpse but keeps sitting with his back to
the wall, his face buried in his hands.

Dog tired.
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Encrypted digital VOP transmission. Central Afghanistan, 21
September 2012, 05:12:47 AFT

#Where have you been? We tried to call you several times.#

#I was hanging on my satellite phone all night, trying to talk them
out of sending a rescue mission. Well, they won’t bother. Did you
find the exo at the crash site? #

#Positive. But it was in very bad condition. We can’t use it. #

#That’s not my problem. It was in a perfect state when leaving
Termez. What about its owner?#

#There was no body inside.#

#Strange. Any survivors?#

#One crew member might have gotten away.#

#Shit! Are you imbeciles at least tracking him?#

#We tried to search the area around the crash site but a dust storm
was approaching. It probably killed him. In any case, we deployed
several drones to scan the whole map grid. #

#You better find him quick. If he gets into the tunnel, and probably
that’s where he will go, you will lose him for good.#

#We know. We've already sent several squads to intercept the
fugitive. #

#They better do. I cannot do everything by myself, do you
understand? Now try to be effective for once.#

#/static noise| #

#I didn’t copy that. Anyway — go to hell, you amateurish morons.
You will ruin this whole thing. Out. #
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Bullets on the Pass

Salang Pass, 21 September 2014, 07:23:45 AFT

Returning to the crash site at dawn, Tarasov had hoped that he would
find a rescue helicopter and squad of soldiers there, but as he stands
next to the smoldering wreck again, his hopes vanish for good.

Good-bye, comrades... it was my fault, but I'll redeem this
mistake. Forgive me.

Tarasov salutes the wreck that is now the grave of his soldiers.
Then he heads towards the south. He had ample time on the long
flight to Termez to study the map and now, even with his PDA
broken, he knows that the nearby road leads to a tunnel traversing
the Salang Range.

Although the barren, mountainous landscape looks very different
to the Zone, Tarasov is unable to shake a feeling of déja vu. Rusty,
abandoned vehicles litter the road here and there, many of them the
KAMAZ and ZIL trucks that sit rusting in the Zone. Occasionally,
he finds the wreck of an age-old BTR-70 too, probably a relic of the
Soviet war, maybe even from the same year as Chernobyl occurred.
The potholes and cracks in the decaying tarmac, the barriers and
abandoned guard posts are so much the same to him that if it wasn’t
for the mountains he would believe himself to still be in the Zone.
It’s all so familiar, right down to the routine of stopping and
scanning the area ahead for anomalies, all accompanied by the
Geiger counter’s unceasing clicking.

Sensing danger, Tarasov quickly kneels down next to an
abandoned tank and goes into cover behind the T-62’s iron mass,
ignoring the Geiger counter’s intensifying noise. Looking through
the binoculars he sees a deer walking cautiously beside the road. Or
rather, something like a deer, because this animal’s antlers are unlike
anyone he has seen before — they bend and twine like a ball of thick,
bony strings.

Another animal appears among the rocks, at first resembling
something between a fox and a wolf. On closer inspection, however,
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Tarasov can see the two long, curved fangs in its snout and he
realizes that it’s a mutant jackal. He’d seen a picture on Degtyarev’s
computer screen, back on that day that was only three nights ago but
now feels like a thousand years past.

Another jackal’s head appears, and another one, then the whole
pack of a half dozen furry mutants. The deer senses their presence. It
raises its head, smells the wind and runs. But the pack is already
closing in for the kill. They outrun and accurately encircle the deer,
as if following a master’s call or training, until the strongest
performs an incredible leap and thrusts its fangs into the neck of the
prey.

If he had a better rifle and ammo to waste, Tarasov would help
the deer and pick off the jackals one by one. Now he can only watch
as the beasts tear it apart. As sorry as he feels for the deer, he has to
admit that these jackals are the best hunters he has ever seen among
mutants. Watching the carnage through his binoculars, he whistles in
awe - and immediately realizes that this was a big mistake.

The biggest mutant turns its head in his direction, emitting a

sharp bark and leading the pack towards him at breathtaking speed.
Tarasov’s blood curdles as he sees them leave the carcass of their
prey almost untouched. Degtyarev’s words flash through his mind:
they kill for the joy of it.
Seeing their speed and how far they can leap, he realizes in a split
second that climbing up the tank wouldn’t help him like when facing
the canine predators in the Zone. Gripping his weapon firmly, he
kneels down with his back against the wreck to prevent any mutant
jumping at him from behind and carefully aims at the nearest jackal.
A short burst from the AKSU brings it down, then the second one.
For a moment, the jackals seem to be confused, allowing him to take
down another two. His aim gets more erratic and his bursts longer as
they get closer and closer.

Still ten rounds inside. You are one with the rifle. Don’t think.
Shoot.

Now there’s only the pack leader and one other left. A lucky shot
hits the second animal in the head and the mutant whines, rolling
over as it tumbles down the hillside. Tarasov turns the rifle’s
ironsight towards the pack leader, its mouth drooling blood and
saliva. He pulls the trigger. The weapon jams.
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He has only moments left to watch the jackal covering the last
meters. He sees the muscles of its back legs stretching as they
project the heavy body in a long, deadly leap towards his face. He
closes his eyes so as not to see it coming.

That was a really short raid, he thinks.

The smell of blood is strong as the jackal lands upon him, but
there is no attack. Tarasov opens his eyes to see the air fill with a
pale red haze as the jackal’s head is almost ripped off by a bullet. A
split second later he hears a loud bang that is still echoing along the
valley as he throws the carcass off him and frantically changes his
magazine. But when he sees a rifleman emerge from behind a rocky
outcrop, he lowers the rifle. Even if need should be, he could never
hit him at the distance of several hundred meters.

A long, wide cloak flutters from the stranger’s shoulders as he
approaches. It’s a sniper’s ghillie suit, except this one does not
resemble thick foliage but has shreds of earth-colored fabric fastened
to its net. The different shades of brown make the camouflage almost
indistinguishable from the rocky slope. The sniper keeps his rifle
upright to show he has no hostile intentions. In reply, Tarasov raises
the hand holding the AKSU. Now he can even recognize the type of
rifle that had just saved his life: a Dragunov SVD. But the Stalker’s
face remains hidden by a black balaclava, save for his pair of ice
cold, blue eyes and mouth that arches into a grin as he walks closer.

“Impressive fight you’ve put up,” the sniper greets him. “Have a
good one. Name’s Crow.”

“It jammed,” Tarasov replies, showing his rifle, his heart still
beating hard from the adrenaline rush. Before he introduces himself,
he thinks for a second and decides that for now it will be better if he
doesn’t out himself as an army officer. Most Stalkers use call signs
or nicknames, not their real ones, and having no better idea on the
spot, he decides to use his usual call sign.

“I am... call me Condor,” he finally says.

“That was a big one,” the Stalker says inspecting the pack
leader’s carcass. “These beasts are smart enough to let the smaller
ones take the lead. The alpha only moves in to finish the kill.”

