
    
      Part 1. Ashes over the Steppe
    

    
      
        The steppe began before the town and ended long after it.
        

         From above, Altyntau looked like a rust-colored scar in the endless plain — a cluster of tin roofs, crooked chimneys, and the thin vertical line of the water tower that cast a shadow like a sundial frozen in time.
      
    

    
      That evening, the wind carried the taste of ash. It always did, in autumn. Coal dust settled on windowsills, and the sky turned the color of metal.
    

    
      At the bus stop near the canteen, 
      Zoya Pavlova
       tightened her scarf and waited for the last bus. Her hands smelled of onions and boiled meat — the scent of the industrial kitchen that had been her second home for the past eight years. It was past nine; the bus was late again. The lights along the street buzzed, moths circling their halos.
    

    
      Two soldiers from the local unit passed by, one humming an old song about the Volga. Zoya smiled at them politely. They didn’t smile back.
    

    
      She glanced at her reflection in the dark window of the stop — thirty, maybe thirty-five, tired eyes, hair pinned too tight. She thought of her son in Karaganda, the letter she hadn’t mailed, and the strange feeling that someone had been standing behind her at the factory gates earlier that evening. She told herself not to be silly.
    

    
      
        When the bus finally arrived, only the driver sat inside, smoking.
        

         “Not going to the dorms anymore,” he grunted. “Road’s flooded. Walk it.”
      
    

    
      Zoya hesitated, then nodded. The path through the workers’ settlement was only fifteen minutes — quiet, lined with poplars. She had walked it a hundred times. But that night, the wind had changed direction, and the poplars creaked like bones.
    

    
      She didn’t reach home.
    

    

    
    
      Two days later
      , the case landed on 
      Senior Investigator Andrei Tumanov’s
       desk.
    

    
      The report was thin — half a page of typewritten text, the edges curled, stamped in blue. 
      Missing person. Female, age 33. Last seen near factory canteen, 21:15, 14 October.
    

    
      The duty officer had scribbled a note in the margin: 
      “Probably went to lover’s place.”
    

    
      Tumanov exhaled, the smoke from his cigarette rising in a pale ribbon. The office smelled of damp paper and cheap tobacco. Outside the window, the steppe glowed pale yellow under the sun — endless, indifferent.
    

    
      
        He had seen worse files. Runaways, drunks, suicides. But something about this one bothered him.
        

         Maybe it was the photograph: a simple, kind face, the sort of woman who brought lunch to workmates and didn’t complain.
      
    

    
      
        He turned to Sergeant Yershov, a young man with sleepy eyes.
        

         “Who took this?”
        

         “Local militsiya, comrade major. Said no signs of foul play. The chief wants it closed by Friday.”
        

         “Friday.” Tumanov stubbed out his cigarette. “They always want it closed by Friday.”
      
    

    
      He left the building, coat collar up, the wind cutting through him like a blade. The town stretched out in front of him — low houses, grey fences, a rusted crane at the rail yard, dogs sleeping in the dust. The sound of a radio drifted from a window: a female voice reading the weather report, calm, detached.
    

    

    
    
      
        The canteen smelled of cabbage and oil even when empty.
        

         The cook on duty, an old woman named 
      
      Klava
      
        , wiped her hands nervously when Tumanov entered.
        

         “We told her not to walk alone,” she said. “But she was stubborn, you know. Said the bus is a waste of money.”
        

         “Anyone follow her that night?”
        

         Klava frowned. “Maybe that man from the warehouse. Tall, always laughing. He used to hang around.”
      
    

    
      
        Tumanov noted it down.
        

         “When did you last see her?”
        

         “After closing. She said goodnight, took her coat, went out. That’s all.”
      
    

    
      
        He stepped outside, looked toward the factory gates — the place where the gravel path turned toward the dormitories. A trail of wind lifted dust, swirling it like smoke.
        

         For a second, he thought he saw movement — a figure near the fence. But when he looked again, there was nothing but the rattle of tin sheets.
      
    

    

    
    
      
        At dusk he reached the settlement — a row of small houses, faded posters peeling from the fences.
        

