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Part One

	Chapter 1 

	Inha

	The winter that year turned out savage. The planet seemed to have forgotten that the era of global warming had come, and decided to bury everything around in snow — and then summoned the winds and threw a festival of common woe, destroying all that lived. Hardest of all was it for the animals: many had never managed to adapt to the new climatic conditions.

	Inha kept coming upon the little corpses of beasts, and the last time, having lost all her bearings in the blizzard, she ran into a larger carcass — the snowmobile flipped over, and she was thrown a good couple of yards to the side.

	The woman got up, spat the snow from her mouth, wiped her goggles. She went up to the frozen body and looked closely. The animal had frozen stiff, its legs rigid as stakes. Brushing the snow from its muzzle, Inha saw bared teeth and glassy eyes.

	“Well, well, beauty. You wandered a long way,” she muttered, running a hand over the spotted hide. A lynx.

	Without much thought, Inha took out a rope and tied the carcass to the snowmobile. It’ll come in handy, she decided. Intuition told her the expedition would turn out far harder than it had seemed at first.

	About forty minutes later she was sure she’d been right. She cut the motor — and even through the blizzard it became clear that little was left of the weather station. The station had fallen victim to vandals.

	All the equipment outside had been broken, overturned, bent. The little door had been torn off the instrument shelter and everything inside smashed. The weathervane had been twisted so that its sharp edges scraped against the tin roof, giving off a drawn-out screech. The ceilometer had been split open with an axe.

	Someone hadn’t even been too lazy to break the low fence that had once enclosed the station’s grounds. Inha couldn’t help wondering: who had needed to spend the effort and precious energy on this senseless rampage? She’d long grown used to people’s oddities, to cruelty and illogical impulses. How much venom builds up in them — how much unspent aggression and hidden pain, that they’re ready to break and smash everything in their path.

	Inha shrugged. She’d seen worse — out there, beyond the settlement.

	Several weeks earlier the instruments had stopped transmitting data, the video cameras had gone dark, and it became clear: something had happened at the station. Inha had volunteered to check it herself, despite the approaching bad weather. She’d brought tools, but hadn’t foreseen the scale of the destruction.

	Well. She’d stay here a while longer.

	The woman listened, but apart from the howl of the wind and the screech of the weathervane — nothing. There were no fresh tracks in the snow either, but Inha didn’t allow herself to neglect caution. She unfastened the holster at her belt — the pistol had to be within reach.

	The door to the little house had been torn off its hinges; snow had drifted inside. Inha reasoned: if someone had decided to settle here, they’d hardly sit without a door in the cold. She went in, glanced quickly around. At least they hadn’t set a fire. Inside it turned out far more bearable than she’d expected — it seemed the vandals had spent all their strength on the rampage outside and hadn’t gotten as far as the living quarters.

	The little house consisted of two rooms. In the first — instruments, a table, and an armchair that seemed to have survived from time immemorial but still served their purpose faithfully. The second had been set up as a living room: a small bed, shelves for belongings, a kitchenette. Once the meteorologists had lived here permanently, but then the station had been abandoned. The instruments had become useless to anyone and yet kept working, until one day Inha came here and breathed new life into the old station.

	She’d set up the automatic transmission of data, and since then everything had worked without a hitch. Her colleagues had tried to talk her out of the trip: the data wasn’t that valuable, and the risk outside the settlement was colossal. But Inha was stubborn. In a world where everything changes every second, where the weather gives no respite, at least something ought to stay unchanged.

	Among other things, the video cameras had been damaged, and that was more serious. They’d received word that the station’s coordinates had been passed to a certain forester. The idea was that here, on the spot, he’d make contact, and if he raised no suspicions, he’d be told how to reach them. Only such scrupulous caution allowed them to keep their location secret.

	The first thing Inha did was lift the door and, after a little fuss, hang it back in place. The moment the house was closed and the howl of the blizzard was left outside, a sense came over her that she hadn’t come in vain.

	Inha took out the radio:

	“I’ll stay here a couple of days. See what can be fixed.”

	From the other end came a displeased grumble.

	“We expect you home as soon as possible.”

	Home. Inha lingered on the word. To become part of the community was the highest reward she could have dreamed of. Sometimes it seemed she was ready to give her life for them. For the world she’d striven toward all her conscious life. It turned out it existed.

