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“Let me tell you something,” said Georgy Balabin, who, until now, had been silent the whole evening. He was a stocky, dense, bear-like man, overweight, and with a short bristly beard. However, behind this rustic exterior, there was hidden knowledge, and the respect that a researcher of Siberia with such vast experience deservedly earned in the scientific world. 

“In all of your stories,” continued Balabin, “I noticed one peculiarity: the extraordinary has met almost every one of you, as it corresponds to the inner searchings of everyone... Are these meetings not the result of long-term, maybe unconscious, searches? Patient aspiration trains our sensitivity gives the ability to separate the present from the accidental one. It is a kind of internal compass, which at the right moment always tells you that you are on the right path... And who knows, maybe that's why we meet in this life with interesting and wonderful events that constantly followed this compass. 

“In Eastern Siberia, there is the Vitimo-Olekminsky National District. The north-eastern part of this vast mountainous country, adjoining the southern border of Yakutia, is a continuous knot of mountain ranges, perhaps the highest in all of Siberia. The inaccessibility and solitude of these places are exceptional. Until very recently, travelers never visited them. Fifteen years ago, I had to cross the first ‘white spot,’ on the map. I say ‘first,’ implying, of course, scientists-researchers. The indigenous inhabitants of the country – the Tungus and the Yakuts – during their hunting migrations, proceeded along and across this wild region. The Tunguska hunters informed me more than once of precious information about sites not yet crossed by routes, and confidently drew detailed maps of rivers, keys, and mountain ranges. Even the smallest rivers, which served as the main routes for nomadic activities, had their own names. 

“This was not the case with the char however; and just as an aside for those of you who don’t know what char is, it’s the residue material that is left after gases and tar have been burnt out. Anyway, I digress. The practical mind of the taiga hunter avoided unnecessarily filling their memory with names that were not important for the movement or habitat of places, and therefore, I had to come up with names myself for mountain peaks.”

And so, Georgy Balabin began to tell his story...

... At the end of December 1935, I was on the Tokko River, preparing to leave the Yakutia region in the heart of Siberia and go to the upper reaches of the river, to the Vitimo-Olekminsky National District. I kept only a small detachment from my original great expedition; the rest of the staff I sent to Aldan and Lena, effectively expanding the area of my research. 

I, despite the ferocious frosts and inadequate supplies of food, strove to cross the mountain knot which is accessible most easily in winter, when the stormy rivers raging in impassable ravines are frozen, and the movement along the bottom of the gorges on reindeer sleds does not encounter special difficulties. 

Three of my companions were irreplaceable each in their own way. Yakut Gabyshev was the guide; a leader and the owner of a deer caravan. Then there was my geologist, Anatoly Alexandrovich, and our worker Alexei, who acted as a cook, gold digger, and hunter. All were experienced taiga men who had often visited me in remote places of Siberia. 

The eighth month of my journey was nearing its end, but there was still a very difficult part ahead. 

Our caravan of seven sleds, with four spare deer, moved quickly along the frozen river, and more and more places of the Tokko valley were first put on a geographical map. The river changed its meandering current, justifying its name, ‘Tokokorikan,’ which in Tunguska means ‘tortuous,’ and flowed now strikingly straight. Day after day, the plates of our shooting were attached to a large map – the result of many months of hard work, showing a wide, straight valley, heading to the sources of the river – to the south. Day after day, there was a faint rapping of deer hoofs and the squeaking of swaying sleds breaking the silence, as we made our way farther and farther to where the jagged line of gloomy mountains rose above the rounded waves of low hills. 

We moved across a monotonous terrain, along the southern edge of the Lena platform. This low plateau dissected into endless rows of hills of almost equal height. We tried, despite the short days, to pass through this region as soon as possible. 