         A dog barked once, then went silent.
      
    

    
      He stopped at the gate of 
      House No. 17
      , where Zoya had lived. A pot of dead geraniums stood on the windowsill. Inside, the air was still, heavy with the smell of soap and dust. Her neighbor, 
      Anya
      , came out wiping her hands on her apron.
    

    
      
        “You’re from the militsiya?”
        

         “Yes. Investigator Tumanov.”
        

         “She didn’t come home that night. I thought she was visiting her sister. Then yesterday… police came.”
      
    

    
      
        “Did you hear anything unusual?”
        

         Anya hesitated. “Maybe. A noise. Like metal scraping.” She looked away. “Could’ve been the wind.”
      
    

    
      Outside, the evening deepened. The air turned metallic, like blood in the mouth.
    

    
      Tumanov crouched near the gate, studying the latch. There, barely visible in the fading light — a smear of dark brown. He touched it with his pen. Dried. Sticky. Blood.
    

    
      
        And something else.
        

         Indentations on the wood — deep, uneven, semicircular.
        

         He frowned, leaned closer.
        

         They looked like 
      
      bite marks
      .
    

    
      Metallic.
    

    
      
        He ran his fingers lightly over the wood. The splinters had been pressed inward, not broken. Whatever had left the marks had strength — and precision.
        

         He stood there for a long moment, listening to the wind move through the poplars.
      
    

    

    
    
      
        Back in his office, under the flicker of the lamp, he examined the photographs he’d taken.
        

         The bite marks gleamed faintly under the flash.
      
    

    
      
        Yershov leaned over his shoulder.
        

         “What do you think, comrade major?”
        

         “I think someone’s playing games.”
        

         “With teeth?”
        

         Tumanov didn’t answer.
      
    

    
      He closed the file, poured himself half a glass of vodka from the drawer. His reflection in the dusty window looked older than forty-three — tired eyes, jaw clenched. He hadn’t seen his daughter in six months. She lived with her mother in Novosibirsk now. He wrote letters, but never sent them.
    

    
      Outside, the town lights shimmered weakly, like distant stars.
    

    
      It’s just another case,
       he told himself. 
      
        Another missing woman. Don’t make it personal.
        

      
       But the image of the gate wouldn’t leave him — those strange marks, the smell of rust.
    

    
      He dreamed that night of Zoya walking through the steppe, her scarf trailing in the wind, a dark figure following, its face shining faintly under the moon.
    

    

    
    
      
        Morning brought no answers.
        

         The chief wanted progress. “Write it up as voluntary disappearance,” he said. “No body, no crime.”
        

         Tumanov nodded but didn’t sign the paper.
      
    

    
      
        Instead, he went back to the settlement, to the same fence, to the same silence.
        

         A group of workers watched him from across the street. Their expressions were dull, wary.
        

         One of them muttered, “Why dig? She’s gone. People leave.”
      
    

    
      He ignored them. In the dirt near the fence he found a small object half-buried — a 
      button
      , brass, military type. He pocketed it.
    

    
      
        As he turned to leave, a voice stopped him.
        

         “You won’t find her.”
      
    

    
      
        An old woman stood by the gate of the neighboring yard, wrapped in a black shawl. Her eyes were pale, almost white.
        

         “The steppe takes what it wants,” she said. “And it never gives it back.”
        

         He studied her face.
        

         “Who are you?”
        

         “Just someone who remembers.” She smiled faintly. “Once every few years, it comes back. Cleans the land.”
        

         “Who?”
        

         But she had already turned away, disappearing behind the fence.
      
    

    

    
    
      
        That evening, he sat alone in his apartment above the police station, writing a letter to his daughter.
        

         He told her about the weather, about his work, about how quiet the town was. He didn’t mention Zoya, or the blood, or the teeth.
      
    

    
      When he finished, he folded the letter neatly and placed it beside the others — unsent, gathering dust.
    

    
      He looked out the window. The street below was empty, except for a stray dog sniffing at the trash. The wind carried a faint metallic sound — maybe a gate swinging, maybe something else.
    