	The first day passed unnoticed. There was so much to do that Inha didn’t even notice the dusk thicken outside the window. She realized night had fallen only when she could no longer see the blowtorch. Despite its seeming ruin and antediluvian look, the weather station was in fact rather well equipped. There was still electricity here, and even plumbing, which, unfortunately, had now frozen. Inha thought the toilet could be thawed with hot water, but then dropped the idea. Why bother? She wouldn’t be here long; she could relieve herself outside.

	Inha turned on the light and switched on the little hot plate, realizing only now that she’d eaten nothing all day. She took out a can of chicken and a packet of instant noodles. She mixed all the ingredients in a small pot, and five minutes later her supper was ready. The brew didn’t look appetizing, but it smelled simply staggering, and the famished Inha fell upon the food with relish.

	The darkness outside wrapped the little house, but the thought that she was alone in the middle of a snowbound waste, where for a good thirty miles there wasn’t a single living soul, didn’t frighten this woman in the least. The door was bolted, and on the table before her lay the pistol, which she knew how to handle.

	Inha even took pleasure in her present situation. She’d sat too long in the ease and comfort of the settlement, where everything was clean, convenient, and proper. There was a strict regimen there; all that was required of her was to follow the rules, and survival skills were being forgotten. That didn’t suit Inha. She couldn’t trust her present circumstances enough to forget all that life had taught her.

	And here, devouring her supper alone, she felt alive and full of strength. She was ready for any surprise.

	Having eaten every last crumb, Inha left the pot to soak in water and put out the light. Without undressing, she lay down on the hard bed and thought she hadn’t been so cozy in a long while. Pulling the blanket up to her chin, she fell asleep instantly and slept until morning.

	The morning here was overcast and dark; the blizzard didn’t cease its whirling. Inha suspected that in this place the snowstorm wouldn’t stop until the snow melted. Having brewed herself some coffee, Inha set to work. She was in no hurry to restore the cameras — that would mean she’d have to get in touch with her people, exchange a few words, hear someone’s joke, joke back. She loved her colleagues, but right now she wanted to be alone. Inha spent the whole day repairing the instruments, unhurriedly mending the damage the vandals had done. Now and then she went outside, but for the most part she stayed inside the station. A couple of times she saw the outline of some animal in the window, but because of the blizzard she couldn’t make out who was prowling around. The beast was drawn by her scent but didn’t come close. It bided its time. Inha smirked. She wasn’t the only one who knew how to wait.

	On a shelf she found several books — old and tattered, lying here from time immemorial. They smelled of dust and mildew, their pages were worn, the corners frayed, and the paper itself had thinned, but Inha gladly set them aside for the evening all the same. And when she felt she’d grown tired, she once more made herself a simple supper. She ate straight from the pot, reading a book about a woman stranded on a desert island because some man had lured her there by deceit and left her. Inha smirked, amazed at the foolishness of the women of the past. How could you trust a stranger, really? He might have done something far worse, and death would have seemed to the silly thing not such a bad end. The story was interesting, gripping: the woman’s survival and her feelings were familiar to Inha. Well, many women were going through something similar now. A good book for the modern person!

	On the morning of the third day, Inha discovered that the lynx’s carcass had vanished. It had been dragged off, leaving deep furrows in the snow. Most likely it had happened toward morning, because the blizzard hadn’t managed to cover the tracks entirely. Inha looked carefully at who’d been here and concluded it was wolves. There’d been several of them, fairly large beasts, famished and angry. Well, no harm sharing with wolves, Inha smirked to herself. Now if a person had been here, she’d have tensed up. People were far more dangerous.

	As it was, the wolves even guarded her to some degree; it wouldn’t be easy for a traveler on foot to reach this place.

	She wondered what the forester would come on. If he decided to venture here on foot, he’d be a fool.

	At ten in the morning the radio rustled and an unexpectedly loud voice said:

	“Come in…”

	Inha sighed and answered the call:

	“Come in.”

	“How are things, Inha? When are you coming back?”

	“All’s well. Still here.”

	“Decided to take a rest? In a secluded bungalow in the middle of nowhere?”

	“Exactly so.” Inha smiled.

	“Vesta’s worried. Says she’s not prepared to risk her best engineer. She wants you back.”

	“Is that an order?”

	“Not yet, Inha. You’ve got a couple of days.”

	“Excellent. In a couple of days I’ll have it all done.”

	“We’re waiting for you. We miss you.”