Finally, on the twenty-first of December, the rounded hills covered with dark bristles of spruce forest were replaced by long, pointed ridges, overgrown with larch, whose rusty gray color stood out sharply against the dark green of the forests of spruce and cedar. This meant that we’d left the platform with its monotonous relief and limestones and approached the advanced bastions of the mountainous country from granites and gneisses – the hard rocks of the ancient plinth of the continent, raised here by recent movements of the earth's crust to a greater height. The revival of the geologist, who up until this time had been gloomily sitting on his sled with a photography tablet on his chest, showed the change in the surrounding area as well as possible. 

The sky cleared to blue overhead, while low clouds covered the south with a dense veil, skewing obliquely over the threshold of the mountainous country. The frost grew stronger, the creak of the sled grew louder and higher in tone, and a cloud of steam from the short and frequent breathing of deer, twisted over the caravan. 

I’d conveniently settled on wide cargo sleds, on top of things tucked under my left leg and dangling the right, playing the role of the brake and steering wheel. From time to time, I shifted the reins from one hand to the other or moved my toes anxiously, trying to catch the terrible signs of freezing that required an immediate run. We’d long finished our stock of oil – and this lowered our resistance to cold. 

Gray clouds ahead turned red, and in the deepening of the snow shroud, lay long blue shadows. The steep convex side of a massive char protruded at the turn of the river. Having rounded it, we saw that the valley formed a wide fork, separated by a massive hill with a jagged crest. This was the large fork of the Tokko peak at the site of the confluence of the large left tributary of the Chiroda. From here, the Tokko valley turned into a narrow gorge, cluttered with rapids, that flowed to the south-west, as it approached the headwaters of the Chara. 

There, in a vast hollow, between two high ridges was a small town with a trading station and a radio station and it was there we sought to replenish our food supplies. Turning into the valley of Tokko at dusk, we quickly chose a place for our tent. Our long-traveled detachment set about and completed with speed, all the necessary evening work, and, I would say, with the grace of a well-played troupe of artists. In the gathering darkness, we tied the poles, raked the snow, set up the tent, and sawed wood. Alexei installed the stove and started cooking dinner. A pale flame burst out from the side that protruded from the entrance of the tent to the chimney. 

Giving the snow sled one last look over in the fading light, we went into the tent and, carefully passing the hot stove, plunged into heat. What could be more pleasant than the first minutes in a heated tent after a hard day out in a severe frost? You fiercely tear off your icy wet scarf that had been covering your face all day and remove your hat. With a little more patience, reindeer skins are laid out on larch branches, stretched out to warm above the frozen ground, and sleeping bags are deployed. Having freed yourself from your heavy clothes, you enjoy a thick cigarette, inhaling and absorbing it into one’s body with great pleasure, enjoying its wonderful warmth.

And so, it was the same on this particular evening, when we were seated in our tent with our legs tucked together, and had begun to absorb an incredible amount of hot tea while waiting for the meat to cook. Big frosts can dry one out no differently than heat, and when there is nothing to drink all day, by evening an unquenchable thirst arises. In the blessed warmth, with the reddish flicker of a cozy crackling stove, our gloomy, weather-beaten faces soften, and our severe wrinkles smooth out. 

Finally, once we stopped putting more firewood into the stove, the icy air would begin to climb into the tent inexorably. It then became necessary again to put on our quilted jackets, spare fur socks, and get into our sleeping bags, carefully damping the lingering fire. In the stillness and sharp coolness of the cooled tent, the already faint flame of the fading furnace fluttered for some time, before the oven went out. Hanging on sticks above our heads to dry were our mittens, hats, and scarves, as well as dry wood for the morning, and in the corner, a packed suitcase. 

Filtering into our consciousness as we slumbered, came the rare sounds of the outside world: the distant rumble of the settling ice, the cracking of a crashing tree, the running of the reindeer warming... 