    
      
        Tumanov lit another cigarette and whispered to himself,
        

         “Something’s wrong here.”
      
    

    

    
    
      
        The next morning, a call came from the outskirts — a shepherd had found something near the ravine.
        

         A torn scarf.
        

         Zoya’s.
      
    

    
      
        He drove out, the road cutting through the pale fields, the horizon endless and cruel.
        

         The wind was rising again, lifting clouds of dust. From afar, the town looked like a mirage — smoke, roofs, a smear of life against the nothingness.
      
    

    
      
        He stood there, staring at the scarf tangled in the weeds, the color faded to gray.
        

         The dog beside him whined.
      
    

    
      The air smelled of iron.
    

    
      
        He took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and for a moment, thought he could hear breathing — slow, rasping, from somewhere within the grass.
        

         But when he looked again, there was only the steppe.
      
    

    
      The steppe, and the silence.
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      Part 2. The Man with the Iron Smile
    

    
      Evenings in Altyntau had their own kind of silence — not peaceful, but tense, as if the town itself was holding its breath.
    

    
      
        Two weeks after the woman’s disappearance, whispers began to spread again.
        

         Same streets. Same faces.
        

         But now they had a new subject — 
      
      Nurlan Dzhumanbayev
      , the man who had returned.
    

    
      He’d once been a geologist — or something close to that. No one remembered exactly. He’d left years ago, gone to the mines near Balkhash, and came back suddenly this spring. Alone.
    

    
      His house stood at the very edge of the settlement, where the paved road gave up and turned into a rutted trail leading to the quarry. The walls leaned, the windows were covered in dust. But every night, a single light burned inside — cold and steady.
    

    
      
        At first, no one cared. Then the baker’s wife mentioned seeing him walking past her shop at midnight. No dog. No cigarette. Just walking, slow and straight, as if counting steps.
        

         By the third night, even the drunks from the billiard hall crossed to the other side of the street.
      
    

    
      They said his teeth gleamed when he smiled — like metal under the moon.
    

    

    
    
      One evening, 
      Sergeant Saparov
      
        , the local precinct officer, decided to check on him.
        

         He wasn’t ordered to — he just couldn’t shake the image of that glowing window. The kind of thing that makes a man uneasy in his own skin.
      
    

    
      He hesitated by the gate, hand half-raised to knock. The wood groaned open on its own.
    

    
      “Evening, Nurlan,” he said, forcing calm into his voice. “You’ve been walking late, huh? People talk.”
    

    
      
        A shadow moved near the porch. Then the man himself stepped forward — tall, thin, with eyes that seemed too still.
        

         And yes, when he smiled, the sergeant saw it: the faint glint of something metallic behind the teeth.
      
    

    
      “Can’t sleep,” Nurlan said softly. “The ground hums at night. Haven’t you heard it?”
    

    
      
        “The ground?”
        

         “It remembers. The soil. All the drilling, the fire... It’s full of vibration. It wants to be clean again.”
      
    

    
      Saparov laughed uneasily.
    

    
      “You sound like a geologist all right. Rocks talking now?”
    

    
      Nurlan tilted his head.
    

    
      “Not rocks. What’s buried under them.”
    

    
      A pause. Somewhere, a shutter banged in the wind.
    

    
      “They’re afraid of me,” he added quietly. “But it’s not fear — it’s rust. It eats everything that isn’t pure.”
    

    
      The sergeant felt a small itch at the back of his neck.
    

    
      “Well, just keep it down, all right? Don’t scare people.”
    

    
      “Let them be scared,” Nurlan said. “Rust talks too.”
    

    

    
    
      
        Later that night, Nurlan stood before his mirror.
        

         The bulb above him buzzed, casting a weak circle of light on the cracked glass. His reflection stared back — expressionless. Then, slowly, it smiled.
      
    

    
      “They don’t understand,” he said. “They never do.”
    

    
      The lips in the mirror moved too, but the sound seemed to come from somewhere else — from deep inside his skull.
    

    
      
        “The earth is filthy,” the voice said.
        

