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A

vulture circled the hot, pale sky, spreading its wings wide. He floated without any effort, hanging motionless at a great height.

Usolcev jealously watched the vulture soar higher and higher, almost dying in the blinding, glowing blue, then it fell rapidly hundreds of meters below.

Usolcev remembered what he had heard about the amazing sight of vultures. He is probably also looking for some carrion. He shuddered despite his will; recent mortal fear was still in him. The mind had calmed down, but every muscle and nerve blindly remembered the danger and trembled in fear. Yes, this vulture could already sit on his corpse and tear apart a distorted, broken body.

The valley, buried in shards of crumbling rocks, was lit like a stove. Neither water nor trees, or grass – only stone, small and sharp at the bottom, concentrated above in the gloomy masses – unreliable sun-burning, slit-cut rocks.

Usolcev rose from the stone on which he sat, and feeling the disgusting weakness in his lap, walked on the creaking gravel. Nearby, a horse stood in the shadow of a rock ledge. A red-haired Kashgarian man set his ears in greeting his master with a very short neigh. Usolcev untied him, patted his neck caressingly, and jumped on his saddle.

The valley soon opened before him. He went out into the open. In the distance, the even projection of the foothills, several kilometers wide, fell steeply into an endless steppe, obscured by the fog of dust and swirling waves of heated air. There, far beyond the gray-yellow horizon, lay the valley of the River III.

The great, swift river carried its coffee waters from China between the thickets of prickly spider and blooming irises. There was no water here in this steppe kingdom of silence. A dry, hot wind rustled in thin stems of chick.

Usolcev stopped the horse and rose in the stirrups and looked back. The steep gray-brown wall was tightly in contact with the plane. The wall was cut by short, dry valleys separating its ridge into a row of sharp, uneven teeth.

In the middle, like the main tower of the fortress, there was a steep mountain. Her jagged raised breast was exposed to the burning winds of a wide steppe, and at the very top protruded a completely white tooth, slightly bent and chipped. It stood out sharply with its bright white against the dark background of the rest of the mountains. This mountain was much higher than the others, and its sharp white tip was similar to a giant horn cutting into the sky.

Tormented by shame, Usoltsev stared at the inaccessible mountain for a long time. He, a researcher and geologist, trembling with fear, gave way just when he seemed to be about to succeed. Also, it was he who was talked about as a tireless researcher of Tien Shan! How good that he went alone without helpers! No one witnessed his fear. Usolcev looked around unwillingly, but the burning space was uninhabited - only the wind was walking wide across the overgrown steppe and the lilac fog hung motionlessly over the eastward rising chain of mountains.

The horse jumped impatiently.

“Well, Rudy, it's time to go home,” the geologist said quietly to the horse, who as if understanding these words, bent his neck and started down the ledge. Small, sharp hooves tapped a small trot on hard ground. Fast driving calmed the troubled geologist.

From the steep slope, Usolcev saw the camp of his expeditionary unit. On the bank of a small stream, under the dubious protection of the filigree, silvery branches of a thicket of jeeps, two tents were stretched and a barely noticeable pillar of smoke rose. Further, already on the border of the steppe, the fat karagacz buckled under the weight of his lush foliage. Another tall tent was set up below him. Usolcev looked at him and turned quickly, feeling sad again.

“The guys aren't back yet, Arslan?” An old worker, Uighur, stirring pilaf in a big cauldron, ran to his horse. “I dispersed him myself. You will be feverishly burning...I don't feel like eating, hot...”

Ujgur's narrow, dark eyes looked at Usolcev closely, “Probably Ak-Miunguz was driving again?”

“No...,” Usolcev blushed slightly. “That way, but next to it.”

“The old men say: Ak-Miunguz won't even sit down, he is sharp as a murmur,” continued Uighur.

Usolcev did not answer, he undressed and headed for the stream. Cool, clear water crashed against sharp stones and from a distance looked like a band of crumpled white velvet. After the dead, hot valleys, after the rustle of the wind, her sonorous, widespread noise brought him relief. Usolcev, refreshed with water, put himself in the shade under the canvas, lit a cigarette and began to think.

Awareness of failure poisoned his rest; his faith in himself was shaken. Usolcev tried to calm his conscience with the thought of the unavailability of the White Horn, but he did not succeed. Deeply affected by his failure, despite his will, he began to think about the one who had long been his faithful friend, admittedly only in dreams.

Today's failure weakened the will. Contrary to the decision, Usolcev got up and slowly walked towards the high tent under the karagach. He remembered the words of a recent conversation.

“What is the point of talking about it?” she asked. “All this old history, covered with dust.”

“Dust?” asked Usolcev angrily and left without saying a word. He decided never to go back here again.

The work unexpectedly touched them again: he met her as the head of the department that explored the area of ​​his photos.

The tents of both branches have been standing next to each other for over two weeks. But for him, it is still as far away and unreachable as the White Horn. He, avoiding unnecessary meetings, exchanging only the necessary words with her, now goes to her tent. One more defeat, another weakness – but let it be there!

A plump girl in round glasses sat in the box in front of the tent busily sewing. She welcomed Usolcev with a friendly smile.

“Is Vera Borisovna in the tent?” asked the geologist.

“Yes, she reads today without a break, all day!”

“Come on in,” a soft, slightly mocking voice from the tent could be heard, “I’ll meet you by the steps.”

“By the steps?” Usolcev was surprised and threw back the canvas. “What's special about them?”

“Gloomy like you!”

Usolcev wanted to say something, but he controlled himself and shyly looked into her harsh, gray eyes with golden sparks.

“What happened?”

“Nothing happened,” said Usolcev quickly. “You are leaving soon, so I came to see you and say goodbye.”