The next day, the day of the winter solstice, brought good weather, and even more severe frost. The pale sky was above us was clear and blue. In the motionless air of a frosty morning, the burst of steam from our breath immediately turned into tiny ice crystals. The friction of the ice floes moving against each other produced a characteristic quiet rustle. This quiet rustling, called the ‘whisper of the stars,’ by the Yakuts, meant that the frost was more than forty-five degrees. When the geologist reached with his naked hand for the mercury thermometer he’d left outside for the night, he involuntarily uttered a cry of surprise: the glass rod of the thermometer shattered into long, sharp splinters, and a frozen mercury ball stuck to his fingers. I had to remove an alcohol thermometer from the bottom of my suitcase, which soon showed a respectable figure of fifty-seven degrees.

Having renewed the stock of firewood and warmed ourselves with hot tea, we wandered about our business. The geologist went on the sleds up Chiroda, the guide went to check the deer, and Alexei washed the gold. I decided to climb the char and look around and take photos from the height of the surrounding area. Otherwise, it was difficult to understand the fence of mountain peaks. 

The camp was empty. Our tent, half hidden by small larches, seemed quite small – lost among the huge rocks. Having chosen a gentle spur, I began to slowly climb through the creaking, unthinkably clear, snow. The smooth soles of my boots glided, so I had to cling to the trunks of trees, and the frosty air made it impossible to breathe deeply. It was very tiring, so it wasn’t long before large drops of frozen sweat surrounded my face along the edge of my fur cap. But still, I reached a small area on the top of the char, where there were two large blocks of granite, wind-blown and covered with lichen. I scrambled to the top of one of the blocks and looked around. 

Behind the slope of the char, it was steeply cut off into a wide valley, densely overgrown with cedarwood, and appeared on top of a fluffy carpet with a pattern of dark green and white spots. To the left, behind a ribbed hill, there was a white strip of the frozen Chiroda, to the right the same strip designated the Tokko. From the south of the blue, sunny dale, the wall of the Udokan Ridge covered with a silvery haze approached. This wall, about a distance of fifty kilometers from me, broke the corner and turned east towards Olekma. In the place of the break of the ridge, there was a mass of huge char hills, much higher in height than all that I saw here. 

One char, in particular, caught my attention. It stood in front of all the others, closer to me, rising lonely, like a giant, slightly tapering upward tower, the top of which was crowned with three huge teeth. It was with some difficulty coping with a pencil in my stiffening hands, I sketched what I saw and took a compass reading. It was time to go down. 

The same still silence surrounded me – there wasn’t even the slightest air fluctuation. As before, the clear blue of the sky, as deep as the surrounding silence, stood high above me. The stone, frozen, frost-bound world was hostile to me. And I felt a sharp yearning for warm countries move in my soul... 

Ever since my early childhood, I had been unconsciously in love with Africa. Children's impressions of books about adventure travel were replaced in my youth by a more mature dream of a little-explored black continent full of mysteries. I dreamed of sunlit savannahs with wide crowns of solitary trees, of huge lakes, of the mysterious forests of Kenya, of the dry plateaus of South Africa. Later, as a geographer and archaeologist, I saw in Africa the cradle of humanity – the place from where the first people entered the northern countries, along with the flow of animals moving to the north. The interest of the scientist further strengthened my youthful dreams about the soul of Africa – about the mighty, all-conquering ancient life, spilled over the expanse of high plateaus, the waters of mighty rivers, windswept coasts open to the two oceans... 

However, I didn’t have to fulfill my dream and become a researcher of the Black continent because I realized my northern homeland, in immensity, was not inferior to Africa, and there were no less unexplored places in it. And so, I became a Siberian traveler and fell under the charm of the boundless uninhabited expanses of the North. Only occasionally, when my body and soul was tired of the cold, and the gloomy and harsh nature, did I become gripped with a longing for Africa, so interesting, inviting, and inaccessible... 

