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    "And they will cast them into the fiery furnace; in that place there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth." (Matthew 13:42)

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1


[image: ]




February 21st, 1970

It was a cold afternoon and the snow had covered the streets. Every citizen was inside to protect themselves, but not everyone. A figure was treading through the icy floor of the road. A man who wore a thick furry coat and slouched in reaction to the freeze. With a movement, the scarf was further pushed toward the neck, but that was not enough. The cold was unbearable.

As Petr Simonenko walked quickly, being cautious of the slippery terrain, his eyesight was constantly downcast. The chilling breeze further stiffened the musculature of his troubled face. The air he so rapidly exhaled came out of his mouth creating a line of fog, slightly covering his circular glasses. A curly tuft of his blonde hair barely escaped his black ushanka-hat, but he preferred not to risk the warmth of his fingers just to fix that. Besides, his destination was almost reached.

With the cold air whistling by Simonenko, the man watched upfront, checking his position. Before him, the majestic building of the Soviet Academy of Sciences appeared, covered by the clouds of Moscow’s sky. The lights beamed through the red curtains of the windows, signaling the unceasing work of the research departments.

A couple of researchers exited the building, smoking pipes, when Simonenko reached the doorsteps. Recognizing his colleagues, he nodded as he passed by them. Soon, he was the only one standing at the entrance of the building, waiting. Although the warmth coming from inside tempted him, the order he followed was to stay there and avoid contacting other people.

His hands were covered by gloves, and he cupped them in front of his mouth to create heat through his breathing. After his first attempt, the skin of his face felt relieved from the cold, but his glasses were all fogged up. A few more attempts, and he couldn’t see at all, so he removed them. He spent a moment clearing them with his handkerchief, completely distracted from everything else. When he wore his glasses again, a man dressed in an army suit was all he could see.

The man, smoking a cigar that he had just lit, brought it to his lips for a puff, his hands covered by black leather gloves. The light of the fire revealed the scars on his face, his long nose, and slim lips. He was very tall, scrawny, and appeared mysterious. After letting out all the smoke, the army man looked the researcher from head to toe.

‘Are you the engineer, comrade Petr Simonenko?’ the man finally asked.

‘That’s me, sir,’ Petr replied with skepticism.

‘I don’t believe we’ve met each other before,’ the man said, grinning as he offered his hand for a handshake. ‘General Asimov. It’s a pleasure to meet you in person,’ he continued, shaking hands. ‘I’m sure you have many questions as to why you were ordered to come here, and – trust me – you’ll have your answers. However, we don’t have much time. Everything will be explained to you as we proceed. Shall you follow me?’

Judging by the dominating mannerisms of the General, Simonenko could not think of anything else to do than to follow the man. Interestingly, Asimov didn’t lead them through the main entrance of the building. Instead, they walked outside, reaching a different entrance located by the side of the building. There, a soldier who stood guard saluted the General as they entered the building.

After that, they stepped side by side through a lighted corridor, where small chandeliers on the roof showed their way. It was now that Simonenko noticed the medals on the General’s chest as well as the distinction of his rank on the shoulder. One award in particular definitely caught his gaze: “The Hero of the Soviet Union.” This is how Simonenko clearly understood that, whatever the reasons for his calling, this meeting was going to be very serious.

As they continued walking, they reached a lobby with three other soldiers, all of whom saluted the General. In an instant, a scream was heard coming from a nearby man. Looking around, Simonenko watched the three soldiers rush to the aid of another soldier who struggled to immobilize the screaming man. The four of them used violence to quiet him and then escorted him out. Taking a short glimpse at the whacked man, Simonenko stopped moving, raising his eyebrows in shock: the screaming, unanesthetized man being dragged out of the building was an alumnus of his.

‘Relax, comrade,’ said the General after noticing that Simonenko stayed a couple of steps behind him. ‘This has nothing to do with you. You’re very important for us to treat you like this. Don’t worry. Only follow me.’

The young engineer wasn’t convinced by that explanation, yet he continued his steps with hesitation. The wooden floor echoed the creaking noise of their rhythmic treading. In his mind, Simonenko was pondering what he might have done to get himself into trouble. Nothing came to mind, leaving him puzzled. The only thing he was sure about was that he hated being here, even though the heat of the radiators was highly appreciated.

The corridor ended at a silver door. No guard was stationed there, and the light was dim. The two approached, and General Asimov prepared to open it. However, moments before touching the doorknob, General Asimov turned to take a look at the engineer.

‘Prepare yourself, kid. The people we’re going to meet are very important,’ the army man said while brushing some dust off Simonenko’s shoulders. ‘Take off your ushanka-hat... and remove your gloves as well. You look awful...’ Asimov advised, and Simonenko made an effort to improve his appearance. ‘Never mind, leave it, leave it! You’re just making it worse! You’re good to go as you are,’ the General’s voice sounded stressed.