	“Likewise,” Inha answered. “Over and out.”

	“Over and out.”

	Inha spent one more day finishing the work. In the evening she finished the book, which turned out not as trivial as it had seemed at first glance. Truly, a woman is capable of surviving anywhere — and of acquiring offspring into the bargain! Inha liked the book; it had made its own contribution to her improvised vacation. It was pleasant to read about a hot island while in a frozen land drowned in snow.

	Out the windows she saw wolves. They’d plainly devoured the lynx and now craved seconds. And why not eat a lone woman hiding in a hut?

	Over the day Inha saw the beasts several times, and the last time they came quite close. Getting bolder. She wasn’t afraid: she had a snowmobile and a pistol. Inha knew their ways, and she was more than the wolves could chew.

	“Off you go, brothers, hunt some deer — there’s nothing here for you,” Inha advised them, looking out the window.

	The wolves cleared off for a time, but the woman knew they’d be back. For now she put on a jacket, hat, and gloves and went out into the yard to look everything over once more. She was satisfied with the results: the instruments were in order, a protective net fixed over them, the functions restored. The readings, as before, were now sent automatically to the server. She could end her vacation in the wilds. Inha could have set off home that very minute, but for some reason she dawdled. Some inner voice was persuading her to stay until tomorrow, as if something could change in a few hours.

	Intuition had helped Inha survive in many ways, and so she never neglected her inner voice.

	A wolf’s howl came: mournful and beautiful. It was time to leave the outdoors for the safe walls of the weather station.

	Inha took off her outer things, brewed tea, dropped three lumps of sugar into the cup, and got in touch with her people.

	“Come in!”

	“Come in!” a voice responded at once. “Any news? I see the cameras are in perfect order.”

	“That they are. Tomorrow I head home.”

	“Excellent! Vesta’s on edge.”

	Inha gave a noncommittal grunt, and the voice said:

	“A heat dome has formed in another place. The temperature there reached a hundred and eighty.”

	“Where?”

	“Canada.”

	Inha said nothing. Everyone understood what that meant: the certain doom of the region. There were fewer and fewer places left on Earth for a comfortable life. Comfortable, nothing — simply for life…

	“Yes, hard to believe there’s such heat somewhere on the planet,” she said at last, just to fill the pause somehow.

	“That’s for sure. All right, see you tomorrow. Over and out.”

	“Over and out,” Inha said in farewell, and set the radio aside.

	A wolf’s shadow flickered in the window. Yes, she couldn’t have stayed here long in any case. But today Inha had decided to cut loose for real. She made supper: instant mashed potatoes from a packet mixed with instant noodles. In taste this unsightly brew resembled the potato vareniky Inha adored. She added some dried-out cracklings, and her mouth watered at the aroma. So did the wolves’ outside, no doubt. She also had apple fruit jellies, and Inha decided to deny herself nothing — to eat her fill and read all evening. One could only envy this woman’s calm and composure.

	Chapter 2 

	the Grim One

	“Hey, Grim One, I found another door,” Vik announced in a hoarse voice.

	The Grim One sprawled on a filthy mattress and only nodded his shaggy head. He couldn’t be bothered to move.

	“Let’s go take a look?” Vik wouldn’t let up.

	“Nope,” the Grim One drawled. He scratched his dirty head and suspected, for the umpteenth time, that he’d gotten lice. But to be rid of them you had to go outside and set off in search of some liquid… some stuff… turpentine, or maybe insect powder… the Grim One couldn’t remember. Straining his brain was too much bother as well. It didn’t itch all that badly.

	“Come on,” Vik repeated. “What if there’s something interesting?”

	“Buzz off. There’s nothing there,” the Grim One growled, and closed his eyes.

	Vik buzzed off. He left the room and went to scout it out himself.

	The Grim One hadn’t always been so lazy. The moment it came to food, he turned savage and aggressive. No one could cut a victim’s throat the way the Grim One could, without the slightest doubt or pang of conscience. He seemed to come alive in that moment; his step turned springy, his muscles played, his eyes blazed. He had no equal on the hunt; he could seize prey with his bare hands and, if need be, sink his teeth into its throat. And afterward, having eaten his fill, he sank into hibernation, and nothing could drag him out of that state.

	But Vik hadn’t lost his curiosity. The unknown still beckoned him.