A ruthless chill brought me back to reality. I went down the slope and back to the camp. The sun had already gone behind the char, but none of my comrades had returned. I stoked the stove, put on the cauldron with the frozen tea, and dropped down on the deerskin, waiting for the tent to warm up enough to undress. 

The twenty-third and twenty-fourth of December were difficult days. The Tokko valley had turned into a narrow gorge, squeezed by the sides of tall loaches. All the snow from the ice was completely swept away by the winds that raged in the gorge. The river had frozen with uneven knolls, that rose up the whole stream, repeating the contours of the waves on the banks and rapids. There was often a distant rumble in the ravine or a low moan of cracking and settling ice. In places, sharp teeth of stones protruded from the ice. 

It was strange and eerie to walk with a mix of gliding and balancing and to see right under your feet, through a greenish transparent ice slab of half a meter in thickness, the raging waves of a river that flashed in a greenish flicker with great rapidity. It was especially eerie as it seemed that this chaos of water and foam ran under our feet completely silently as if enchanted by the heavy, frosty haze, that hung in the gorge. The advance of the caravan along the smooth ice was conducted with great difficulty; even the reindeer were completely helpless on the slippery, hard surface – their hooves parted in different directions, and the animals would struggle and fall. 

There was a growing, deafening noise from the depths of the ravine, and soon it turned into a low, continuous roar, as we approached one of the biggest rivers – the powerful force of which could not even be cured by fifty-degree frosts. A white mist filled the gorge to almost half the height of its steep walls from the dark gray, metamorphic slates. Dark water in a white frame of ice and snow smoothly rounded off the shaft and swelled to a height of three meters. It rolled down, broke into foam, splashed against sharp stones, and roared violently onto a rock on the right bank, where, above the blackening hollowed out water, nestled huge blocks. The left bank was also steep. From the rock, there was a smooth slope of a huge ice floe, that fell right into the threshold. The passage was dangerous and narrow, but there was no other way. 

The geologist, who arrived first, frowned, then took hold of the bunch – a belt that connected the halos of each pair of deer – and slowly led his team forward. 

I was next in line. I stood anxiously between the heads of my bulls and unhurriedly forged forward, silently following the geologist. I couldn’t help my comrade: you can’t let go of your own harness, since every centimeter won at the beginning of the passage, to the right, to the wall of the gorge, was decisive. The geologist’s team advanced forward, steadily slipping towards the edge of the ice, towards the steaming waves of the roaring river. The deer fell and again jumped. One meter... half a meter... If the left bull fell again, everything would be lost. 

Fortunately, the bull did not fall. Another minute passed, and I welcomed the success of the geologist with a cry, lost in the noise of the water. My deer pushed me with noses and horns as if telling me it was my turn. Having come on the left side of the team, I squeezed the deer's shoulder with the shoulder of the deer against the stone wall of the gorge and led the sleds over the very top of the ice ramp. In my wake, the guide and the worker followed; then we moved the cargo sleds. One more unfrozen threshold had to be overcome before the end of the day – and its roar lulled us throughout the night. 

The next morning, as soon as we had traversed three or four kilometers, a strong and continuous wind hit us directly head-on, right after the turn of the gorge. On the ice, on steep rocks, among the rare bare trees – there was not a single place in which we could hide from the relentless flight of blowing frost. We walked, bent forward, our faces wrapped so tight that only a narrow line of our eyelashes was left. The deer lowered their heads low, almost touching the snow with their black noses. Strong wind at sixty degrees of frost is almost intolerable. It only took a few minutes in these conditions before I felt the entire front half of my body freeze until it was completely numb. I had to turn my back and walk backward until I’d get warm again. The noise and whistling of the wind drowned out all other sounds... 

Towards evening we emerged from the terrible gorge into a huge valley – a hollow with a flat bottom, surrounded by stepped mountains. A smooth snowy field stretched before us, shining in the twilight, bordered by a black strip of forest. After the noise of the wind in the gorge, silence and peace hit us. We named this first-time discovered valley, the Upper-Tokkinskaya Depression. We crossed it through deep snow and reached the edge of the forest in the dark.