“And I had a day of charming laziness today. My team went to Podgórne to the post office. The management announced last week that the plan was changed. They should send detailed instructions. The work is done here, so we are on the run. I have a beautiful book now; it was sent to me by post, and I read all day. Rest again tomorrow and then, a new place, most likely Kegen. It is a pity that nothing went wrong here. We found some cassiterite crystals – that's all. And the deposits that once were on top have long been washed away!”

“Yes, if higher peaks were preserved,” agreed Usolcev.

“Only the White Horn,” Vera sighed. “But this one is inaccessible, and nothing falls from above: apparently, it is a very hard rock. My advice is to ask for a cannon and use it to split a piece of Horn, otherwise, it will be bad for you. The mystery will not be solved,” she finished cheerfully.

Usolcev reached for the book on the suitcase.

“Ascent to Everest; this is what you read all day?”

“A wonderful book! On its pages lies as if a reflection of Himalayan eternal snows! I was captured not by the attack on Everest itself, but by the gradual internal improvement that each of the main participants of this attack experiences in their soul. You understand? Man's struggle to overcome himself.”

“I understand what you mean,” replied Usolcev. “But they didn't make it to the top of Everest.”

Vera's eyes darkened. “Yes, you consider it a failure. They also admitted it. ‘There is no excuse for us, we were defeated in this honorable skirmish, defeated by the height of the mountain and the thinning of the air,’” read Vera Borysowna, taking the book from Usolcev. “Isn't that enough: choose a high, incredibly difficult goal, even if it's beyond our capabilities? And give my whole self to achieve it. I see Everest so clearly. Sinister, bare, rocky mountain. Crazy winds in inaccessible highlands: even snow can't hold. Around the terrible chasms, glaciers are falling, avalanches are rolling. And people are stubbornly climbing up, still moving forward. If we could more often set goals similar to winning Everest!

Usolcev listened in silence.

“But only individuals are capable of such heroism. And Everest is the only one in the world.”

“Not true, not true! Everyone can have their Everest. Do I have to give examples from our lives? And the war? Didn't she give birth to heroes who performed acts beyond their strength?”

“But this real Everest is undoubted to everyone and everyone, “ she did not give in to Usolcev. “And in choosing your Everest you can be wrong.”

“Oh, you said it right!” a young woman shouted. She looked mockingly at Usolcev, “Indeed. Imagine: you do your best to achieve this Everest, and it turns out that it is a tiny hill, just like ours. What a pathetic end!”

“Like ours?” Usolcev shuddered, and at that moment with remarkable clarity, he remembered how just a few hours ago he lay flattened on a steep rocky slope, after which small, angular shards of scree rolled as shot. To support himself, he clung to the steep slope with his whole body. He felt that with the slightest movement, down or up, he’d inevitably fall from a hundred-meter cliff. How slowly the time passed when, having gathered all his will, he fought with himself, and finally, with one push, he would definitely throw himself to the side, roll, roll over and hang, clutching his fingers in the crevices of the stone. A lonely, silent fight in deadly fear.

Usolcev wiped the sweat that came to his forehead and left without saying goodbye.

Four heads bent over a map of pebbles. The works manager's finger scratched the paper with a broken fingernail.

“Today, we have finally reached the northeastern border of our area. Oh, here, this valley, Oleg Sergeyevich. There a fault again, and there are ancient diorites right next to it. So, the end of our islet of metamorphic deck, the last point.”

The work manager began to unpack the pouches, wanting to show his collections before dark.

Usolcev was still studying the map examined down to the smallest detail. Behind the curves of the contour lines, arrows, behind the colorful patches of decks and tectonic lines, the geologist drew the history of this area.

Quite recently – this means a million years on a geological scale – low, even plateau split, huge gaps were formed, along which they moved, leaving, rising, great chunks of the earth's crust. A breach had formed in the north; now the River III flows in the valley and extends a wide steppe. To the south of the place where their tents stand, steps, like a giant staircase, a mountain ridge rises. On the highest floors, the work of water, wind and sun destroyed equal grades, creating an irregular concentration of mountain tops. Their upper layers were destroyed. They disintegrated and in the form of clay and sand covered the bottom of the low valley. But this first performance has to hide under the trench layer of such decks that have already disappeared in the mountains: its surface has not blurred. If it were to pierce the upper layer of this projection with a pit or shaft, it would be no more than thirty meters thick! However, to do such an expensive job, you need to know at least approximately what the upper layer washed from the tops promises. The answer to this question can only be given by the White Horn: on its inaccessible peak, a tiny island of the upper layers survives. The border between the dark metamorphic rock and the mysterious one; its white blade is clearly visible – it sinks towards the fault. It is certain, therefore, that in the slid part, this white rock has been preserved in its entirety! The mountain protrudes like it’s enchanted. How much time did he look at its foot, in the landslide and in the scree of weathered rocks, though a bit, of the smallest piece from the Horn? From some everlasting, unbroken rock his tooth was formed. But just at the foot of Ak-Miunguz, found two huge crystals of cassiterite – tin stone.

Yes, the secret of White Horn should be determined at all costs. Only on this highland lies the key to the fossil treasures buried below! Tin! How much our country needs? As a geologist, he is clearly aware of this. If so, he, the geologist, should do what others cannot – those who do not understand the full weight of a possible discovery!

Bored with a tiring day, Usolcev's helpers quickly fell asleep. Clean, cool air flowed from the sky to the hot earth. Moonlight streamed down the green cliffs with greenish streams. Usolcev was a little further away from the tents; he set his burning face to the wind. He was trying to sleep.

He survived the failed attempt to capture White Horn again. He considered his salvation from inevitable death as a miracle and, at the same time, knew that he would repeat the trial again.

“At dawn now!” he decided, “Before the moon sets, you need to get the buckles out.”