	It was thanks to him, in fact, that they’d found their new place to live. Which, by the way, was the very reason they’d stopped quarreling. They were warm, sheltered from the foul weather, and no police could frighten them now. The sense of home and safety had drawn them together, and now they thought only of food.

	Vik went up to the door he’d been digging out for several days now. There were only a few minutes left before he could open it, and though he was ninety-nine percent sure he’d see nothing new in there, all the same he hoped for the hundredth percent. What if there was something new? Something that would turn his life upside down? A miracle? Miracles do happen, don’t they?

	Viktor was nearly forty, but he still believed in them.

	He took a small spade and went on clearing the door of earth. Then he tugged at the rusty metal handle and, to his delight, found that the door gave forward. Viktor rocked it, the last clods of dirt crumbled from the frame, and then the door slowly began to open. Viktor pushed harder, and at last a gap appeared, wide enough for him to squeeze through.

	Vik took out his flashlight and shone it. To his utter surprise, the room was lit. How could that be? He felt a slight fright, but went in all the same. No musty smell hit his nose, as it had before when he dug out new rooms. Here the air was clean and somehow dry. That’s how summer sunbeams smell.

	Vik smiled at his own sensations.

	Probably, he decided, there’s a way outside here, or a window we didn’t notice.

	The source of the light turned out to be an unusual structure, like a stone stove, the sort found in old houses in the west of Ukraine. It was decorated with ceramic tiles in simple patterns, and along the “flue,” in no particular order, were semicircular openings from which light poured. The light was like electric light — yellowish, but considerably brighter than from an incandescent bulb.

	Vik didn’t rashly go close or poke his nose into an opening. He examined the strange contraption from a distance, from every angle, but couldn’t understand why it glowed. The man didn’t trouble himself over it. He knew he lacked an education. Who knew what it was… Maybe they’d taught about such things at school, only he, Vik, instead of storming the heights of knowledge, had stormed the border, trying to escape starvation.

	“Why, it’s even warm in here!” he exclaimed, unbuttoning his collar.

	If you didn’t count the wonder-stove, there was nothing else of interest in the room. An ordinary room: plastered walls, a tiled floor. There was no window, but in the corner stood a large table and chairs, as if for giants. But this didn’t surprise Vik. It was far from the first giants’ furniture he’d discovered.

	This whole building they’d dug out violated his notions of the past. Vik hadn’t studied history at school. That was precisely why, on seeing the towering ceilings, the enormous furniture, and the doorways thirteen feet high, he’d decided at once that giants had once dwelt here. And since there was no one to question his conclusions or thrust a history textbook in his face, mocking his guesses, day by day Vik grew ever more convinced of them.

	He even nursed the hope that they’d dug out not just a house but maybe even a whole underground city, buried very long ago.

	The room had survived far better than all the other spaces: no mold, no dust. It was warm and cozy here.

	Vik hurried back to his people to tell them the good news: their living conditions were improving!

	He looked in on the Grim One, who still lay there, staring at the ceiling. Justly deciding the man wouldn’t appreciate his find, Vik went to the kitchen. That was what they called the place where their hearth was. In fact this “kitchen” looked more like a cave: an earthen floor, a hearth in the middle ringed with rough stone, from which a flue ran up into the low earthen ceiling. Over the kindled fire hung a large pot of bubbling brew. Around the pot, on wooden blocks, sat three of his comrades.

	“Lads!” Vik exclaimed, coming into the kitchen. “I found a cool spot.”

	“Dug up something again?” asked the youngest of them: a sturdy black-skinned youth nicknamed Black. He took more interest than the rest in Vik’s digs and often helped him when he wasn’t out hunting.

	“Yeah, something amazing. Maybe someone knows what it is. A contraption that gives off light and heat!”

	The ones sitting by the fire glanced at Vik in fright.

	“Like a stove?” Black asked.

	“Something like it.” Vik nodded.

	“Isn’t it dangerous?” inquired the woman in the sheepskin vest.

	“I don’t know.” Vik shrugged. “I’ve never seen anything like it. But if the giants put it in their room, then they didn’t consider it dangerous.”

	“Probably,” the woman answered indifferently.

	Vik kept forgetting her name. Asya, or maybe Yasya. They’d brought her in a couple of weeks ago. They’d had a lot of food then, and the lads wanted a woman, so they’d asked her outright: do you want to come and live with us, with all the duties that entails, or not? And Asya-Yasya, weary of starving and wandering the wastelands, had gladly accepted their offer. They fed her, and she helped everyone relieve their tension. Mutual benefit, all in all.