Tarasov has seen enough Loner Stalkers to recognize one and
addresses Crow in the familiar way of Stalkers.

“You really helped me out, bratan.”
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“Don’t mention, it, brother. But let’s get out of here. This place
might hide worse things than jackals.”

Tarasov is not sure if they are much safer behind the tipped-over
trailer truck where they sit down, but at least it hides them from any
spying eyes. Crow pats his pockets and emits a frustrated sigh.

“You happen to have any smokes? No? Dammit... anyway,
where did you come from?”

Tarasov hesitates for a moment. “Rostov.”

“I’'m from Ryazan, myself. Any news from the Big Land?”

Tarasov had always been too preoccupied with the Zone to pay
attention to happenings in the outside world, politically or otherwise.
Only one thing comes to his mind. “Nikolay Baskov is banging
Oksana Fedorova.”

“Still, or again? I thought that’s news from yesterday.”

“Honestly? I couldn’t care less.”

“What are you up to here, anyway? And where did you get that
suit from? You’re twice its size.”

“Actually, I arrived recently... I’'m on my way to Bagram. And
the suit... my own got a little worn and I found this at a crash site,
not far from here.”

Crow studies him with a look full of doubt. Tarasov avoids his
stare.

He doesn’t seem easy to fool.

“One more chopper? Looks like the army wants to stir up
trouble. I saw another one yesterday while I was crossing the Salang
Pass.”

Tarasov’s heart starts beating faster.

“You mean there’s another crash site? Was there any... loot?”

“The chopper was damaged for sure but as I watched it, it
seemed to make it to the plains. By now it should be a treasure trove
for the brothers down there...” Crow frowns. “But why do you care
so much about it? Don’t tell me you were one of the pilots and bailed
out accidentally.”

Tarasov sighs. The Stalker has saved his life and he doesn’t want
to repay it by dumping a lie on him. He decides to partly reveal his
identity. Although Crow has an Abakan rifle on his back and a
silenced Glock-17 pistol loosely holstered on his armor webbing,
with the AKSU ready he would hold the advantage if his rescuer
turned aggressive.
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“All right... I was with the army chopper that went down. I made
it through. My own gear was busted, so I took the suit from the
chopper’s dead gunner. I spent the night in a cave when the storm
hit. Now I’'m trying to get to Bagram, but I swear on my mother’s
life it’s not about you Stalkers.”

“On your mother’s life? You sons of bitches from the army
aren’t supposed to have mothers!”

Looking at Tarasov’s AKSU pointed at him, the friendly
expression disappears from Crow’s face.

“Listen up, ‘brother’,” he says looking Tarasov in the eye, “I
don’t care much about who you are and what you do, but you will
not be welcomed in Bagram.”

“Let that be my problem.”

“And where was your crash site, anyway?”

“A few kilometers up north, but there’s not much left of it.”

“You lie. The wrecks around Bagram had been looted for years.
You have no idea how much useful stuff a helicopter’s wreck can
yield.”

“This one was blasted by a bunch of gunmen, well-trained and
armed to the teeth. They came by a chopper.”

Crow scowls. “A black chopper? Heavy, two-engined?”

“Exactly.”

“Okay, Condor, or whatever your name is... we better get out of
here right now. Normally I wouldn’t even bother saving your ass but
you seem to be cool at close quarters. And I could use a sidekick
because the Tunnel is not exactly a sniper’s paradise.”

“Are you going to Bagram?”

“No. After the Tunnel, we part ways. You can try to get through
alone and die, or you can join me and still die. But together we stand
a better chance. Now make up your mind, I haven’t got all day.”

Tarasov reflects over his options for a moment. 4 rescue mission
could still be coming. But then, this is no time for wishful thinking.

“All right,” he says slinging his AKSU over his shoulder, “I’ll
follow you. Let’s go.”

“Let’s.”

Moving quickly, they head down the slope into the valley.

Tarasov soon admits to himself that the Stalker is a good guide.
Instead of walking down the road, Crow leads him up the
mountainside where the rocks and shallow chasms offer cover at
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every step, following tracks invisible to Tarasov even from a few
meters’ distance. With the sun still shining from the east, Crow
sticks close to the shadows cast by the massive rock walls towering
above them, occasionally looking up to the sky as if expecting
something foreboding from above.

Before leaving the cover of an overshadowed cliff, the Stalker
stops and points forward.

“Look... that’s the northern entrance.”

Through his binoculars, Tarasov sees the road curving before
disappearing under the mountain through a huge arch. Beyond the
road, a field of anomalies gleams with silver sparks amid a cluster of
ruined buildings.

“We rest here for a few minutes,” Crow says. “It’s time to eat
something.”

While sharing a can of luncheon meat, Tarasov dismantles his
weapon to clean its components. He also removes the cartridges
from his remaining magazines and cleans them one by one before
loading them back. Fingers moving in swift and skillful movements,
he reassembles his AKSU.

“Do you have duct tape?” he asks the Stalker.

Crow nods and silently hands him a roll. Tarasov tapes the
torchlight to the rifle. Handing the tape back to the sniper, Tarasov
catches an appreciative look in the Stalker’s eyes.

“It’s good to have one who knows about weapons watching my
back,” Crow remarks.

“And you’re one hell of a marksman. That jackal was dead
before I even heard the shot, and all this from a distance of five
hundred meters!”

“It’s a good rifle. Uncle Yar knows his trade, I give him that.”

“Hunting must be easy with such an upgraded SVD.”

“Not exactly... better cartridges like the 7N14 are hard to come
by, so I don’t waste them. Besides, it wouldn’t be fair sport. If it’s
game I’'m after, the Abakan is good enough. But tell me, have you
been to the Zone?”

Crow sounds curious. Tarasov hesitates before answering. He
already knows that being a soldier is not the best pedigree here,
especially coming from the Zone where Stalkers and military had
hated each other’s guts for a long time.

“I’ve been there once in a while, delivering supplies.”
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“Oh yes...” replies Crow grinning. “I thought so. But what’s it
like? I’ve never been there, you know.”

“Similar to this place, except there are no mountains and it’s not
so barren. And the mutants are a little dumber,” Tarasov explains.
He almost added, ‘at home’.

“There’s a wide plain east of Bagram. It was all orchards and
potato fields before the nukes, but it’s become a forest now. You’ll
have your share of trees there. And of anomalies too.”

Tarasov nods, considering. “And what’s your story, Stalker?”

“I was a wildlife photographer and was sent by National
Geographic to shoot photos of mutants. But I soon realized that
shooting them with a sniper rifle is much more fun.”

Tarasov smiles as if he believed him. “That’s the most pathetic
thing I ever heard,” he says sarcastically.

Crow bursts out in muted laughter. “Whatever, bro... maybe
later we’ll have time for proper introduction. The only thing that
matters now is getting through that damned tunnel. The question is
how do we get through a tunnel full of anomalies and hostiles and
stay alive in the process?”