         “I’ll clean it,” he whispered.
        

         “You must. Everything must shine again.”
      
    

    
      He leaned closer, breath misting the mirror. His teeth flashed faintly, the metal glint flickering like a blade.
    

    
      “Purity isn’t water,” he murmured. “It’s pressure. Fire. Time.”
    

    
      
        He pressed his palm to the cold glass. The pipes in the wall groaned, old and hollow, like a distant sigh.
        

         Then the light went out.
      
    

    

    
    
      
        By morning, new rumors had already bloomed.
        

         One said Saparov came home pale and shaking, muttering about “the sound underground.”
        

         Another swore someone saw Nurlan near the old cafeteria again — the same place where Saule Amanova had vanished.
      
    

    
      
        And in his house on the edge of Altyntau,
        

         Nurlan sat at his table, polishing a small piece of metal until it gleamed like a mirror.
      
    

    
      “Everything rusts,” he whispered. “Except the truth.”
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      Part 3. Silence in the Papers
    

    
      The newsroom smelled of stale paper, cigarette smoke, and ink that never quite dried. Iryna Volkov sat by the window, her fingers hovering above the typewriter keys like a pianist who had forgotten her melody. Outside, the snow was turning gray over the streets of Pavlodar, and the sky hung low and metallic, pressing against the city like a lid on a forgotten pot.
    

    
      
        The phone rang once, hesitated, and rang again. She reached for it without looking.
        

         — 
      
      
        “Volkova.”
        

      
      
         A dry male voice came through the line, muffled by static.
        

         — 
      
      
        “You’re the one who writes the human-interest stories, yes? About workers and morals?”
        

      
       — 
      “Sometimes,”
      
         she said.
        

         — 
      
      “Then maybe you’ll be interested. A woman’s gone missing in Altyntau. They say she never came home after her shift at the factory canteen. The local paper won’t print a word.”
    

    
      
        She frowned.
        

         — 
      
      
        “And who are you?”
        

      
       — 
      
        “Doesn’t matter. Just… look into it. Ask about Sáule Amanova.”
        

      
       The line clicked dead.
    

    
      For a moment she listened to the silence, the steady hum of the fluorescent lights, the rhythmic clatter of the linotype in the back room. Then she set the receiver down and lit another cigarette, watching the smoke curl around the cold window glass.
    

    
      At ten o’clock, she stood before the glass-walled office of Editor-in-Chief Pavlenko — a tall, heavy man whose face was as smooth and pink as pressed ham. He was reading 
      Pravda
      , his gold pen tracing each line like it mattered.
    

    
      — 
      “Comrade Pavlenko, may I?”
      
         she asked.
        

         He glanced up, expression flat.
        

         — 
      
      
        “Briefly, Iryna. What now?”
        

      
      
         She stepped in, closing the door behind her.
        

         — 
      
      
        “There’s a disappearance in Altyntau. A young woman. Her name’s Sáule Amanova. I’d like to go down there — maybe write a short column. Something about the dangers of—”
        

      
       — 
      “No.”
      
         Pavlenko’s pen clicked once.
        

         — 
      
      
        “Excuse me?”
        

      
       — 
      
        “We don’t touch those topics. Missing persons, suicides, crimes — all that’s for the militia bulletins, not for us. Our paper writes about achievements, culture, socialist unity. Not panic.”
        

      
       — 
      “But it’s not panic if it’s the truth.”
    

    
      
        He sighed through his nose, folded the newspaper carefully.
        

         — 
      
      
        “Volkova, do you want to know what truth is? It’s what the reader needs to keep faith. Not every rumor that crawls out of the provinces. We’re not some tabloid in Moscow.”
        

      
       — 
      
        “She was a worker. One of their own. Doesn’t that mean anything?”
        

      
       — 
      “It means you will write about International Women’s Day instead. The Party approved a feature on female tractor operators — it suits your style.”
    

    
      Iryna stood still. His eyes didn’t meet hers; he was already reaching for his telephone, signaling that the conversation was over.
    