	The Grim One came in. Only hunger could make him leave his pallet.

	“What are we cooking? I’m starving.”

	“Only the hands are left,” Yasya squeaked, somehow plaintively. She was afraid of the Grim One; he could be cruel.

	“Then it’s time to hunt,” the Grim One said, plunging his spoon into the soup.

	His mood had noticeably improved.

	“The blizzard’s fierce.” Black shook his head. “We’re not likely to find anyone.”

	The Grim One made to hit the young man, but thought better of it. He was right; in a blizzard like this you’d only freeze to death yourself.

	He fished part of a hand out of the soup and fell upon the tender meat with a smacking of lips.

	“All right, let’s eat, and then we’ll look at the new room,” Vik said, settling by the fire. “I promise you’ll like it.”

	Everyone moved closer with bowls and spoons; Asya ladled the soup into the plates, and for a while it went quiet in the cave, only the spoons clinking against the rims and the Grim One chomping loudly. When everyone had eaten and was contentedly patting his belly, Nur — another member of their crew — spoke up at last:

	“Come on, Vik, tell us about the giants.”

	“All right,” Vik said, delighted. He smiled, winked at Yasya, clapped Black on the shoulder.

	“I never went to school, so everything I can tell you is based on my own observations. I’ll tell you about our new home — I like it very much. I think we can find lots of interesting and useful things here. Remember how, by chance, we found just a little hole in the ground, and it saved us from the foul weather? And who’d have thought then that what we’d found was something bigger. Maybe even a whole city,” Vik added cautiously.

	Black nodded vigorously. Yasya stopped cleaning her nails with a thin little stick and looked at Vik. The Grim One snorted; Nur narrowed his eyes.

	“When I found the first door out of this room, I was amazed at how high it was. Who, I ask you, would need to make doorways thirteen feet high? And this house is no palace, mind — just a house. And in the very first room there was furniture of the same incredible size, and these bowls” — Vik waved his — “are plainly not for people our height.”

	“Maybe they just liked to eat,” the Grim One chuckled.

	“And chairs that tall? My feet don’t reach the floor when I sit on them,” Vik shook his head. “And the height of the ceilings? Who, at our height, would make them like that? In short, I’m firmly convinced: giants lived here.”

	Everyone fell silent; they’d heard this version more than once and believed Vik.

	“But what troubled me was that we’re digging the house out not in width but in depth. I just couldn’t get my head around why they’d build a house underground. I mean, what for? It’s hard, and there’s mold and groundwater and who knows what other troubles. I went around racking my brains over it, and here’s the conclusion I came to…”

	Everyone listened closely; even the Grim One stopped his condescending smirk.

	“I think there was some cataclysm on the Earth once… a very long time ago… And it buried and covered up the whole giant tribe along with their houses and cities.”

	“What kind of cataclysm?” Yasya muttered fearfully.

	“I don’t know — a flood, maybe, or some war… Or something else. Like I said, I didn’t go to school.”

	“And what’s that to us?” the Grim One grunted.

	“I think we could find something useful.”

	“Treasure?”

	“Well, maybe treasure. Or maybe something useful, like that stove. We just have to keep digging.”

	“Come to think of it, yes — let’s go look at your stove.” The Grim One got up off the floor. “Maybe there really is treasure hidden there.”

	Chapter 3 

	Lika

	“The forecast promises a blizzard,” Sam said, looking out the window. “My heart isn’t in setting out.”

	“What’s a blizzard to us? We’re so well prepared we’d survive in the Arctic.” Lika smiled.

	Sam sighed and shook his head. Right now the sun shone outside; it was early morning and nothing foretold bad weather. But they’d long since learned not to trust the weather. It deceived them constantly. As did the forecasters, for that matter.

	He looked Lika over critically. In the little town — the train’s end of the line — they had, to his enormous surprise, found everything they needed for the trek. At the local secondhand shop they’d bought Lika a warm parka, windproof and waterproof. The parka was too big for her, but it was the best they could find. At the local flea market they’d bought a tent and sleeping bags that reeked of cheap tobacco but were sturdy. And in their big backpacks was everything to keep them from perishing if they got lost in an unfamiliar forest: food stores, fuel, matches, and the rest.

	“The GPS says it’s twenty-four miles as the crow flies. But that’s… well, you understand, anyone’s guess.”