“Bound and overwatch,” Tarasov says after a minute of quick
thinking. He is eager to function again as an officer. “You take a
protected position. I move forward, let’s say fifty meters. You watch
over my advance with the Dragunov. Once I have reached the
forward position, I’ll cover you until you join up. Then we play the
same game until we get through the tunnel.”

Crow gives him a skeptical grin. “Is that a grunt from the supply

train talking? Let’s go.... And put your gas mask on. It’s horribly
dusty inside.”
They proceed along a narrow dirt track beneath the steep
mountainside, keeping an eye on the tarmac road to their right and
the ruins beyond. Before getting close to the entrance, the Stalker
signals him to halt. He takes an army-issue box from his backpack.
With careful hands, he removes a night scope from inside and fixes
it to his rifle. “I hope the battery will last until we get through,” he
says removing the scope’s lens cover. “What’s that unhappy look on
your face, Condor?”

Tarasov almost says something about the state-of-the-art
equipment that was at his disposal just twenty-four hours ago. The
pilot suit, not designed for the rigors of combat, barely offers him
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any protection and his helmet has no night vision. He bites his
tongue. “Hope this battered AKSU will not let me down,” he says
cocking the rifle.

“We better be more concerned about the two pillboxes at the
entrance. Check them out.”

Peering over the corner, Tarasov sees two small concrete
shelters, more like guards posts than pillboxes. They seem empty.
He gives a signal to the Stalker to move up and switches on the torch
taped to the rifle barrel.

“Climb up there, Stalker, and keep your eyes peeled.” He waits
until Crow assumes a firing position on the bed of a pick-up, resting
his rifle on the cabin’s roof.

“You’re good to go, Condor.”

Cautiously, Tarasov moves forward. It is pitch dark inside and
full of wrecked vehicles — trucks, jeeps, pick-ups, buses, as if a huge
traffic jam had blocked the cavernous tunnel. He has barely covered
a few dozen meters when he sees the first anomaly. A net of thin
blue lightning swipes the ground, emitting a buzz that can rapidly
grow into a deafening discharge of electricity. Signaling Crow to
follow up, he reaches into his pocket. Damn it — no bolts, no nuts, no
nothing.

“Do you have bolts?” Tarasov ask as Crow arrives.

The Stalker gives him three rusty bolts. “That’s all I have.”

Tarasov aims cautiously before throwing the bolt into the
anomaly. The blue lightning flashes into a burst of energy as the bolt
falls into it, casting dire blue light into the tunnel for a second. Then
it disappears from the ground for two seconds. Tarasov tosses the
second bolt and dashes through. Hoping that the Stalker will not
mess up his timing, he lets the anomaly discharge with the last bolt.
Crow leaps through dexterously. As soon as he arrives at Tarasov’s
side, the anomaly again starts its deadly dance over the ground.

“I hate anomalies,” Crow whispers, “but at least one can see
these damned Electros.”

Upon seeing the Stalker take a detector out to search for any artifacts
in the anomaly, Tarasov fails to hide his impatience.

“We don’t have time for that. Let’s move on.”

“I'm coming, I’'m coming... wait! Did you hear that?” They
freeze for a moment. Crow shrugs. “Must be hearing things.”

“Stick to the wall. Cover me.”
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As he moves forward in the narrow space between the wrecks
and the tunnel’s wall, blackened from the exhaust fumes that the
concrete had absorbed for decades, an uneasy feeling passes over
Tarasov. There’s something sinister about the Stalker that makes him
concerned about being shot in his back. But the forbidding darkness
that is absorbing the weak light of his torchlight gives him more
concerns. The tunnel runs straight over a long distance and a truck
occasionally blocks their way, making them climb over it. Their
steps on the metal echo in the darkness and his Geiger counter’s
signal speeds up every time they get close to a vehicle. Tarasov
detects the nauseating taste of metal in his mouth.

“Crow, do you have an antirad to spare?” he says turning to the
Stalker behind him. “These wrecks are a radiation trap.”

“Here,” Crow says and tosses him a packet with two red and blue
pills. Tarasov gets clumsy for a moment and drops the medicine.
Bending to pick it up saves his life as a bullet hits the wall where he
was standing just a second ago. Crow’s Dragunov fires in response,
its echo rolling through the caverns like thunder.

“Hostiles at twelve o’clock,” the Stalker shouts, “fifty meters!”

By now the muzzle flash of their rifles has betrayed the enemies’
position. Tarasov quickly skirts the old truck behind which Crow’s
sniper fire keeps their opponents pinned down. The AKSU’s hard-
hitting bullets get the black-clad gunmen in their flank. One falls,
three more swiftly move back behind the nearest wreck with well-
trained movements. Crow hits one more as they retreat.

“I can’t see them!”

Tarasov leaps to the truck, jumps up to the flat-bed and opens
fire at the enemy ducking below. The echo of his last shot is still
rolling up the tunnel when the last hostile falls, cursing in a language
he can’t understand.

“Clear!”

He is not surprised when he sees the corpses wearing the same
black body armor as the squad at the crash site. Eager to find any
useful information about them, he goes through their pockets, but his
search is in vain.

“They were good,” he tells Crow when the sniper catches up with
him. “Any idea who they might be?”

The Stalker shakes his head and Tarasov checks the weapon
lying beside one of the bodies. Back in the Zone, he was shot at by
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all kinds of weapons and with almost every caliber, from the hunting
shotguns of rookie Stalkers to Freedom’s US-made LR-300’s,
ultimately test-firing the weapon that had been used in an attempt on
his life shortly before. But he never laid his hands on this mule of an
assault rifle: the handle reminds him of an M-16, the barrel of a
German G-36, the trigger mechanism of a Kastor grenade launcher
and the overall design of something between a bullpup SVU or
FN2000.

“I admit the Chinese know a thing or two about weapons,” he
says shaking his head in disdain, “they managed to produce
something that’s even uglier than a Groza rifle.”

“Frankly, I couldn’t care less about the design of the rifle that’s
being fired at me.”

“That’s a good point... but anyway, here’s a joke. Do you know
why the Chinese call this scrap Qing Bugiang Zidong?”’

“Please do tell.”

“They can’t spell the ‘r’ in Groza.”

“Ha, ha, ha,” Crow clasps his hands in mock amusement, “as if
you wouldn’t give one arm to have one with you now. Why don’t
you just take that Chinese rifle? It’s way better than that AKSU.”

“At least I know where this one fires the bullets.” Tarasov
bitterly grins looking at his rifle. Seeing at what Crow is up to, he
frowns. “What are you doing?”

“I want to see that bastard’s face.”

“I wouldn’t do that. It brings bad luck.”

Crow leaves the tactical helmet on the corpse. “It’s just because I
rarely come that close to the baddies I shoot.”