Another unremarkable day of monotonous progress passed. 

The guide picked us up very early the next day. In the incredible blue twilight, foreshadowing a clear day, like all the previous ones, we began to climb a pass in the saddle of a two-vertex char, covered with abundant snow. 

We alternated taking turns leading the caravan – as we trampled forward on our skis, pulling our narts that containing our lighter provisions and supplies behind us. We would change leaders whenever the one in front became exhausted – with steam pouring off us and our backs covered with hoarfrost. Slowly, we crawled to the top of the pass between two gentle snow slopes. When we’d stop for a rest, our deer, snapping at the snow, would immediately lay down, while we’d sit down on the sleds and have a smoke. 

With slow progress, we began to descend from the saddle along a wide slope that overlooked a huge flat slope several kilometers wide, falling to the Tarynnakh River, the tributary of the Chara. 

Two dark spots appeared on the precipice to our right. Our guide, who was driving the caravan, cleverly stopped the deer running away. I quickly snatched my rifle out from under the canvas. The brown spots soon turned into two magnificent kabarga – adult musk deer. I pulled back the bolt, taking care not to be jolted while I rode in the back of the sled. The musk deer trembled, with their attentive black eyes watching us vigilantly. Their thin legs strained, ready to sweep their owners up the slope. Unfortunately, the bolt of the rifle didn’t slam shut, but slowly crept forward and, reaching the edge of the cartridge, it stopped open. No matter how carefully it had been oiled, the severe frost had done its job. I moved, trying to release the cartridge; this started the musk deer, who rose up the slope and disappeared into the thick of the Listvyanka. 

The caravan started off again, looping between the trees on the slope.

“Stop!” 

A sudden scream made me flinch. Without thinking, I rolled off my sled into the snow and caught it behind the back of the handlebar, to act as a brake with my body. The sled of the guide had already gone behind the turn and had disappeared. Unfortunately, the speed of my sled was too great; the deer jerked, jumped in a leap, and I dropped, clinging to the claw brake. Before I had time to figure out anything, I was already lying next to our guide, and the braking deer of a cargo sled came to my rescue. 

Then a new scream: “Stop!”

Looking back, I saw the two sleds of the geologists, form a pile of deer, men, and sleds, roll down a second slope. Nothing much really happened – just the steepness of the descent suddenly exceeded the permissible limit for the passage of the narts being pulled. We hit the bottom of the fall. I hit my back on the ice so hard that I lost my breath for a minute. Alexei appeared on the crest of the cliff behind us. Seeing a pile of bodies and sleds, he was confused and clung convulsively to the sleds, instead of jumping off. There were the bodies of the deer splayed out, the geologist had landed under a slope, and his sleds had flown over top of him, hit the ice, and had strewn their contents everywhere. Alexei remained sitting on his things blinking in surprise and fear, and his deer, tearing off their reins, made several jumps and stopped. 

After checking out that all the deer were unharmed, and things weren’t damaged, we laughed at our adventure and decided, given the broken state of the narts, to reach the nearest feed and spend the night. 

After driving a little before the beginning of the vast hill in Tarynn, we stopped in a rare forest. Here, we found evidence that a long time ago, a wildfire had passed through the area. Now the area was full of the regeneration of young birches and larch undergrowth. The old larches were devoid of branches and bark – the best fuel, and we stocked up on them in abundance, and also, ignited a huge fire, to warm ourselves while we did some repairs to Kopylov’s harness. The geologist and Alexei went to the nearest key to do a washing for gold, while the guide and I prepared all the material for repair. 

It was getting dark. We had dinner and drank tea, but our comrades did not return. I decided to go out to meet them. The daytime frosty blackness had disappeared, and the moon rose high above the mountains in the clear air. I soon saw two dark figures, hurrying toward me.