Usolcev stood up carefully. He passes between the strings of the tents to the equipment box and began rummaging in it, trying not to make noise.

Silent singing came from the further tent. Usolcev listened as Vera sang.

"You will know, my sweetheart, longing and poverty, and immense work, and sorrow ..." a voice softly roamed the moonlit steppe.

Usolcev slammed the box shut and returned to his place.

“No, I'll wait for her to leave. If I kill myself, ready to think no matter what. Apparently, because of her, I went there...And this conversation about Everest. Nothing – nice Everest! Three hundred meters high!

“Where are we going today?” Work’s manager asked Usolcev.

“Nowhere. Our section of the map is over. I give you two days to clean up the site map and collection. Later, you will go to Kirgiz-Saj by cart.”

“So, we will move closer to the border?”

“Yes, to Takyr-Achinocho.”

“It's good. Much better there: higher mountains, there are groves – not what the hell is here. Are you resting today?”

“No, I'll drive along the main landslide.”

“To Ak-Miunguz?”

“No, a little further.”

“You know, I forgot to tell you! When I was in Ak-Tama, the head of the border unit told me that mountaineers tried to get Ak-Miunguz. Some specialists from Alma-Ata came...”

“And what?” Usolcev interrupted impatiently.

“Nothing came of it. The White Horn was considered completely unavailable.”

A cloud of dust rose behind the red horse. Usolcev was going to explore his invincible opponent. The White Horn hung over him with all his protruding vastness like a monstrous bull, which was trying to raise from the flooding waves of the stone sea. To the foot of the mountain, the wind brought bundles of dry, prickly plants. This was where the fissure used to be – here two shifting mountain ranges rubbed against each other.

Traces of this friction remained on the front rocks, glistening with a polished stone. Dark gray and chocolate metamorphic slates, cut with thin veins of quartz, were sloping inwards to the top and formed a fine-layered surface of the cliff, similar to a wall made of thin, tightly laid tiles. Usolcev scanned the rock with his imagination. No, nowhere on this side was there the slightest possibility of climbing the Ak-Miunguz even at a height of fifty meters. The eastern slope of the mountain was a knife-sharp crest and chipped inside. No, the only possible route lay on the southwest side, from the valley separating White Horn from other peaks, from which Usolcev had once climbed almost a hundred meters, overcoming the third part of the terrible mountain. He had two hundred meters to the top, each of them impassable.

Dropping his head back, Usolcev stared at the white blade of the mountain. If they had the right equipment, hooks, ropes, experienced companions! But where to get it all? Even mountaineers do not have the courage to climb the White Horn. Usolcev turned his horse and rode around Ak-Miunguz, to the mouth of the dry valley.

Everest, Makalu, Kanchezanga – the highest peaks of the Himalayas, he thought. Well, the Himalayas! Quite close from here shines Chan-Tengri blue and diamond teeth – Siarydas. Beautiful, menacing snow peaks. A world of transparent air, clean light. All this stimulates the act despite the will. But here: low, gloomy, scattered mountains; cloudy, lilac sky, shimmering steppe mirages.

“No, do not exaggerate it – and this windy, burning space is also beautiful and, in these screes, crumbs of the mountains, there is a peculiar, sad charm. Even in the ordinary white clouds hanging above the horizon, there is the stigma of dry, sad Asia – the land of bare stones and the high, clear sky. "

Shadows of what he experienced here enveloped souls along with the throttling heat of the valley. Here is a pegmatite vein pillar, similar to jagged meat and cutting through a dark mass of slate. After the protrusions of this pillar, dotted with silver mica mirrors, then he got into the second vein going diagonally. But come on: there was no way any further. Curling like a worm, he tried to crawl along a steep rock. The slope was covered with small rocks that slid beneath it without giving the body any grip. There, almost a catastrophe took place.

Usolcev quickly drove to the opposite slope of the valley. No, you can't do it! Steep rock can't be bypassed. If it were possible to traverse the northwest ridge, it would have an almost equal slope surface almost to the Peak. But how do you stay on your back?

Who will lower the ropes from the very top? Usolcev stared at the line of the imaginary cord and suddenly noticed at the base of the white tooth a small shelf, a rather small protrusion of the lower black rock joining the steep white wall. The surface of the shelf leaned towards the tooth and was almost invisible from below.

"Strange that I didn't notice this shelf before. Although it doesn't really matter now. To get to it means to get to the tooth. "

Usolcev got tired of standing for a long time. He found a comfortable performance, sat down and kept his eyes down.

“What a nice evening cool!” The work manager lay lazily around the bed and waited for tea.

"It happens during a full moon," explained Arslan. "Then, for five days, a strong wind blows from there," Ujgur waved a hand at River III. “It can be quite cold.”

“We'll take a break from the heat before leaving. Truth?”

Usolcev nodded silently.

“Comrade Warden has changed recently, sitting and silent. Why was it different in the past?” Uighur chuckled, but his eyes remained serious. "I understand, the warden likes Ak-Miunguz. Quick ride Aczinocho, how to throw it? Baba better – you can dance with you. Ak-Miunguz – you can't!”

The youth laughed; even Usolcev smiled despite his will. Arslan, encouraged by the joke, continued, “There is an old fairy tale with us, as one Batur 8 came to Ak-Miunguz.”

"Why didn't you tell us about it before, Arslan? Speak!” the works manager exclaimed with interest.

"I'll make tea, then I'll tell you," Arslan agreed.

Old Uighur put the teapot on the bed, pulled out cakes and pies, sat cross-legged and sipped his tea.

Although Uighur spoke broken Russian, hardly known to him, poor, Usolcev listened to it greedily, with the greatest attention. His imagination added legend to bright hot colors. This was probably also the case with the poetic inhabitants of Siedmiorzecz.