“I know. That’s what I could never understand about snipers... |
mean, you lay hidden, see a head close in the reticule from hundreds
of meters and then blow it to pieces. Do you at least feel something
when you see them dying?”’

“Yes,” Crow says as he reloads his Dragunov, listening to the
bolt clicking back to position as if it was a sophisticated musical
instrument. “I do feel something.”

“And what would that be?”

“Recoil.”

Tarasov shrugs and turns back to the bodies. He’s never liked
scavenging from dead enemies but, being low on resources, the hand
grenades and bandages he finds will come in useful. After a moment
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of hesitation, he removes the bullet-proof tactical vest from the
corpse and puts it over the light pilot suit.

It didn’t save its previous owner... but still could save me.

“I’ll move on. Stay here and wait for my sign to proceed.”

“Roger, Condor,” comes the Stalker’s reply.

Suspecting that the small party they have run into was only a
vanguard, Tarasov remains cautious as he sneaks from cover to
cover. After a few minutes, he is relieved to see light appearing in
the distance. “Looks like we’re almost through!”

“That’s a stretch covered by a concrete roof, with openings to the
side. It was an open road once but got covered after the traffic was
regularly hit by avalanches.”

“Shit. And I was hoping it’s the other end.”

“Keep moving, Condor. Only two more kilometers to go.”

The light falling in from the opening in the concrete wall takes a
toll on his eyes, already accustomed to the darkness. Tarasov closes
his right eye to keep it accustomed to the darkness. He passes the
stretch concerned about their flanks open to any danger coming from
outside. His instincts prove right when the thud-thud of rotor blades
sounds above them.

“Run!”

Tarasov doesn’t need Crow’s warning to dash forward as quickly
as he can, hoping that no enemies lie in wait where the row of
casements end and darkness continues. Arriving at the first wreck
offering cover, he looks around for Crow but the Stalker has
disappeared. Hiding behind the burnt-out frame of a bus, he can hear
the helicopter hovering directly above.

He proceeds only a few meters further into the darkness to a car
that might once have been a Humvee when a voice makes him
freeze.

“Stoi! Lay down your weapon!” The words echoing in the tunnel
ahead are Russian, but spoken with a strangely soft accent. “You are
surrounded!”

His memories from last night’s encounter with the snake-like
mutant still alive, Tarasov recoils as he sees a thick cable descend
from one of the wall openings behind him. His distress gives way to
fear as three commandos slide down the rope and take cover behind
the wrecked bus, moving swiftly like cats without even giving him a
chance to aim his rifle.
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“Surrender!”

Tarasov takes his chance and leaps into cover behind the
wrecked Humvee. Automatic rifle fire starts ringing out from behind
the bus. He throws himself to the ground. A hail of bullets hit the
Humvee’s massive steel frame.

Where in the hell is that fucking sniper?

Even betrayal comes to his mind when a familiar rifle barks up.
Crow runs up to him, panting but with a victorious grin on his face.

“At last! We’re sitting ducks here,” shouts Tarasov amid the
rifle fire. “They’ve blocked the tunnel ahead!”

“Sorry bro! I had to switch the scope to the Abakan.”

“Give suppressing fire from the left!”

Crow stays in cover while firing a long burst, holding his rifle
over his head and what was once the vehicle’s engine compartment.
At the same time, Tarasov rolls to his right, jumps up and rushes
forward, firing his AKSU into the enemies appearing in the beam of
the torchlight.

“Forward,” he screams, “forward!”

His limb hits against something hard as he moves in to finish the
ambushers. He can hear someone barking commands but the
crossfire coming from left and right cuts them short. One enemy tries
to drag himself away. Tarasov grabs and turns him onto his back.

“Who are you?” he asks him in a commanding voice. All he gets
in reply is a scornful grin that doesn’t vanish even as he points his
rifle at the enemy’s face. It turns into a grimace when Tarasov fires
his weapon. Stepping closer, the Stalker looks down at the body.

“Damned mercenaries... I tried to loosen up their tongue more
than once. But they wouldn’t talk.”

“Check him for loot if you want,” Tarasov curtly replies. There is
something about their adversaries’ trained movements and uniform
equipment that makes him feel uneasy. While the Stalker busies
himself with checking the bodies, Tarasov keeps his weapon aiming
towards the tunnel stretch where the mercenaries descended, though
the helicopter’s noise has now receded into the distance.

“I found a pack of smokes,” Crow joyfully reports. “Do you want
one?”

Thick dust swirls in the light of Tarasov’s headlight but the
temptation to remove his gas mask is too strong. “Quadruples the
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dose of daily radiation,” he grumbles, “and fills your lungs with
polonium...”

“Correct, but that was not my question.”

“All right... give me one.”

The Stalker removes his gas mask and sits down on the body of a
dead mercenary as if it was a cushion. He lights up his cigarette, then
offers the pack and his lighter to Tarasov. “I’m trying to quit, you
know. But there are moments when I could kill for a smoke.”

“You just did,” Tarasov replies removing a cigarette from the
box.

“Yeah... You know, bad habits die hard. Maybe if I stick to my
bad habits, I’ll also die hard.”

Through the smoke of his cigarette, Tarasov carefully studies the
Stalker. Crow’s combat skills seem too good for a Loner Stalker, for
whom battle was more about satisfying trigger-happy fingers and
surpassing each other with cocky battle cries than following
coordinated tactics.

“You’ve got a good sense for teamwork, you know?”

“Heard that before. Take it, buddy... don’t let anyone say that
Crow didn’t share his smokes.” The Stalker puts the still burning
cigarette butt into the mouth of the corpse he was sitting on and
gently pats its face. “Molodets. You no longer need to care about
lung cancer, do you?”

As they move on with Tarasov taking the lead, he soon halts in
his tracks when his torchlight illuminates a huge bulk of fangs and
muscles, its fur scorched by fire. The air surrounding it still smells of
burnt flesh.

“At least the mercs took care of this one,” Crow remarks as they
pass by the dead mutant.

“What the hell was that?”

“I’d have thought you have bears in the Zone. Don’t you?”

“Bears? No. Especially not like this, with claws longer than a
hand’s span and a row of spiky bones along its spine.”

“If I ever have kids, I’ll take them to the Zone one day. It must
be like a petting zoo.”

After hours in the darkness and suffocating dust, Tarasov feels
relief wash over him when, at last, daylight glimmers at the far end
of the tunnel. He has to force patience and caution on himself as he
moves from the wrecks to wall niches, still concerned about more

86



gunmen waiting to ambush them. When they reach the exit, Tarasov
exchanges a glance with the Stalker. Crow nods and they exit the
tunnel at the same moment, Tarasov aiming his weapon and
scanning the area for any hostiles, while Crow does the same to his
left.

“Clear,” Tarasov says lowering his AKSU.

“Looks like we made it, bratan,” Crow replies with a sigh.