“There must be some gold,” said the geologist. 

“Really, Anatoly?”

“Yes,” the worker replied. 

We lit our cigarettes and stood silently, enchanted by the frosty lunar night, which covered the world around us with a layer of sparkling matte silver. 

“Are they not your terrible char, Georgy Balabin?” I asked the geologist and pointed up the Tarynnakh valley.

To the left of the valley, there was a group of bluish-silver serrate peaks with very sharply defined contours. A deep black shadow hid the foot of the char, and the cold light of the high moon traced the non-existent abysses and deepened the distant plains. It seemed that a giant silver ball saw hung in the air, resting on nothing. Separately from the others stood a tall tower, which I’d noticed before, under which rays shone on the rocky ribs and the icy tails of its southern side. 

“Here’s a good name for your peak, Georgy Balabin,” the geologist broke the silence again. “Moonlight Cliff. You see, you rested your teeth on the moon...” 

“Very good,” I agreed, directing my compass to the char, and taking a second reading. Now the distance to the char was known, and I could place it exactly on the map... 

The work on repairing the sleds was completed by noon, and, lounging in the tent, we rested, discussing the journey ahead. In three days, we expected to get to the Chara basin and a couple of days later, across the hollow to the village. So, in five days, we could sleep in the trading posts house, afford the luxury of undressing, eat well... and even listen to the Moscow news, if there is a receiver! 

We decided to take a wash before rolling the tent and laying down to sleep, sharing dreams of the imminent arrival in the village and a little rest. 

However, our dreams were interrupted by unexpected sounds – the crunching of deer running, the squeaking of our narts, and a human voice. Everyone except for me, donned their caps and ran out of the tent, and quickly restrained a man who’d appeared out of the taiga frost like a miracle. I stayed in place, as befits a boss who has experienced all kinds of taiga frost troubles and joys. Soon a man unknown to me entered, bending down as he passed through the flap of the tent, followed by my companions. The newcomer sat down, cross-legged, near the stove, proudly raised his head, beat his chest, and said loudly:

“Great boss.” 

I calmly and attentively looked at him, and he, embarrassed, looked down. He was a tall, old man, unusually thin, of the Yakut people. He had large hawkish round eyes, a hunchbacked nose, sunken cheeks, a narrow face and a pointed beard reminded me of Don Quixote. 

I offered the old man a pouch, and winked at Anatoly so that he put fresh tea and meat on the stove: if ‘uhlahn toyon’ is taken, we would take it with proper honor. After a pause of the proper time, I said the usual convention: 

“Tell, friend.” 

“No, there is nothing to tell, you tell,” stretched the old man. 

We exchanged a few more conventional phrases of the Yakut people; then the old man suddenly began to speak in Russian – apparently, he decided that his use of the Russian language was better than my Yakut. 

With great interest, the Yakut asked me about our trip, nodding his head approvingly at the mention of the names of especially difficult places on the road. Several times the old man tried to pick me up on the knowledge of the peculiarities of the local nature, but thanks to my great experience of exploring, I found myself on top of the situation. He was brought a glass of alcohol, and he ate a hearty meal, softening a little and losing his arrogance. He said that he would show me, ‘such a thing,’ which I have, perhaps, never seen before. Then the old man quickly left the tent and went to his two sleds.

“Do you know this old man?”- I asked Gabysheva. 

“I know,” answered the guide. “His name is Kilchegasov. The hunter is good, he knows every place.”

The old man returned to the tent, and I stopped inquiring.

“Did you see this on Tokko?” the old man asked, slyly grinning as he handed me a heavy stump of a mammoth's tusk.

I explained to the old man, it was a mammoth’s tusk, and described it, drawing an arc through the air with my hand showing it as a whole form. 

Kilchegasov was sad seeing my awareness, and when I say that I mean that perhaps he’d found the tusk while scouring the river banks. He really became sad.