	Lika shrugged. The long road and a night in a tent didn’t frighten her. As had become her habit, she supposed she’d been no delicate flower and that journeys like this had had their place in her life. Maybe I was a brave traveler?

	“We’ll make it.” Lika nodded. “A pity, of course, that we’ve no snowmobile or off-roader, but it’s probably just foolish to dream of one in the circumstances.”

	Sam sighed. At the local police station they’d been pointed to a man who had a snowmobile, but he’d named an exorbitant price for it. In general, it seemed the whole town, within an hour of their arrival, knew about the two newcomers planning a trek. The residents eyed them warily and were very reluctant to talk, but the grapevine had worked splendidly, and in a flash everyone knew the travelers had money. Just for them, the prices on all goods doubled, and by the time the forester had bought everything necessary, his account was empty.

	Still, once the innkeeper understood there was nothing more to be squeezed out of his guests, he softened and amiably offered:

	“On the way back I’ll give you a good discount.”

	“Much obliged,” Sam muttered.

	“You shouldn’t go there. All sorts of things happen out there.” The innkeeper shook his head.

	“Such as?” Lika perked up.

	“Strange things of every kind. We’ve heard our fill of stories here. Our town is the last stronghold before the exclusion zone. Once a lot of people came through here — everyone was drawn to adventure, to see the unknown, to gamble with fate. The ones who came back told dreadful things — of ghosts, and mutants, and packs of wild beasts. And it happened, too, that some didn’t come back. Cheerful young fellows would set off, and that was the last of them. There was one famous blogger, too, millions of subscribers, a real star… went off to film a video and never came back. There are plenty like that,” the man waved a hand. “Then, little by little, interest in these parts faded. Only those with nowhere else to go are left here now. And really, is it any better out there… somewhere?”

	“It’s the same everywhere,” Sam reassured him.

	“That’s just it.” The innkeeper even brightened. “Well, safe travels.”

	“Thank you,” Lika answered, and stepped outside.

	Sam, having settled on the route, put away the GPS and walked beside Lika, driving off his gloomy thoughts. Their way lay toward Prypiat, but not quite there — farther west, into the very thick of the forests. The satellite showed not even a tiny village in those parts.

	“What do you think we’ll find there?” Lika asked, a touch of dreaminess in her voice.

	“A small settlement around a research center, probably. I keep thinking: they don’t come into town for food and supplies, so they must be able to provide for themselves somehow?”

	“You’re right. But maybe they’re supplied from somewhere else?”

	“I don’t know. There’s nothing for miles around here.”

	“And what do you make of the vanishing tourists?”

	“I make nothing of it, because it could just be a scare story for tourists, or the young fellows might really have vanished. Wolves tore them apart, or roving gangs.”

	“And what if—”

	“Lika, the frost is fierce. You should keep quiet to keep the warmth in,” Sam cut her off, not very politely.

	Lika took no offense; she sensed the forester was afraid for her — he didn’t like putting her in danger. So she fell silent and walked along beside him without a word, savoring the road. Lika liked simply walking forward to meet the new. In that moment she was truly alive: she had a goal and a friend, and the thoughts of who she was had receded into the background.

	Sam glanced sideways at his companion and saw the corners of her lips lift slightly.

	The last thing they saw as they left the town was a cemetery. Its crosses and headstones, dusted with snow, were a reminder that all things have an end.

	Beyond the town limits it was safer. Here a snowbound plain stretched out, and even if a hurricane or earthquake suddenly began, it would do the travelers little harm. The paved road wasn’t snowed under. Thanks to the wind it was clear of snow, though icy in places. Sam kept sighing over his motorcycle, remembering the strange boy who’d stolen the bike.

	They walked for about four hours, stopping now and then to drink hot tea from the thermos. Not a soul around, and the only sound was the crunch of snow underfoot.

	At last the road began to curve noticeably to the right, heading into Prypiat, and Sam stopped to check the GPS.

	“Well, the easy part of the way is behind us,” he said. “Now we need to bear a little left and head toward that forest over there.”

	“Okay,” Lika agreed easily.

	“How are you?” he asked. “Frozen through?”

	“I’m fine,” the girl answered, but Sam wasn’t sure of it. She was too thin to stroll about for hours in the frost so calmly.

	“I think we should make camp.”

	“But it’s still light! We could cover a fair distance yet.”