The Geiger counter clicks steadily at normal level, meaning that

Tarasov can at last remove his gas mask and take a deep breath,
enjoying the fresh and cool air streaming into his lungs. After the
dark and narrow tunnel, his senses struggle to perceive the awe-
inspiring scenery.
He raises his binoculars. Flanked by snow-capped peaks, the valley
descends steeply towards the south where a wide plain opens up,
covered by lush forest. Clouds of mist drift over the dark green
foliage that stretches towards the horizon. Low clouds cover the
view beyond the far hills that bite into the steel-blue sky like giant
teeth. Deep in the forest, the hugest anomaly he has ever seen looms,
having carved a gigantic archway leading into the hills beyond it.
The glint of purple fire flashes in its middle. An exhilarating sense of
freedom overcomes Tarasov.

“Welcome to the New Zone,” Crow says behind him.

Tarasov turns to share his excitement but freezes at the sight of
the silenced Glock that Crow is holding in a steady aim, his eyes
narrowed and not promising anything good.

“Ruki ver,” the Stalker coldly says, “drop that weapon,
boyevoychik.

Tarasov lets go off his rifle and raises his hands as commanded.

“Lock your fingers behind your head. Get down on your knees...
molodets. And now, it’s time for you to properly introduce yourself.
Who are you and what was in that chopper?”

“We didn’t come here to harass the Stalkers! Didn’t I tell you
already?”

“I don’t care about the Stalkers. I want to know what was in that
chopper. Especially in the Mi-8 that made it through.”

“We were escorting a scientific expedition -

“That’s bullshit.”

Tarasov sighs, knowing there is no way he can bluff his way out.
His only hope is to be convincing enough for Crow to let him live,
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yet also be skillful enough to omit what little he knows of the
scientists’ mission.

“I am Major Mikhailo Tarasov, Armed Forces of the Ukraine.
We are on a search and rescue operation...”

Crow listens carefully to his story, without showing any emotion.
Only when Tarasov describes the commandos destroying the
helicopter does he narrow his eyes.

“They took an exoskeleton? That actually explains a thing or
two.” The Stalker holsters his weapon. “Okay. You’re not a hunter.
You’re being hunted.”

“Does that make two of us?” Tarasov asks, still unsure whether
Crow is an ally or not.

“Let’s move into that hut over there and have a little chat.” the
Stalker replies.

Crow leads him into a half-ruined brick building that still has
POLICE CHECK POINT painted on it in faded letters. A recent
campfire is still smoldering inside, emanating pleasant warmth after
the chilly wind outside.

“We’re in Stalker country now,” the sniper says, sitting down by
the fire. “A few Brothers must have been here recently. Probably the
mercs had interrupted their breakfast.”

“I don’t see any bodies around.”

“They obviously didn’t feel like taking on a whole squad of
mercs and dusted off. Wise decision.” Crow takes a box of canned
meat from his backpack. He opens it with his combat knife. “You
want some havchik?”

“Gladly,” Tarasov says taking the chunk of greasy meat that
Crow offers him on the tip of his knife. “To be honest, you scared
the shit out of me.”

“I wasn’t out to scare you. I meant it. But we’re more or less in
the same shoes... Condor. At least you have a fitting name for a
Spetsnaz.”

“So... are we running from the same enemy?”

“I am not running, Condor. I am on the trail of a bizarre arm
smuggling enterprise. It’s none of your business for whom I do this
errand. Don’t even ask. At first I believed you might be involved,”
Crow explains, “but I couldn’t understand why anyone would down
your chopper if it was supposed to be carrying a precious load. I
know of only one force here who might be the buyers, and it’s also
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the only force with anti-aircraft weapons. Besides... anyway, it
doesn’t add up.”

“Those people from the crash site and the tunnel? Who are
they?”

Crow shrugs and spits on the ground. “I don’t know. Gunmen,
henchmen... Now they’re dead men.”

“And dead men don’t talk.”

“Too bad. If I knew who had sent them, I would have collected
my reward already. Some people in Bagram might have great
interest in state of the art equipment like your exoskeletons.”

“Tell me about Bagram.”

“It’s run by a weird character calling himself Captain Bone. He
wears a heavy armored suit, all painted black, with red patterns on its
chest. He would never remove his curtain helmet, even if it makes
him look like a crazy astronaut. But he seems to care about looking
important more than making money.”

Tarasov tries to hide his surprise. By the description he easily
recognizes the armored suit worn by senior Duty commanders in the
Zone.

“Are there more like him in Bagram?” he asks trying to withdraw
his real interest from his face and voice.

“He does have bodyguards, but they wear lighter armor. Same
color scheme, though. A Stalker doctor called Bonesetter tends to
those who ran out of luck. Then there’s a junkie called Ashot. He
runs a gun shop and bar and trades in everything. There’s his buddy,
a gun nut called Yar, I mentioned him already. I hope he’s not
involved in this, because I’d hate to liquidate such a wonderful
expert on sniper gear.”

Tarasov frowns. The two big Freedom jokers in a base run by a
captain from Duty? What the hell is going on there?

“I know them from the Zone. Ashot was dealing in smuggled
NATO gear,” he says, “but I never took him for one of the bad guys.
Even if he was always aligned with anarchists. Not to mention Yar,
who only cared about weapon upgrades.”

“That might be so... in any case, for the time being I’'m more
interested in finding out who the client is. I believe they might be
hiding somewhere to the west but haven’t been able to recon the area
so far. To get there, one needs to cross Tribe territory. And that’s
almost impossible without getting killed.”
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It’s definitely impossible if you are killed, Tarasov thinks, but
says, “Why?”

“Worst sons of bitches I’ve ever seen,” the Stalker scowls. “Take
the skills of highly trained soldiers, add the cruelty of Genghis
Khan’s warriors, top it up with excellent gear and you have the
Tribe.”

“Maybe it was them who shot us down?”

“It’s a possibility, although the people we’ve run into were
definitely not of Tribe.” Crow spits out a mouthful of canned meat.
“Shit, what do they make this from?... Anyway, I’ve never seen
them using choppers. Instead, they ride around in Humvees.”

Degtyarev’s words about rogue Americans come to Tarasov’s
mind. “Maybe the pindosi are back?”

“Hard to tell... if their rules of engagement now include torturing
prisoners, keeping tribal women as birth machines and decorating
their vehicles with skulls and bones, then yes, one could say they are
back.” Crow shakes his head. “But I doubt it. While I was in Bagram
I heard that the Tribe was already here when the first Stalkers
arrived. Usually they keep to themselves unless one gets too close to
them.”

All this sounds too far-fetched to Tarasov’s ears to be true. Only
one thing attracts his interest. “They have women?”

“Probably got to them before the nukes went off... You better
not have any high hopes, brother. Most Afghans who were still alive
after the nukes sought refuge in Iran, Uzbekistan, Pakistan... This
sandbox is empty now.”

“Yes... I saw one of the refugee camps close to Termez.”
Tarasov looks into the small fire which is about burning itself out.
Seeing that the Stalker is preparing to leave, he asks him one more
question. “You mentioned the Taliban. I never thought they would
be still around.”