“You know a lot, chief,” he shook his head.

Flattered by the recognition of the old man, I told him about the islands in the mouth of Lena, where tusks of mammoths lay right on the ground mixed with the bones of whales and the debris brought by the sea of woods. The Yakut listened attentively to me, spat, and moved closer to me as if he was going to tell me something daring.

“Your clever man, chief, but your hunters also know what you do not know. I know the char, where such a mammoth horn is, as the forest lies. There, on the contrary, is not a curve that I found, but a straight to slightly-little curve.” 

“That is interesting!” I was surprised. 

Kilchegasov reached out his hand for the tobacco pouch. He lit a pipe and lifted up his face as if recalling something. 

“My father used to drive my brother, he went very far, there.” Kilchegasov waved his hand to the east. “I saw it, then I told it. Did you hear about that, Onako?” he said as he turned to the guide. 

“I've heard. I thought they lied,” Gabbyshev responded indifferently. 

“Onako, I did not lie, his piece of horn, the end, brought, I myself watched.” 

“Where is this char?” I asked the old man. 

“And if close, will you go and look?” 

“Of course, I will,” I nodded. 

After a momentary pause, the hesitation on the old man's face disappeared. 

I unfolded my large map on which only yesterday I marked the place of the char of the Podlunny. 

“Here, between the top of Chiroda and the peak of Tokko, there is a lot of big char, just a pile.” 

“Right!” I responded. 

But the old man did not pay any attention to my response.

“The top of Chiroda and Chirodakan is about the biggest char, like a tall stump.”

We exchanged glances with the geologist, having learned from the old man their word for yesterday's discovery – the char pile Podlunny. 

“This char is standing alone, here is Tokko near the top. The right of the char is a high, level, clean place – it is still a plateau. This is the place of the horn, Onako, and lie. There's still a big hole, and there's also horns.” 

“And how far from here will it be?” I asked, catching my curiosity. 

“This place is near,” the old Yakut said. Tarynnakh go, the peak Tarynnakh will go right, the left will go to Ichonchokit. Ichonchokit peak will go to the middle pass, there is an even flat place below, on the contrary, a small key. This key converges at Talumakit. From Tokko peak to the left there will be a small river... Kivety cliff cuts – it’s still a knife. Onnako, Kivety will go that flat place...” Kilchegasov thought some more. “A verst is just over one kilometer so it will be hundred...” he added.

The old man fell silent. We were silent too. Only the wood in the stove crackled faintly. I thought about the possibility of making the route as a side trip, along with the difficult terrain, with almost exhausted food supplies. The geologist looked at me expectantly, not betraying his feelings. Gabyshev turned to the old man, and they both spoke softly in Yakut.

I caught only a few familiar words: “a large threshold... a lot of food... sleds can not be passed... a lot of things...” 

“Where is that much trait, Gabyshev?” I interfered in their conversation. 

I knew that ‘under the devil,’ meant ‘unexplained,’ to the Yakuts and the Tungus; from their point of view, a phenomenon of nature. 

“I've heard of that place, it’s very expansive,” the guide confirmed. “Onako, there's still a big threshold to cross; there's a lot of death there.” 

“What threshold? The rivers are all small.” 

“Not a small river: the big threshold is the whole road.” 

We realized that we were talking about a crossbar – a steep ledge, sometimes blocking across glacial valleys. I hesitated, not sharing my thoughts. In the end, a hundred kilometers one way on the Siberian scale was considered nothing. The question was in extra days, which had to be added to the five that separated us from the rest in the village. It was unlikely for us to get to this inaccessible area. 

I looked at Kilchegasov.

“Will you go with us to that place?” 

Seeing the animation of my companions, I saw that they understood my decision. The old man deliberated, sucking on his pipe. Without hurrying him, I asked the geologist: 

“What do you think, Anatoly Alexandrovich?” 

“Well, of course, we're keen, we'll see,” he said approvingly. 