	“As our GPS says, we’ve still a dozen miles to go, and in the snowbound forest it won’t be so easy.”

	“Let’s at least get to the forest first.” Lika shook her head stubbornly.

	Sam agreed. In any case it was better to pitch the tent among the trees than out in the open.

	When they reached the forest, the question of whether to go on settled itself: a sharp gust of wind nearly knocked them off their feet. The sky was instantly covered with a black canvas, and the clear day suddenly turned gloomy and dark.

	“I wonder what sort of forest this is,” Sam muttered.

	He cast a quick glance around.

	“The main thing is that it’s not too old. In a storm like this it’d be dangerous to be in it,” he explained.

	It was a mixed forest, which now rustled and creaked most unfriendlily, but to the forester’s relief, no branches fell, which meant the trees here were sturdy and young. The dense underbrush forced the travelers to weave about, which was terribly tiring, but at last they came out onto a small clearing, as if created by nature specially for their tent.

	“An excellent spot,” Sam rejoiced. “We’ll pitch the tent now and warm you up.”

	“I’m fine,” Lika answered, dropping her backpack to the ground.

	They struck camp fairly quickly, set up the tent, and lit a fire. There was no shortage of firewood in the forest, and a special fluid Sam had paid a fortune for helped get the fire going. And so within half an hour their fire was crackling away, and even the gale-force wind couldn’t put it out. Though here, in the clearing, ringed by trees, it was fairly quiet, and only the crowns above made any noise, not letting them forget that the elements were raging.

	Both of their cheeks had flushed from the hot fire. They skewered sausage on sticks — of dubious quality, with big chunks of fat inside, but very nourishing. And the grease dripping from it fed the fire.

	“A staggering smell like this might bring wild animals our way,” Sam said. “We’d better make short work of the food.”

	“Who lives here?” Lika looked around. The dark trees hemmed them in, giving hunters the chance to hide behind them and watch the prey settled by the fire.

	“Anyone at all. The bears are in hibernation now, true, but the lynxes come out at night…”

	“And wolves?”

	Sam shrugged.

	“Wolves were thought to be extinct. First they were shot heavily, and then, when Martha banned hunting, for some reason they began dying off en masse. At any rate no one’s seen one in our parts for a long time. But this is Prypiat! Anything at all can be here.”

	“I remember about Prypiat,” Lika nodded thoughtfully. “It’s all so strange. I don’t remember the simplest things, but fundamental knowledge like that hasn’t gone anywhere. And when I don’t know something from history, say, I keep wondering: did I never know it, or have I forgotten it? And do I need to keep filling in these gaps? There’s so much I don’t know!”

	“Don’t worry,” Sam smiled. “We all don’t know a great deal. And history is a rather dubious science; it’s constantly rewritten and the facts fitted to please the new government. Sometimes I think that you, a person whose memory was erased, have more understanding of how our world works than many others.”

	“You think so?” Lika was surprised. She’d never thought of herself in such a light.

	“Of course!” Sam responded. “You can calmly accept the things that would seem impossible to us, people with ‘truths’ hammered into them.”

	“Such as?” Lika sent a piece of fried sausage into her mouth with relish. Her lips glistened with grease.

	“For instance, you can call certain historical facts into question. Or the existence of magic. Or, say, the idea that humanity is to blame for global warming.”

	Lika stared at Sam with interest. He calmly drank his tea, clasping the mug in his big, weather-chapped hands.

	“And you don’t think so?” she asked, not knowing herself whether she wanted an answer. Because even she had thoroughly absorbed that truth.

	Sam shrugged.

	“The thought has crossed my mind. Maybe it’s simply the Earth cleansing itself.”

	“Of us? Of humanity?”

	Sam smirked. He liked that Lika understood him at half a word. They were from different worlds, yet astonishingly alike.

	“My intuition tosses me thoughts like that sometimes,” Sam answered cheerfully. “And what does yours say?”

	“My intuition tells me that tonight we needn’t fear the animals. In a blizzard like this, hardly anyone will be prowling the forest.” Lika pulled up her hood, which was already covered with snow.

	“My bracelet has an animal repeller,” Sam said. “I’ve already switched it on.”

	They drank tea with warming spices and a wonderful fragrant aroma, tossing branches onto the fire. All around the forest had grown quite dark, though it wasn’t yet truly late.

	“Sam, tell me something from your life.”