    
      She left the office, her heels clicking sharply against the tiled floor, the sound echoing down the hallway like small gunshots. She stopped by the bulletin board, where articles on harvest numbers and factory anniversaries were pinned in neat rows. A wall of order — dead, immaculate, obedient.
    

    
      In her desk drawer lay an old notebook with frayed corners. She opened it, wrote one line:
    

    
      “Sáule Amanova — disappeared, Altyntau. Ask local militia. Check hospital.”
    

    
      Then she tore the page out, folded it twice, and slipped it into her coat pocket.
    

    

    
    
      Two days later, she was on the morning train heading east.
    

    
      The carriage smelled of diesel, wool, and boiled eggs. Men in gray coats snored against the windows; a woman with a sleeping child clutched a bag of apples. The land outside stretched flat and endless — frozen fields, skeletal trees, and thin trails of smoke rising from scattered huts.
    

    
      Iryna watched the scenery blur. Somewhere between the snow and the sky, the memory of Pavlenko’s tone lingered in her ears: 
      “We don’t touch those topics.”
    

    
      When the train stopped at Altyntau, the wind cut through her coat like a knife. The platform was nearly empty — only two soldiers smoking, and a hunched woman selling sunflower seeds from a tin bucket.
    

    
      Altyntau looked smaller than she remembered — a string of low houses crouched under the horizon, the factory’s chimneys spewing thin gray ribbons of smoke. A dog barked somewhere. Then silence again, heavy and absolute.
    

    
      She walked toward the local newspaper office first — a one-story building with a fading red sign: 
      “Voice of Labor.”
      
         Inside, the editor, a thin man with nicotine-stained fingers, recognized her press card but shook his head.
        

         — 
      
      “We already heard about the woman,”
       he said quietly. 
      
        “But the militia says it’s domestic. She probably went off with some man. Happens all the time.”
        

      
       — 
      
        “No report filed?”
        

      
       — 
      
        “They filed. Then they closed it.”
        

      
       He gave a thin smile, the kind that meant, 
      “Don’t ask.”
    

    
      Outside, the air smelled of coal and something sweetly metallic. She walked past the canteen — a squat concrete block with frost on the windows. Inside, a few workers sat hunched over bowls of soup.
    

    
      
        Iryna stepped in, shook off the cold, and approached the counter.
        

         — 
      
      “Excuse me,”
       she said softly. 
      
        “I’m from the regional paper. I wanted to ask about Sáule Amanova.”
        

      
      
         The woman behind the counter — plump, middle-aged, in a faded apron — froze for a second.
        

         — 
      
      
        “Sáule?”
        

      
       — 
      
        “Yes. She worked here?”
        

      
      
         The woman nodded slowly, eyes darting toward the door.
        

         — 
      
      
        “She did. Good girl. Quiet. Didn’t gossip like the others.”
        

      
       — 
      
        “When was the last time you saw her?”
        

      
       — 
      
        “That night. After the evening shift. She said she’d go home through the shortcut by the old gate. Never came back.”
        

      
       — 
      
        “Did she have anyone? Family?”
        

      
       — 
      “A sister in Karaganda. But she didn’t visit much.”
    

    
      
        The woman leaned closer, her voice barely a whisper.
        

         — 
      
      
        “They say… they found blood on the gate.”
        

      
      
         Iryna felt her pulse slow.
        

         — 
      
      
        “Who found it?”
        

      
       — 
      “Some kids. But the militia came, cleaned it, said it was rust. Said she just ran off. You know how it is.”
    

    
      A silence hung between them. The sound of spoons clinking against enamel bowls filled the air.
    

    
      — 
      “Did anyone see her that night?”
      
         Iryna asked.
        

         The woman hesitated.
        

         — 
      
      “One man did. The night guard at the depot. He said he saw someone walk behind her — tall man, wearing a hat. But he drinks. They don’t believe him.”
    

    
      Iryna nodded, thanked her, and stepped back outside. The cold hit harder this time. Across the street, the militia building stood squat and gray. A red banner hung over its entrance: 
      “The law protects the honest citizen.”
    

    
      
        Inside, a young officer at the desk took her ID, frowned.
        