Usolcev was struck by the fact that, according to Ujgur, this was to happen relatively recently, only about three hundred years ago. This legend corresponded to his own intentions. So, the geologist did not stop thinking about her even when everyone had gone to bed.

Sleep did not come. Lying under the low sky dotted with glittering stars, Usolcev remembered Arslan's short story and added new details in his imagination.

The mighty and brave khan once ruled the whole country. His nomadic nation had many flocks, which continued to grow due to victorious attacks on neighbors. Once upon a time, the khan went on a long trip with a large unit and reached Talas. Near the ancient walls of Sadyr-Kurgan, the khan stumbled across a horde of cruel jets – a bloody battle began. Dżete was beaten and escaped. The khan had a rich prey. But the greatest joy was given to him by one captive, a woman of extraordinary beauty, beloved of a defeated commander. She was once kidnapped by a jet in the Fergana Valley. She was traveling from a distant country to her father, who served at the court of the powerful ruler Kokand. Her beauty, completely different from the beauty of local women, charmed and kindled the hearts of men.

The khan brought the captive girl to his native mountains and appointed her as his concubine and that oh his two older sons.

Two years passed. The snow had already covered the high slopes of the mountains when the khan pitched his tents on the edge of the green plane of the Karkalin Valley. They came there for the feast of the rulers of neighboring friendly tribes. There were more and more yurts in the valley.

Until one day, a tall, gloomy knight came to the khan unexpectedly. He came all alone, not on horseback, but on a giant white camel with short and soft silky hair. The warrior costume was also strange; a face tied with a black scarf, a flat gold-plated helmet with an arrow on his head and a wide chain mail falling almost to the knees. His knees were bare, girded only with black straps. He was armed with a sword, two daggers, a small round shield and a large ax on a long hilt. The newcomer demanded that he be taken to the khan. He hastily folded his armor into a white body, dropped the scarf covering his face and respectfully around his neck, but bowed fearlessly to the ruler.

His harsh face bore traces of a long and hard path of life, the path of a warrior and ruler, the path of a daredevil unable to act low. The khan succumbed to the foreigner's charm despite his will.

"Great Khan," said the newcomer, "I came to you from a distant country where a terrible flame of the sun burns dead sands on the shores of the hot red sea. My search was difficult. I have been wandering all year round in the mountains and valleys from Kokanda to the blue Issyk-Kulu, before news and stories brought me to you. Tell me, do you have a girl called by you, Sejdiurusz, picked up from the Talas jet?”

The khan nodded affirmatively, and the warrior continued, "This girl was meant to be my wife and I swore that no forces of heaven and hell would separate us. I fought for three years on the borders of India and the terrible Tar desert, and on my return, I learned that my relatives, without waiting for me, sent her to my father. So, I went on a long and dangerous journey again. I fought. I was dying of thirst and hunger. I went through many foreign countries, and here I stand in front of you. The river of time quickly runs over the stones of life. I am no longer young, but my love for her is still immensely strong. Tell me, Khan, have I not deserved it with my hard path? Return it to me, mighty ruler! I know, it can't be otherwise! She also waited a long time for my return.”

A faint smile flitted across the menacing face of the khan. He said, “Noble warrior, be my guest. Stay at the feast, sit in a place of honor. And later, in the evening, they will bring you to me and what Allah has destined will happen.”

The grim knight accepted the invitation. The feast of joy grew. The singers finally arrived. After the khan's favorite song about the mountain eagle, a song was made in honor of Sejdiurusz, beloved khan and his sons. The khan furtively watched the foreigner and saw the warrior's face grow more and more gloomy.

When the old singer, the praises of the whole nation, sang about how Sejdiurusz loves and caresses his masters, the foreign warrior jumped up and shouted to the old man, “Shut up, old liar! How dare you slander the one at whose feet you are not worth crawling!?”

A murmur of indignation rocked the crowd of guests. The elders defended the insulted singer. The bloody young men were outraged by the warrior's scornful pride. Two jigits fiercely attacked the warrior. With a strong hand, which knew no mercy, he rejected the two attackers, and here at the feast of the khan, swords flashed. The warrior threw himself at his weapon, grabbed his shield and long ax. He leaned his back against the wall and fought off the advancing crowd, which crashed against him like a wave against a stone shore, swam away and attacked again. Two, three, five – fell, bleeding, and the warrior stood intact. He slashed right and left with lightning speed, injuring the best jigits. His face became more and more dangerous; the ax hits were more and more terrible.

Then the khan stopped the advancing with an imperious shout. The enraged crowd, swords clenched in their hands, reluctantly stepped back. The foreigner also lowered his ax and faced his enemies, motionless and terrible, purple with blood.

"What do you ask for, you who have arrogant pride caused such bloodshed?" the khan asked angrily.

"Truth," answered the warrior.

“Right? Well. So, meet her. I, who never lied a word, will tell you that everything that the singers sang is the honest truth!”

The foreigner jerked, dropped his ax and shield. His face became old and tired.

“So, how? Do you still ask to give it back to you?” asked the khan.

The warrior flashed his eye and straightened likened to how a bent Arabian knife straightens.

"Yes, Khan," he answered dully. A cruel smile bared the khan's teeth.

“Well, I will give it to you, but you will pay a high price.”

"I'm ready," answered the fearless warrior.

The khan looked thoughtful.

"Now, we have a year of the bull," he told the guests. “Do you remember the prophecy written above the entrance to the ancient building that stands near Ak-Miunguz? ‘Who in the year of the bull will put his sword on the horn of a bull of stone, shall for thousands of years establish his family.’ Many daredevils wanting to do so have already died, but Ak-Miunguz remained inaccessible. Here is the price, hero!” the khan said to the listened, immobile warrior, “Come to Ak-Miunguz and place my golden sword on its top, fulfil the old prophecy, and then I give you my word that you will receive this woman.