	“What, for instance?” the forester was surprised.

	“I don’t know, but it seems to me that sitting by a fire like this, you absolutely must tell stories. And since I have nothing to tell about myself, it’ll have to be you,” Lika said, smiling.

	“What kind of storyteller am I!” Sam waved a hand. In embarrassment he began poking the fire, and sparks flew from it in all directions, meeting the flakes of snow.

	Lika had never seen anything more beautiful in her life.

	“Where’s your family? Parents, brothers, sisters?”

	“I have no family. There was only my mother, but she died ten years ago in an earthquake. The old house, which couldn’t withstand the earth’s wrath, became her grave. Half the little town turned to ruins there; no one even dug out the rubble. I learned of the tragedy several days later.”

	“How terrible,” Lika shuddered. “Are things really so bad with us?”

	“Yep,” the forester answered grimly. “I go there once a year, bring flowers. But you should see what the little town has become! It’s perhaps the most dreadful place I’ve ever visited. The rubble turned into something like graves. Sort of burial mounds of collapsed nine-story buildings, overgrown with grass and wildflowers.”

	Sam was silent a moment, then added:

	“Well, I have no one else, and never did.”

	“Never married? Children?”

	“No.”

	“So you never had a great love?”

	“Why not? I had one, and have it still,” Sam smiled. “My forest. I’m bound to it by the tightest of ties; even now, when I’m so far from it, it feels as if it’s passing its energy to me through this forest. All trees seem to be connected to one another. I devoted my whole life to the sequoias, and somehow I never had time for anything else.”

	“And no kindred spirit ever turned up?”

	“Never turned up,” Sam smirked. He didn’t seem to suffer over it in the least.

	Suddenly an icy rain poured down. Sharp little shards of ice dug into the skin, lashing the people mercilessly, as if punishing them for something.

	“Quick, into shelter,” Sam commanded, opening the tent and letting Lika in first.

	“God, these sleeping bags do reek,” Lika laughed, once inside.

	“But it’ll be warm.”

	Sam climbed in after her. It was noisy in the tent: the ice shards drummed on the roof. And it was dark, too. Sam switched on the flashlight, and they crawled into the warm sleeping bags.

	“Not bad,” Lika said with satisfaction, settling more comfortably. “We probably won’t be going anywhere else today.”

	“Of course not. We’ll wait for dawn. We’ve a dozen miles left; in good weather we’ll reach the place by midday.”

	“Good night, Sam.”

	Lika fell asleep quickly. Beside Sam she always felt at peace, and the noise of the wind and rain lulled her. The snow and the blizzard put out the fire in her dreams, kept her from living through the horrors of the past again and again. Awake, she didn’t remember her troubles, but no one has power over dreams, and they crept out of her subconscious like gloomy shadows, trying to make themselves known.

	Sam couldn’t sleep. He watched Lika, watched her eyes dart about during the rapid phase of sleep. She tossed and muttered something, and Sam couldn’t tear his gaze from her. He caught himself thinking he wanted to protect her at any cost, to soothe her, to give her soul peace. The ghosts of the past wouldn’t let her live, but in time she’d forget them. He could give her a calm and happy future and could guard her gift so that no one would know of it.

	Lika cried out; Sam laid a hand on her head and began to stroke her short hair.

	“It’s all right,” he whispered, “you’re safe.”

	The girl calmed and drew a deep breath. Her sleep grew sounder. Sam admired the outlines of her face, feeling all the while a sense of guilt, because he madly wanted to kiss and embrace her.

	It would probably be honest to tell her, the forester mused. After all, as long as I keep silent about my feelings, I’m deceiving her, aren’t I? But if I dump my feelings like this on a girl who depends on me, it’ll fluster her, put her in an awkward position; afterward she might be quite uncomfortable being alone with me…

	What a business! Sam concluded. Love is a terribly complicated thing, and life’s much simpler without it. But once it’s shown up, there’s no driving it out with a dirty broom.

	Sam lay on his back and turned his attention to the sounds outside. The icy rain stopped as suddenly as it had begun, and silence fell at once. After a while the forester heard a rustle beside the tent: someone was plainly scouring the area. A branch cracked a couple of times; Sam heard a snort. Hard times for the animals now: a harsh winter. He wondered what beast had come calling. The main thing is that it’s not a person, Sam thought — they’re the most dangerous of all. He thought again of his bike, and of how a little vagrant boy had
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