“Taliban are like cockroaches, almost impossible to exterminate.
You’ll run into them soon enough.”

“Maybe we could contact each other from time to time. Share
information. What do you think?”” Tarasov suggests.

“Maybe,” Crow shrugs. “Now, I have to do some business of my
own but let’s hook up in Bagram. I’ll be there in a few days. Until
then, a word of advice: that place is messier than it seems. Do not
trust anyone.”
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Sparrow Two

North of the Shamali Plains, 2014, 16:11:35 AFT

After his mysterious companion disappears into the wilderness,
Tarasov takes his binoculars and scans the horizon. He can’t see any
trace of Dragonfly Two’s crash site — no fire, no smoke column,
nothing. To the south, he can make out the cluster of buildings and
grey landing strip that must be Bagram. Below his position, the road
turns to the west and continues in an almost straight line to where the
hills and forest meet, passing through ruined settlements along the
way. The stream from the valley he and Crow had been following
broadens and runs directly south.

The road appears easy going but it also offers many ambush
opportunities, he thinks, the river bed seems safer but it’s probably
crawling with mutants. His watch tells him he has four hours till
nightfall. Still in doubt over which route provides the better option,
Tarasov leaves the road and starts walking towards the forest.

Upon entering it, he is gripped by a feeling of familiarity. The
dense undergrowth, the darkness beneath the thick foliage, the low,
ruined walls here and there... all serve to remind him of the Zone’s
Red Forest. So does the eerie silence.

But it is also different here. The trees grow taller, their
intertwining foliage casting a suffocating darkness over the muddy
ground that seems to suck at Tarasov’s feet as he makes his way
through the mud and rotting undergrowth. The deeper he moves, the
darker it gets, with tree trunks appearing like silent monsters in the
beams of light falling through the foliage. Noxious vapors emanate
from the muddy ground. The Geiger-counter’s crackle is the only
noise, sounding in his ears like an echo of his quickening heartbeat
whenever he sees a weirdly deformed tree reaching out with rotten
branches as if to suffocate him, or dense bushes that might hide a
mutant preparing for the killing leap before feasting on his remains.
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The major stops and shakes his head, as if to rid himself of a
headache. A glimpse at the Geiger counter tells him that radiation
levels are slightly above normal, but still below the dangerous level.

Tarasov removes his gas mask to allow him to breath with more
ease. The sickening odor of rotting earth immediately assails his
nostrils, making him grimace with disgust.

Whenever he pauses the forest seems to want to suck him in, to
make him part of it. Trees, bushes, stones, water — all around is dead.

As he sneaks from cover to cover, his weapon held ready, the
brown mass of an abandoned armored vehicle looms ahead of him.
Moving closer, Tarasov sees it is the first of three. It might have
been a convoy, but he doesn’t recognize the type of vehicles. The
only thing he is sure of is that they are not from the Soviet war.
Looking at the holes in their hulls, it is also clear to him that they
were ambushed.

Curious, he opens the hatch of the first one and peers inside. His
heart almost stops beating when he hears a hiss and senses rather
than sees the movement inside. He just manages to duck aside as a
snake’s mouth darts towards his face. But now he has better options
than in the cave. He throws a grenade inside before frantically
slamming the hatch closed. Jumping off the vehicle, his feet have
barely touched the ground before a muted explosion shakes the
wreck. The smell of burnt flesh and putrid decay rises from inside
when he opens the hatch again.

Inside, among bloody shreds of snake flesh and the rotting remains
of a small mutant that looks like a jackal pup to Tarasov, he sees
hundreds of cartridge casings.

Whoever was inside here must have put up a desperate fight, he
thinks, unaware of the grimace on his face.

He picks up a pocketful of shells, thinking that they’ll come in
handy if or when he encounters another anomaly, and has almost
closed the hatch again when he notices something among the shells.
Picking it up and wiping off the grime reveals it to be an old-
fashioned mobile phone. Unsure of whether it can be of any use or if
it might at least offer a clue about the convoy’s fate, the major puts it
into his pocket.

Here and there the gloomy undergrowth is pierced by a ray of
light, making the dust visible. But the shadows deepen as the
sunlight fades. Tarasov anxiously sees that, judging by the distance
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to the mountains, he has barely covered one third of the distance to
Bagram.

I hope I don’t get lost. Spending the night here would not be
pleasant at all.

His thoughts are interrupted by a howl, followed by a deep,
aggressive growling. More howls join in, forming a chorus. He takes
a few steps in the direction of the sound. Cautiously peering through
a bush, he sees a clearing in the woods and a pack of jackals running
toward him. He raises his rifle but by the time he takes aim, the
jackals have reached his position — and to his surprise run on,
ignoring him. Tarasov has no time for relief because after a few
moments, a huge, lumbering shadow emerges from the undergrowth.
It is the biggest mutant he has ever seen — its furry head resembling
that of a bear but the mouth open stretching down to its neck,
showing a double row of bloodied teeth. Its side is covered with
deep wounds, but the mutant seems to ignore them as it turns toward
Tarasov with a blood-curdling growl. He is not sure if he can kill this
beast with the ammo he has loaded, or if he had time at all to change
the magazine once it is empty, so he does the only thing he can. He
runs.

He would have no chance in the open, but here among the dense
woods he moves with more agility than his lumbering adversary and
jumps over a low mud wall into what might have been an orchard in
the past. After a few meters, he looks back, thinking that the bear-
like mutant had been unable to follow him. Then a brick crumbles,
then more, and Tarasov sees with horror that the mutant simply
broke through the wall. He runs on, out of breath, with a stinging
pain in his kidneys. The growling behind him draws closer with
every step. Suddenly he sees a large pool of mud, with stains of
reddish water oozing a fiery vapor. He can’t dodge it and besides,
even with the meager protection his suit offers, he has more chance
of surviving an anomaly than the assault of the raging mutant.

Tarasov holds his breath and jumps. Rolling on the ground,
burning pain bites into his sizzling skin. Moaning, he manages to
raise himself into a kneeling position, ready to fire, knowing he’s no
longer able to run.

The old Stalker trick of running towards an anomaly, evading it
at the last moment and then watching the mutants running headlong
into the trap had saved him many times back in the Zone. But now,
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to his horror Tarasov sees that the mutant stops and walks up and
down in front of the anomalies, as if debating whether if it could
jump over to finish the hunt. Then, to Tarasov’s even greater shock,
it stretches its dreadful head forward and starts sniffing around the
anomalies, until it finds a path through the sizzling, muddy
substance.

Damn! This wretched beast is smart, Tarasov thinks as he
desperately crawls backwards.