Joy and terror prevailed among those present. The khan's order sounded like a death sentence.

But the foreigner did not move. His grim face glowed with a proud smile.

"I understand you, Khan, and I will do your will. But know, you, ruler, and you, his subjects: regardless of the end of the matter, I do it not for my beloved, not for Sejdiurusz. I am going to wipe her dishonor and that of my proud homeland, to restore the fame of my distant country in the eyes of your nation. The love of Almighty God will lead me to this high and wonderful goal!”

At the order of the khan, the squires brought his famous golden sword to stay on top of Ak-Miunguz forever. The scabbard was poured with wolf fat, wrapped in tar-saturated cloth. The crowds moved to Ak-Miunguz. The road lasted all day and it wasn't until evening that the khan and his guests got off their tired horses on a wide ledge at the foot of the terrible mountain. The khan ordered the foreigner to rest, so the knight slept peacefully under the watch of the khan's soldiers.

The next day, he got up bleak and windy as if the sky itself were angry with the audacity of the daredevil. The wind, with a groan and whistle, beat Ak-Miunguz's inaccessible cliff. The foreigner undressed and, almost naked, tied the khan's sword to his back and cast his white burnus on top.

Here, he did what no one had done since the existence of Ak-Miunguz: he put the sword on top of the Horn and descended back into the valley. Staggering, he stood before the khan, ragged and bloodied. The khan kept his word. Sejdiurusz was brought in, who at the sight of the foreigner retreated in horror. But the warrior imperiously pulled her towards him, exposed her beautiful face and stuck in her sullen eyes. Then he quickly pulled out a sharp knife hidden behind his belt and pierced the heart of his bride. With a wild groan, the sons of the khan rushed toward the foreigner, but the khan stopped them angrily.

“He paid for her the greatest price the man can ever pay. Let him leave alone. Return the weapons and the camel to him.”

The foreigner proudly bowed to the khan and soon afterward, his tall white camel hid behind the distant leg of Ketmania.

Usolcev swayed in the saddle; the horse's hooves slid down the stones. The clouds flowed quickly across the sky, driven by strong gusts of wind. Mountains without bright lighting seemed even more severe.

Usolcev dismounted, caressed his caress and kissed his soft snout. Then he pushed the head of the horse away and patted him on the rump. The red horse stepped aside and bent his neck looking at his master.

“Go and graze!” Usolcev strictly commanded the horse, feeling as emotion choke his throat.

The geologist took off unnecessary clothing and tied a hammer to his hand. The hammer was useless on the hard horn of White Horn. However, it was needed to drive in clamps and then, if it succeeds...

Usolcev threw off his shoes. Sharp stones would soon cut the legs, but he knew that only barefoot could enter. He hung a bag with buckles on his chest and headed for the red pegmatite vein post.

The surrounding world and time had ceased to exist. All of Usolcev's physical and spiritual forces have focused on this deadly ultimate effort, whose success is rarely human. Several hours passed. Shaken by a thrill of tension, Usolcev stopped and clung to the steep, stone chest of the cliff; he was already much higher than the place from which he turned right at the first entrance.

A thin vein of fine-crystalline pegmatite departed from the main vein, cutting the slope diagonally and rising up to the left. Its hard upper edge protruded barely noticeably among the slate, forming a projection two or three centimeters wide. After this fishing line, one could go to the intersection of the western edge of the mountain, where it broke down and turned into the main northern cliff of the White Horn facing the steppe. Above, the rock was relatively less steep and it could be assumed that it would be possible to climb it quite high.

Usolcev intended to drive into the slate slots, above the thin line, a few clamps and with their help stay on the cornice.

Meanwhile, clinging to the wall at a height of 150 meters, the geologist understood that he could not tear even one hand away from the rock for a negligible part of the second. The situation looked hopeless: to get around the protruding ridge and stand at the performance, you had to grasp for something, and you couldn't knock the buckles.

The geologist, flattened on the rock, was staring at the projection hanging over him. Deep in his soul, an icy stream of despair began to seep through him. At the same time, the thought dawned on him. And this warrior from a fairy tale? The wind...yes, the knight climbed on the same windy day. Usolcev suddenly moved sideways, throwing his body through the rock ledge, clutched his fingers at the smooth wall and rocked back.

To stop the fall, the stomach muscles tensed in terrible, rushing pain. At the same time, a gentle gust of wind from behind the edge pushed Usoltsev lightly in the back. The body, remaining in a lethal contraction, having received unexpected support, straightened up and clung to the wall. Usolcev was at a performance. A strong wind blew across the edge here. His pressure supported the geologist, and Usolcev felt that he could move through the vein projection, although it went up. In this way, he rose fifty meters above, still wondering why he was not falling. The wind blew harder and harder on the mountains, and Usolcev suddenly realized that he could straighten up and walk straight on a slope that became less steep. Slowly with his bloody feet, he groped the rock with them and pushed aside the crumbling surface downwards. Very, slowly he rose higher and higher. The wind howled and whistled, the crumbling gravel creaked, and Usolceva was overcome with strange merriment. He walked, like gliding in the highlands, almost leaning against the rock, and faith in achieving the goal gave him new strength. Finally, he reached the smooth, steep wall of the high plinth. On this pedestal, still high, the sharp spire of the Horn rose toward the clouds. Usolcev noticed closely on the white surface of the Peak, the motley large black spots. However, this impression was blurred by the thought that he had not used any of his twelve buckles. The rock at ten meters was completely uniform and steep, so no force could help him overcome this obstacle. The experienced geologist's eyes easily searched for the weak points of the stone armor, crevices in the rock planes. Usolcev stuck the buckles deeper there. He took with him only the thinnest, lightweight buckles and it would be enough for one of them to break and...