         — 
      
      
        “You’re here about the woman? We already wrote the report. She’s considered voluntarily missing.”
        

      
       — 
      
        “May I speak to the investigator?”
        

      
       — 
      
        “He’s not available.”
        

      
       — 
      
        “His name’s Tumanov, yes?”
        

      
      
         The officer’s eyes flickered for a second, then hardened.
        

         — 
      
      “He’s occupied.”
    

    
      
        She left her card on the counter.
        

         — 
      
      “Tell him a journalist from Pavlodar was looking for a comment.”
    

    
      Outside, she lit a cigarette, the smoke twisting into the wind. The factory siren wailed somewhere in the distance — long, mournful, mechanical.
    

    
      She thought of Pavlenko’s office, the sterile posters, the smell of safety. And now this: the silence of a town that had swallowed its own voice.
    

    

    
    
      The old night guard lived in a shack near the railway depot. Someone had told her he was “half-blind, half-drunk, and fully mad.” Still, she went. Journalists are like moths — always circling toward the dimmest, most forbidden light.
    

    
      It was already dusk when she found the place. The steppe wind howled between the freight cars; the air smelled of grease and winter. A single bulb burned in the shack’s window. She knocked once, then again.
    

    
      — 
      “Who’s there?”
      
         a voice croaked.
        

         — 
      
      “Journalist. I’d like to ask about the night Sáule Amanova disappeared.”
    

    
      
        The door opened halfway. A man in a quilted jacket squinted at her through the dark. His face was gray, unshaven, eyes the color of dust.
        

         — 
      
      
        “You from the militia?”
        

      
       — 
      
        “No. From the newspaper.”
        

      
       — 
      
        “Huh. They told me to shut up. Said I was drunk that night.”
        

      
       He let her in. The room smelled of kerosene and sour bread. Empty bottles lined the windowsill.
    

    
      — 
      “I saw her,”
       he said before she asked. 
      
        “That girl. She walked past the depot, like always. Quiet. I was sitting right here, having my tea.”
        

      
       — 
      
        “And then?”
        

      
      
         He scratched his neck.
        

         — 
      
      
        “There was a man behind her. Not one of ours. Too clean. Coat like city folk wear. He walked slow, like he knew she wouldn’t look back.”
        

      
       — 
      
        “You saw his face?”
        

      
       — 
      “No. But when the light hit, something flashed. Like… metal.”
    

    
      
        Iryna felt the back of her neck prickle.
        

         — 
      
      
        “Metal?”
        

      
      
         He nodded, chewing on the word.
        

         — 
      
      “Yeah. When he turned, I saw his mouth glint. Like he was smiling.”
    

    
      
        The stove crackled. Outside, a train groaned by, scattering sparks into the dark.
        

         — 
      
      
        “You told this to the investigator?”
        

      
       — 
      “Told him. He told me to stop drinking.”
    

    
      She thanked him, left a few rubles on the table, and stepped outside. The wind had grown colder. Snow drifted low across the tracks, whispering like paper.
    

    
      
        On the walk back to her lodging, she tried to shake the image from her mind — a man’s smile catching the light like a blade.
        

         
      
      Maybe it was a trick of the eyes,
       she told herself. 
      
        Maybe the old fool saw the reflection of a lantern.
        

      
       But the thought stuck, like a splinter under skin.
    

    

    
    
      Her hotel room was bare: a single bed, a table, and a mirror too small to be useful. She unpacked her notes, spread them across the blanket.
    

    
      	
        
          Sáule Amanova — disappeared after shift.
          

        
      

      	
        
          Blood on the gate (confirmed by locals).
          

        
      

      	
        
          Witness: guard saw man with metallic smile.
          

        
      

      	
        
          Militia denies involvement.
          

        
      

    

    
      She tapped her pen against the paper. The rhythm steadied her breathing.
    

    
      There’s always a pattern,
       she thought. 
      Always someone deciding which stories get told and which get buried.
    

    
      The radiator hissed softly. Somewhere in the hallway, footsteps passed — slow, deliberate — then faded. She didn
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