Halfway through the anomalies, the mutant rears up on its legs,
unleashing a deafening roar. It is probably intended to paralyze its
prey, leaving them wide-eyed and defenseless with horror, but
Tarasov still has enough control over his body to raise his weapon
and empty the magazine into the mutant’s torso. But as he fires his
last cartridge, the shooting doesn’t stop. Perplexed, Tarasov sees
heavy bullets still pouring into the mutant’s flesh until it emits a
pain-filled yelp and falls right into the anomaly. Its fur catches fire
immediately and Tarasov, gasping for air, watches it being
consumed by acidic flames.

I’'m getting tired of others saving me, he thinks. In the Zone, it
was the other way around.

Still oblivious of where the shots came from, he looks around.

“Don’t move,” a voice commands. “Stay right where you are.”

“I couldn’t move even if I wanted to,” Tarasov shouts back.

Then, to his unspeakable relief, two soldiers emerge from the
woods. One of them is wearing Berill body armor, though both also
sport bandages. Wounded men, even if only lightly. The other one, a
stout, blond soldier with blue eyes thick set in his round face, is
holding a PKM machine gun. To Tarasov’s astonishment, he wears
no armor, only the standard issue white and blue striped tee-shirt and
a green bandana. This guy must be either a tough bastard or totally
crazy, Tarasov thinks.

“Sparrow Two?” he cries out.

“Major?” one of the soldiers asks incredulously.

Tarasov nods and the two soldiers quickly pull him away from the
anomaly. For a moment, Tarasov’s joy over finding the lost squad
makes him forget about his badly burnt legs.

“Thanks to that damned mutant,” he groans, “it chased me right
into your arms!”
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“It’s great to see you alive, komandir,” the machine gunner says.
“Where are the others?”

“It’s just me. Give me a medikit and bandages... my legs are
burnt.”

With quick, well-trained hands, the other soldier cuts through the
burnt rags of Tarasov’s leggings and pours water from his canteen
over the wounds.

“Lucky for us, our medic made it through,” the soldier says as he
applies antiseptics and fixes a silicone bandage. “He’ll take care of
the rest. This should do till we get back to the chopper.”

“Tell me what happened to you, while I brace myself up.”

“Yes, Major,” the machine gunner says. “We were hit... or
whatever, because it was no projectile... Suddenly all the electrical
systems went dead, at least almost all, though the pilot managed to
keep the chopper in the air for a few minutes. We were incredibly
lucky not to smash into the mountains, but then the engine died and
the chopper started to spin, and we crash-landed into this forest.
Eight of us survived, with three others badly wounded.”

“Who is in command now?”

“Senior Sergeant Zlenko. It was probably him who saved our
life, because as soon as we took off, he ordered us into our armored
suits.”

“That was a wise choice. And where is your Berill suit, soldier?”

“Err... I got a serious case of armor chafe and removed it. It’s
because of my size... even the biggest one is too small for me, sir!”

The major decides not to flak him for the moment, although he
suspects that the machine gunner has used armor chafe as an excuse
to flaunt the many tattoos on his robust arms.

1 got it. He’s crazy, Tarasov thinks.

“What happened to the other squad, sir?”

Staring at the ground, Tarasov shakes his head.

“Not even Zotkin?” the soldier with the medikit asks.

“Not even him.”

“How did you survive?”

“I was wearing my exoskeleton, remember? It saved my life but
was destroyed. I hope you have a spare armor suit.”

“We do, sir. Actually, we have too many spare suits.”

“Help me up and let’s get back to your chopper. I hope you
established a defensive perimeter?”’
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“Certainly, sir,” the machine gunner says cutting down two
boughs from a tree with a combat knife. “But there is this shit all
around us. Nothing gets through, but in exchange, we can’t leave the
perimeter either. Sit on this, sir. Kamensky, hold the branches from
the other side, will you?”

Tarasov hates the idea of arriving at the crash site like an invalid,
but when he tries standing on his feet he realizes that he actually is
one. Swearing, he reluctantly lets the two soldiers carry him.

“Don’t worry, sir,” the chatty machine gunner says. “Making it
here alive was feat enough in itself. All the boys will agree with that.
There’s nothing bad about being carried for a few meters. Besides,
it’s better to have a little burnt skin than your head ripped off by
that... thing. Wouldn’t you agree, Major?”

Tarasov scowls, his face still distorted by pain. “What’s your
name, trooper?”

“Private Ilchenko, sir. Friends call me Ilch. And that’s Private
Kamensky to your left.”

“Good. And now, Private Ilchenko: hold your mouth! You talk
more than a salesman.”

“As ordered, sir,” the soldier grins.

“It’s good to have an officer around again,” Kamensky whispers,
flashing a gloating glance at Ilchenko.

The two troopers arrive at the crash site as proudly as if they
were carrying some large and noble prey. Their comrades, most of
them with arms and heads wrapped in bloody bandages, cheer when
they see them carrying their commander. Ilchenko loudly tells
everyone what had happened. Tarasov doesn’t mind — at least it’s not
him who has to tell the squad about their ill-fated comrades. For him,
it’s the first moment since the crash when he thinks that maybe the
mission has not failed altogether. However, his relief is
overshadowed by the sight of four bodies covered with waterproof
canvas. If not for his reckless decision to change the flight path,
those men would still be alive. Or maybe they would still have died
but in an ambush or a firefight, something that offered a more
dignified death.

Even with their heavy losses, the survivors have preserved their
cohesion as a unit, having set up a small perimeter around the badly
damaged helicopter with the squad’s grenade launcher positioned to
cover the area where the woods open up. They have also erected a
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small tent where the medic, a very young but smart-faced soldier,
tends to the wounded.

“Dragonfly Two carried fourteen men, including the pilots,” the
squad’s senior sergeant reports. He wears a blood-soaked bandage
around his head. “We lost two troopers and the pilots in the crash.
Now we have four heavily wounded and four men combat ready.
That means they can still fire their weapon, but...”

“Thank you, Sergeant Zlenko,” Tarasov replies while the medic
is treating the burns on his legs. “Do you have communications?”’

“I’m afraid the radio is busted, sir.”

“What do you have that still works?”

“Since our chopper carried all the equipment, we have enough
ammo, food and medical supplies to last a while. The only thing we
don’t have is a way out of this hellhole.”

“Worry about that later. Why aren’t you wearing the exoskeleton
assigned to you?”

“With all due respect, sir, I know it’s good gear and all but I
prefer the Berill. I can fetch an exo for you, if you wish.”

Tarasov looks into the forest where darkness is growing like
thick, black fog. Attempting a night march through the unknown
wilderness would be reckless, even with full forces. With half of the
survivors barely able to walk, including himself, it would be utter
suicide. He also needs to find a way through the anomaly field.

“No” he finally replies. “Can the wounded stand on their feet?
Let two wounded of your choice wear the exos. It should make
walking easier for them. Tomorrow we move out at daybreak.”

“Where to, sir?”

“Bagram. It makes no sense to establish a forward operations
base with half of the men down. Bagram shouldn’t be too far.”

“No rescue mission, then?”