Climbing the buckles, the geologist had to move to the south side of the stone tower. The layer heads formed small projections, after which one could rise higher. Here, the wind, which until now had been a faithful ally, became a dangerous enemy. Only the rock cover protected Usolcev from falling from strong wind blows. The geologist slipped several times on the rubble of the rocky ledge and hung on his arms for a long time, pouring cold sweat, frantically searching for a support point with his toes. He left more and more death-threatening meters down behind him. Finally, with his last desperate efforts, slipping twice and bidding farewell twice, he managed to move to the west side of the summit and, again sustained by the wind, clung to the shelves at the base of the Horn. Without thinking of victory, with a feeling of complete emptiness in his head, he stunned himself as if shocked, and fell on an even, inclined surface, the size of a small table. He lay there for a long time, murdered for hours of deadly battle, hearing only the steady, penetrating whistle of the wind, cutting through the blade of the Horn. Then the clouds floating low above the peak reached his consciousness. He rose to his knees and turned his face toward the mysterious white rock. She was right in front of him now, touching his shoulder, rising a few meters higher. You could touch it with your hand, chip any number of samples.

One glance was enough to know that white rock is greisen - a granite containing tinstone, changed by high-temperature processes, so-called cassiterite. In pure, white mass, randomly scattered and mixed, the flakes of muscovite – white mica, glistened, greasy drops of topaz, similar to black spiders of the “sun” of tourmaline and finally its main purpose – large, massive, brown crystals of cassiterite. This greisen had special properties not known to Usolcev so far: almost nothing remained of granite; his place was taken by milky-white quartz, very strict and hard.

It looks like a completely changed layer intrusion12, Usolcev thought. "If so, then the deposits under the steppe below can be huge."

The geologist looked down. The mountain fell steeply, and its foot was sinking in a shrouded dust shroud carried by the wind. Usolcev stood like an incredibly high pole, with a feeling of boundless loneliness.

It seemed to him that all ties had broken between him and the world below. In fact, between him and life was still the deadly edge: the descent was more dangerous than the entrance. At that time, he thought that if he was to come back to life, he would come back different than he had been before. The superhuman effort that led him to his goal changed his soul.

With difficulty getting away from his thoughts, Usolcev began to carry out his professional activities. Much work cost the discovery of thread-thin crevices in the rocky quartz binder. Then large pieces of white rock rolled down under the patient hammering of the hammer. Usolcev carefully watched them fall: they jumped on the edges of the mountain and whistled into the valley. He marked the places of their fall on the plan sketched in the notebook and then wrote down exactly what minerals the top of the rock consists of, outlined the contiguous deposits and added a few words about the direction of the search.

He opened the first page and wrote clearly in capital letters: "Attention! Here is the data about the White Horn deposits I discovered,” then he put the notebook in his pocket, which he buttoned up. For a moment the image flickered: here they are turning his devastated body, searching his pockets.

Usolcev narrowed his eyes. He unrolled the rope he had taken with him. Short, but it should be enough to lower along the perpendicular base of Horn to the place where the clamps were inserted.

"But where to attach the rope? At this hollow? It would be better lower on the shelf..."

Searching for a crack, the geologist began to spread a thin layer of rubble with a hammer. The wind howled more and more, and the shrapnel carried away by him hit Usolcev's face and hands. Suddenly, the hammer buzzed against the metal and the silent sound dumbfounded the geologist. Usolcev pulled a long, heavy sword with a glistening hilt from under the ice. Dirty rags flew around the scabbard. Usolcev went numb. The image of the knight – the winner of the White Horn from folk legend – stood before him as if alive. The specter of the past, the sense of immortality of human achievement stunned Usolcev. But soon he felt a surge of new strength in his tired body. As if here, in this highland inaccessible to anyone, he heard the voice of his friend with words of encouragement. Usolcev cast a loop of rope over a small projection of white rock. He carefully raised the precious sword, tied it firmly on his back, and put his geological hammer with a smile on the ledge.

At the base of the perpendicular rock of White Horn, the geologist stopped, taking the further route. The cloud, driven by the wind, flowed straight onto Usolcev. There was something unspeakably free and bold in this flight of a white cloud floating in the air. Usolcev was overwhelmed with self-confidence. Exposing his breasts to the wind and spreading his arms wide, he began to descend quickly on a slope in a standing position, maintaining balance only thanks to the help of the wind, controlled by the joyful feeling of flight.

Plus, the wind did not disappoint the man: with a howl and whistling he supported him, and the man, walking barefoot and staining the slope with blood, descended lower and lower. Usolcev reached the narrow ledge with an incredible, amazing lightness and passed it. Here the wind stopped, stopped by the performance of the neighboring summit, and again the desperate fight began. Usolcev slid along the slope tearing his body, breaking his nails; he rolled over, stopped, crawled again. The awareness of the surrounding world disappeared completely, all that remained was the feeling of having to cling to it, clinging to all the strengths of each protrusion of the stone wall, frantically searching for some point of support under it. With fear of the runner, he clung to the stone in the fight against the rock pulling him from the rock, mercilessly pulling down force. Later, Usolcev could never become aware of this last stage of the descent from Ak-Miunguz. Only the last moment remained in memory. He had no more strength or will then.

Usolcev lowered his wounded hands, touched his legs with a sharp stone ledge, rocked back and fell.

He opened his eyes and saw the golden morning sky above him. A great vulture circled the sky quite low, so low that you could see the spread feathers of the wings.

Usolcev stared at the bird for a long time before he realized that the vulture was lowering right at him this time. No! Not only did he not die, but he obtained the White Horn and the vulture would not torment his body!