“And you, Alexei? Is there enough food for ten days?” 

“There's enough for you: there's a bag of flat cakes, there are five teas and five cans of beans.” 

After negotiating with the old man, he agreed to accompany us. Now it was the turn was for Gabyshev. 

“What about you, Gabyshev, will you go?” I asked. “We'll leave the cargo, we'll leave the sleds, and we'll drive the deer with us.” 

The guide unperturbedly slouched at the question bent his head and looked at the ground. Everything very much depended on consent from him, as the owner of the deer. 

“Let's go, chief,” the Yakut answered calmly and added as calmly: “Onako, will get lost, I'm thinking...” 

I firmly shook hands with this glorious Yakut who considered our enterprise to be dangerous and who nevertheless, calmly agreed to walk towards this danger. 

Before the evening ended, there was a discussion of the way ahead; and that night a fifth tenant was added to the tent. In the morning, we quickly moved to the valley of Tarynnakh, arranged a spare tent, and sorted out our gear and sleds between that which was essential and that which was unnecessary. Then we turned our backs on the coveted Chara and headed for the terrible headwaters of Tarynnakh. 

A white mist streamed down the wide valley of the river from numerous ice floes. In Yakut, ‘Taryn’ means ‘naled,’ which is the ice body that is formed by the layering of freezing of river water that splashes onto the surface of the ice. Sometimes the waters were a little under the snow, and sometimes the sleds, like boats, cut the immobile gray water or fell into the icy emptiness. 

In some places, we rushed giggling, chasing deer at full speed over thin, sagging ice. Being in a hurry, we covered a sizeable distance of the journey in a day and rested against the steep wall that blocked the valley – a famous ledge a quarter of a mile high. To the right, the bed of the river carved a narrow cut into the edge of the ledge. Through it, frozen ice, like a huge ribbed ice column fell down, over which here and there water trickled and hardly noticeable steam. Bare, yellow rocks formed an impregnable wall to the left, collapsed in one place. It was only possible to begin the ascent from here.

The next morning three pairs of our strongest bulls dragged the light sleds. Each pair was led upwards along the path by one of us, while the others picked up and pushed the sleds. The reserve deer followed, despite the fear inspired by the steepness of the ascent. Slowly, slowly, we climbed up this crevice, at the sight of which even a seasoned man would have refused to bring the sleds onto it. Already at the very top of the precipice, where the ascent was especially steep, the geologist slipped and rolled down onto the deer. A large, black buck caught him on his horns and, in wild fear, reached the edge of the cliff with two strong jerks. There, on a spacious site, we collapsed all without exception – deer and people, hardly alive from exhaustion. 

“There's a passage!” exclaimed Alexei. “We better not look down, however... And if someone goes over? 

“It’ll be very tight, just a hairs width to maneuver the sleds. It’s going to take guts,” the guide answered calmly. 

To go any further, we had to cross the river and the right side of the valley. What would seem simpler, but even here the sudden danger showed that we needed to be on full alert constantly. A fresh crust on the ice of the river formed a smooth and flat mound, slightly powdered with dry snow. As soon as we entered the hillock, the deer slid. Even as we jumped off our sleds, we too slipped and fell and could not hold the teams. I realized that we were all climbing uncontrollably to the edge of the ice cliff, from which a frozen waterfall plunged to a depth of 300 meters... A loud, ringing voice of the guide was heard: 

“Hold on, death is close!”

Fearing for the fate of my comrades, I rushed forward, clinging to the back of the most distant fallen sled, slipped again and fell. Ninety kilograms of my live weight fell on the young ice and pierced a large hole in it before I finally got some solid support. Despite my water-soaked cotton pants, I kept the damned sleds stable until the others had coped with the deer and led them back up the steep incline, back from the abyss. Getting to the right side of the wilderness, in steady snow, we drove the deer away from that dangerous place. 

That night
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