“Looks like we have to get out on our feet or die here. But not
before picking up those scientists.”

“Will we be able to get through those... burners?”

“The briefing said you were doing peacekeeping missions with
the 13™ Air Mobile Brigade.”

“That’s correct, sir.”

“This of course means that none of you was ever posted to the
Exclusion Zone around the CNPP.” Tarasov sighs. It would have
been a major miracle if they had been, he thinks. I don’t know why I
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even bothered to ask. “All right, listen up. I’ll need to explain to you
a few things....”

Tarasov explains the basics about mutants and anomalies to the
survivors, adding his latest experiences with the jackals, the snake
and the bear. As he talks, the forest around them seems to come
alive. Growls, grunts, roars and howls penetrate the darkness,
causing the soldiers to exchange anxious glances.

“Make a bonfire,” Tarasov orders, “and be prepared for another
long night. This time tomorrow we can rest in Bagram.”

“Are you sure the fire will keep those beasts at bay?” the medic
asks. Fear looms in his eyes behind the thin spectacles.

“No.”

“But then... why?”

“Because it’s cozy.”

“Lobov has a point, sir,” the sergeant interjects. “What if hostiles
see it?”

“The hostiles we should be concerned about don’t need a
campfire to see us.”

“If you say so, Major... I’ll go and see to that fire.”

Tarasov nods in approval and leans against the helicopter’s
wreck to rest his aching body. Soon, a bonfire casts its relaxing light
over the perimeter. The warm flames, together with the soldiers’
quiet chatter, remind him of nights in the Zone. This familiarity
cases his nerves; he feels safe at last, but still doesn’t let his AKSU
out of his reach.

A trooper comes and offers him a loaf of bread. It’s still fresh
and must be from the rations they got in Termez. Tarasov gladly
accepts it. His stomach is rumbling almost as loudly as the mutants
growl in the gloomy night.

Shamali Plains, 22 September 2014, 07:10:15 AFT

The dawn brings rain, turning the already muddy forest ground into a
veritable swamp. Tarasov orders the squad to move out at first light,
or better when according to his watch — or at least when first light
should have appeared. He watches the slowly moving column of
soaked soldiers, all of them carrying as much extra equipment from
the crashed Mi-8’s load as they can bear. Sweat and rain blend on his
face as he moves on, keeping his eyes on Ilchenko who walks in
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front of him. Like a gray ghost shrouded in a veil of rain, Sergeant
Zlenko follows them at the tail of the column. With the mud sticking
to his boots and making every step twice as difficult for his wounded
legs, Tarasov is content with the slow pace.

It is not only the heavy rain that slows them down. When
Tarasov tries to find a path through the anomaly field surrounding
the crash site, he makes an unpleasant discovery: unlike in the Zone,
where anomalies more or less stay in one place, their southern
counterparts move, making it difficult to navigate through them. It is
like walking through a minefield where the mines are shifting
position, making Tarasov realize again that, no matter concerning its
similarities with the Old Zone, this is a more evil place where he has
to learn the local ways as if he were a rookie once again.

After burying the fallen in the morning, Tarasov’s task had been
to exchange his battered AKSU to an AKM-S rifle with a scope
attached. He also finally got rid of the ragged pilot’s outfit in favor
of a Berill-5M armored suit. The Berills were standard equipment
for the paratroopers and, with almost half of the squad fallen, there
had been more than enough suits and weapons to choose from. He’d
ordered the soldiers to carry as much of the weapons and supplies as
they could and had had the helicopter’s wreck blown up before
leaving. Once the medic pumped him full of painkillers to get him
on his feet again, he was able to walk and lead the squad, albeit with
a heavy limp.

As he stands and watches over the troopers passing by, the
sergeant turns up at his side.

“Permission to speak freely, komandir?”

“If you’ve got something to say, say it.”

“Sir... maybe it wouldn’t be too shameful to abandon the
mission, given our condition.”

Tarasov looks at a trooper with a badly wounded arm. He’d
watched the medic changing the bandages that morning, but he can
see blood oozing through again already. Another soldier is wearing
an exoskeleton, its kinetic motors making walking easier, though he
still has to be helped along by one of his comrades. Two other
soldiers carry a third on a field stretcher.

No, the Major thinks, it wouldn’t be shameful to abandon the
mission.
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For him, it would be more than that. It would be disgraceful and
being court-martialed with Kuznetsov in charge would mean not
only the end of his military career but also many years in prison, all
for one mistake. Even so, he would bear that if his men needed him
to. However, in the Zone he became used to succeeding in missions
performed against all odds, and these soldiers seem tough and
resilient. Moreover, recent events have left a bitter taste — he, who
made it to the rank of major and military Stalker commander of the
Zone, had been forced to run from a mutant and had also been
carried by two grunts to the crash site like a helpless rookie. His
pride is perhaps even more deeply hurt than his legs and, whatever
happened, he had to show his new squad that he hadn’t put in charge
for nothing.

He frowns as he looks into the eyes of his second-in-command.
“Honestly, Sergeant, from the very beginning this mission, with
close air support and two good squads seemed to be too good to be
true.”

Zlenko doesn’t reply, but keeps looking at Tarasov in
anticipation.

“If we can make it to Bagram, we can properly patch up the
wounded. We can wait a few days until they gather enough strength
and maybe even contact Whiskey to get new instructions. Then we
continue our mission. After all, we are here to find those scientists,
Sergeant, not to conquer this cursed place.”

“So we will press on?”

Tarasov likes the sergeant’s attitude. Had he asked if he, Tarasov,
wanted to press on, it would have meant that he disapproved. But he
doesn’t know the men well enough. The sergeant might be ready to
follow orders but his sense of duty is less important now than the
state of his soldiers.

“Sergeant Zlenko... what’s your given name, anyway?”

“Viktor, sir.”

“So, Viktor, if I give the order to continue, are the men with me?
Are you?”

“Sir... When we landed in this hellhole with all those anomalies,
as you called them, around us, the only thing we hoped for was a
rescue mission. But your appearance boosted morale. Now they
think that if you could make it through alone, they too can make
through together.”
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“And what do you think?”

“I think the same way.”

“Good,” Tarasov replies laconically, “then you better go back to
the rear. Make sure no one tails away.”

“Tak tochno, komandir.”

“One more thing. Keep in mind that Stalkers will be neutral
towards us at the best. If we encounter them, we must not provoke
any hostile action.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll pass the order not to shoot first. And if we are
attacked?”

“We blast them.”

With a satisfied grin all over his lean face, Zlenko hurries back to
the soldiers. Tarasov takes a gulp from his canteen and follows him.
He can already hear Zlenko translating his orders into language the
grunts can understand.

“Keep moving that stretcher, Bondarchuk, it ain’t time to relax
yet... Ilchenko, keep moving your chubby ass! Finger off the trigger
until we are being shot at!”
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Hearts and Minds

Shamali Plains, 09:22:06 AFT

Passing by the occasional 