Usolcev tried to sit down. Something bothered him. He spotted the sword attached to his back, freed himself from it and sat down. He was overwhelmed by the experience of yesterday. He felt dizzy. He was terrified now to see his broken legs, blood-blackened, torn and blood-stained clothing. He made a few moves and found that the bones were whole. Then, not paying attention to the aching feet, the geologist stood up. He heard his horse's neighing friendly and lost consciousness again.

Coldwater poured on his forehead, it got to his mouth. Usolcev gulped her endlessly, quenching his insatiable thirst. Opening his eyes this time, he saw the blue sky above him, panting with daylight and the scared face of old Uighur.

The geologist rose to his knees. Uighur backed away with respectful fear.

“What are you afraid of, Arslan? I am alive.”

“Where have you been, Chief?” Arslan asked.

“Over there!” Usolcev raised his hand to the sky. Above the valley, Ak-Miunguz's performance was black from its shady side. “Look!” He drew a sword with a golden hilt to Ujgur. Half of the hilt fell off and the precious blue steel flashed from beneath the crumbling brown skin – the steel of the legendary Persian batters whose product secret had long been lost.

The old man fell to his knees without touching the sword.

“What are you looking at?” asked the geologist impatiently.

"No," Ujgur shook his head, "No man can pick up such a murmur, only Batur, like you..."

Two large, spherical karagaczes, fan-shaped from one root, grew on the edge of the estate. Behind them rose the bluish haze of a Walketmen ridge. Usolcev’s horse passed the last hill covered with wormwood. The narrow steppe path drowned in the soft dust of the road that had gone. The road turned left. At the end of the green orchards, it merged with the road going south and bypassed the red clay cliffs washed by the river. A cloud of yellow dust floated above her – a cart covered with linen rolled from Podgórne. Someone riding a horse along the road suddenly turned his horse and hurried back to cross the road with Usolcev. The geologist pulled the reins. Vera Borysowna came up to him.

“I met you from afar.” She looked at him closely. “Where are you going?”

“I'm going to management. Detailed Ak-Miunguz research must be carried out immediately.”

Usolcev looked at her boldly and freely for the first time.

"I understood that I didn't know you well..." Vera said quietly, holding the dancing horse. "I saw your Arslan..." She paused for a moment. “When we meet on the board in the fall, please tell me in detail about the White Horn and ... the golden sword. Well, mine is far away,” she looked at the departing cart. “Goodbye...Batur!”

The young woman spurred the horse and hurried away. The geologist watched her, tug the horse and rode into the estate.

Glossary:

- Kaszgaria (chiński Turkiestan) – południowa część chińskiej prowincji Sin-Tsiang. Graniczy z Tadżycką SRR i Kirgiską SRR.

- Jednochodziec – horse, walking lightly under the saddle, moving at the same time front and back right leg & front and back left leg.

- C z i j – shrub of deserts and dry steppes.

- Karagacz or kara-agag – in Turkish, black tree”.

- U j g u r s or Kaszgars – South-Eastern tribe narod in old Turkey, presently in Kazachs Rep and Eastern Turkiestan.

- Szemszyr – sword.

- Kasyteryt – zink oxide creating veins in granite rocks..

- Batur – warrior

- Dżete – larger hordes or bandit tribes in ancient Asia.

- R u m o s z – small pieces of rocks.

- Turmalin – semi-orecious stone, often resembling „suns”.

- Sheet intrusion – li.quid lava entering layers of rocks.
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Story II - Nur-I-Deszt Observatory
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T

he air hissed loudly in the brakes, the steady clicking of the wheels turned into a constant rumble. A cloud of snow dust rose outside the wagon window. The conversation stopped and the lieutenant colonel looked out the window, pink with the rays of the low, setting sun. And the train was gathering speed and rushing endlessly, carrying travelers to meet the new wartime fate of the new 1943.

One of the interlocutors, a sailor, went out into the corridor and sat on an abandoned bench, thinking about how severe the stigma was on war. Next to him stood a neighbor from the compartment, a young, high artillery major. At the first meeting with him, the sailor was struck by the inhibited energy flowing from all the shapely figure of the major. The eyes, which seemed particularly bright with a very tanned face, were strangely calm, but in their depth was some power, which the seaman at the very beginning described as a symptom of stubborn joy of life, suppressed with acquired self-control.

The major reached out to the sailor.

"Lebedev," he introduced himself. “I heard your conversation with your neighbors and their attack on you. I liked that you preach the right to joy. I think your opponents are right. But of course, you are right too. This is the dialectic of life. Feeling of joy less often than any other feeling now haunts people ... the more that human joy sometimes depends on at first glance unexplained reasons.

After a moment's hesitation, he added, “I will tell you an interesting accident that happened recently and which also concerns myself.”

It got dark. They entered the compartment and took their seats on the upper shelves. The airtight blinds gave the only lighted compartment a particularly cozy appearance. The sailor lay on the upper ledge, opposite the major, and listened to the story, which contrasted so much with the surroundings that the consciousness split at times, flying into a distant, sunny, vast country.

"I was called in the third month of the war," Major Lebedev said. “I went a hard way, retreating among uninterrupted fights. For seven months, bullets and bullet fragments spared me. It is not worth telling about everything that I’ve survived ... Before the war, I was a geologist – a lover of our untamed nature, a dreamer. The silent soul is overwhelmed by the toll of war; the ruins, the bestiality of the invaders, whose territory became my homeland, almost broke me. But I finally mastered myself and soon became immune to evil, similar to hundreds of my war comrades. It seemed that my dream had left me forever. I became harsh, gruff. There was a tormenting emptiness in the soul, an emptiness filled only by combat clashes with the enemy, only the successful attacks of my batteries.

“In March I was seriously injured and left the ranks for several months. After leaving the hospital, I received a vacation and was directed to rest in a spa in Central Asia. I protested and justified the need for an immediate return to the front, and said I was completely lonely – nothing helped...

In a word, at the end of July I found myself on a train carrying me through the vast steppes of Kazakhstan to meet the hot sun. At night I often stood by the open window. A dry, fresh wind smelling of wormwood blew gently at the time. A light steppe darkness highlighted the ancient outback of the plains. And I - I was all my soul far to the west.

However, the eternal peace of nature has done its part and at the end of my week-long journey somehow I softened internally, and above all, I began to look at the surrounding world with great interest.

After they passed Arysja, the stuffiness in the hot car became unbearable, so I got off with satisfaction at the small station late at night. The bus from the sanatorium was not to arrive until morning. I did not want to exchange the nice cool of the midday night for an overnight stay in the station building. I sat on a suitcase under a lantern pole and breathing in the fresh night air, I looked around. The train had not left yet. Passengers walked in the light of lanterns on the creaking gravel. Smoking, I watched them.

The girl who passed the platform a few times drew my attention with a beautiful combination of colors of a green dress, reddish tan, and light ash blond hair. There was something about her that made her stand out from the crowd around her. I still remember my first impression: it was probably a joyful freshness that filled her whole being.

She was undoubtedly looking for someone. She paused, shook her short hair and raised her round face to the lantern, her mouth funny. When she felt my persistent eyes on her, she looked at me openly, turned and walked back.

The train was gone; the red rear wagon light was lost among the dark hills; the lanterns on the platform except two went out. Sometime I sat on my suitcase in the dark of the quiet station. For the first time in a long time, I was calmed down from the refreshing darkness prevailing around or from the sense of space of the night steppe.

I felt cold and reluctantly went to the station. The tiny room was dimly lit. There was no one behind the low wooden partition in the wounded ward. Wind was blowing freely through the open window. I lay down on the bench, but I did not want to sleep. There were light footsteps in the half-dark room. I turned and met a girl I met on the platform. She looked at the benches occupied by the sleeping Uzbeks and hesitantly approached the partition of my unit. I got up and offered her a seat on the empty bench. The girl thanked and sat on the bench, throwing her head back and squeezing her knees tightly. From the moment it appeared, I had the impression that the ignition switch lost in the steppe had become less empty. The girl apparently wasn't going to sleep. I decided to ask her some usual travel questions, which she answered briefly and reluctantly. In the end, however, she slowly talked. Tatjana Nikolajewna or simply Tania was an aspirant at the Institute of Eastern Languages in Tashkent and accompanied the expedition of the outstanding professor-archeologist. The professor studied the ruins of an ancient astronomical observatory, built about a thousand years ago in the foothills of the ridge at a distance of about two hundred kilometers from the station. Tania was responsible for reproducing and translating Arabic inscriptions on the walls and boulders of the ruins.

"Don't you think it's funny after being on the front and after that ..." she touched my hand lightly in a sling, "that people are doing such things now?"

She looked at me in embarrassment.

"No, Tania," I replied. “I was a geologist and I believe in important science tasks. And if you have the opportunity to deal with your own, far-off-war matters, it only means that I and my comrades are defending the country well.”

“Do you think so?” Tania smiled and fell silent, thinking.

"You say the observatory is far away in the steppe. How did you get here?” I returned to the interrupted conversation.

Tania told me about the expedition to the ancient observatory in much detail. The expedition was small: a professor, Tania, and her 15 years old brother, employed as a planner. It was very difficult for workers. Despite the sincere desire to come with the help of the expedition, the nearest kolkhoz gave only two old men. But after two weeks of work, the old men returned to their kolkhoz. Others refused to help and work on clearing the ruins had to be stopped. The professor wrote a letter to his institute with a request to send them the assistant who is currently in Tashkent to prepare scientific work. Tania had just left to meet a new companion. Two trains had already passed, but no one had arrived. Tania sent a message to Tashkent and is expecting an answer in the morning.

"Here's everything," said the girl, suppressing a heavy sigh. “We're not doing that! And let you know what an interesting job it is and what a wonderful place Nur-i-Deszt is!

Nur-i-Deszt is the name of the ruins of the observatory. And it means: "Light of the desert."

"If it's such a wonderful place, as you say, why did the old men run away?"

“There are underground shocks there, quite strong and frequent. Then everything is trembling, and somewhere deep in the ground there is a strong bang, the ground and small stones fall from the walls of ruins. Our workers consider the shocks to be a harbinger of a major earthquake during which everyone would die...”

I thought about her words, and when I wanted to ask her a question again, I saw that Tania was sleeping peacefully, bending her head on her shoulder.

I carefully tipped the rolled-up coat under Tania's side, and I lay down on the next bench and fell asleep. When I woke up, the girl was gone. There were people in the room who filled the small space with variegated chalets and the sound of foreign speech.

I washed and went to ask about the bus. I was not told anything comforting: the bus was late and could not be expected until after dinner. So, I went for a walk around the station hoping that I would meet Cheap somewhere.

I walked around the building, went out into the steppe, but the sun began to scorch strongly, and drove me into the shadow of the station garden. From a distance, at the entrance to the telegraph, I noticed a green – Tania’s dress. The girl sat thoughtfully on the porch under an acacia tree.

“Good morning! Did you get a cable?” I asked.

“I got ... Siemionow went to the army, which means that no one will come to us. What will I say to Matvia Andriejewicz? So counted on him...”

“And who is Matvia Andreyevich?”

“My supervisor, professor. I told you about him yesterday,” the girl said with barely noticeable impatience.

Suddenly, a thought dawned on me that made me feel happy right away.

“Listen, Tan, take me as a helper!” I said. “I don't think I
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