The door opened, and immediately General Asimov announced himself and presented Petr Simonenko. The scientist entered the spacious room with an explorative gaze. Inside, he saw a large picture of General Secretary Leonid Brezhnev on the white wall, and in front of that, a table where three people were sitting. The wooden table was in the middle of the room and was filled with papers and books. All three individuals sitting there stared at Petr thoughtfully, appearing tired.

‘Comrade Simonenko, you might know some of these people, but I must follow the routine anyway,’ Asimov explained, being serious. ‘To the left, you see the head of the Institute of Geological Sciences, Anatoly Petrovich Vinogradov. To the right, we have the head of the Institute of Physics of the Earth, Georgy Petrovich Yudin. And, in the center, the head of the Soviet Academy of Sciences...’

‘Mstislav Vsevolodovich Keldysh...’ Simonenko rushed to interrupt. The General looked the young man in the eye, vividly expressing his dislike of the interruption. ‘Apologies, dear General, but do you really think that I don’t know the head of my department?’ Petr smiled as he nodded to the people he was introduced to. They reciprocated the nod.

‘Approach, Petr! Have a seat. We have an issue of extreme significance to discuss,’ Keldysh’s voice sounded calm, and the order was followed. Although all of them were seated, Asimov didn’t feel like it. He preferred maintaining an uptight stance, facing the decisive glare of the General Secretary, which looked so intense as if his picture was alive.

‘When you returned from Paris a couple of years ago, we were very happy with your development,’ Keldysh began to explain. ‘The postgraduate studies that you took there were fruitful beyond our expectations. Many of your colleagues envy you, and your name is often murmured between the walls of this building. Now, I’d like to remind you that... the cost of your studies was entirely covered by the Party,’ he said, watching deep into Petr’s eyes.

‘I’m most grateful for the assistance of the Party! Ready to repay whenever needed!’ the young man’s serene voice sounded without delay. ‘Have I done something wrong? I couldn’t help but notice my mechanical designs amidst your papers,’ he continued, sparing a meaningful view of the dimly-lit designs. The lamp’s light cast an enigmatic shade on the surface of Keldysh’s face.

‘See what I told you, General? A fine and clever patriot we have here!’ Keldysh smiled when addressing Asimov, who didn’t take his focus from the picture. ‘How could he not? His father, also, won “The Hero of the Soviet Union” after dying in the field killing Nazis. Oh, what a bright scientist he was! You’re very lucky, Petr, that his blood runs in your veins.’

This last bit of information about the medal made the General turn his head slightly and glare at the engineer from the corner of his eyes. Next, he hummed in agreement and touched his medal, stabilizing it better on his chest. Bringing his hands with intercrossed fingers behind his back, he began taking some short steps around Petr.

‘I have a tendency to judge a man by his actions. Profound, isn’t it? This is the only way to test someone’s beliefs. I won’t argue that Comrade Simonenko fills some prerequisites for the mission. However, whether he’s really up to the task is still being questioned,’ Asimov spoke while approaching Petr, who suddenly turned restless.

‘What task? What is the mission? Did my machine cause any trouble? Please, talk to me! I want to know what’s going on! Why am I brought here?’ Simonenko’s voice sounded anxious. Asimov patted his shoulder and grinned at him, but this didn’t seem to relax the young man, who looked further frustrated. Then, the General nodded for the head of the Soviet Academy of Sciences to commence his elaboration on the matter.

‘Everything started about half a year ago. This past summer, our biggest target—the area in which we spent so much money, time, and energy all this time after the war—the Moon, was gone. NASA managed to land on the Moon before us. The Americans beat us only by a little. Everybody in the West is making fun of us. Is this a way to live, Simonenko? Can you stand this? Mocking our praised nation?’ Keldysh began explaining. Petr expressed a negation but still felt puzzled.

‘That’s the reason why it was decided to proceed toward a solution to erase the shame that they caused us. An alternative that nobody would expect. They are quite sneaky, you see. Always trying to be a step ahead of us. We had to think outside of the box. As a result, we reached a conclusion: since they’ve taken the farthest point man could reach from Earth, we’ll reach the closest point a man can be in Earth!” Keldysh’s words were passionate.

‘What he’s trying to say to you is that we’ve prepared a mission to reach the Earth’s mantle, an achievement unmatched by anybody so far. My department, the Institute of Geological Sciences, has high expectations from this experiment. The amount of knowledge we’ll be able to gain from that would be immense. And now, thanks to you, we have developed all the necessary equipment. We only need a capable engineer to lead the effort,’ Vinogradov rushed to complete Keldysh’s words.

‘So, you want me to go on this mission?’ Simonenko replied, trying to better conceive the idea. The three at the table nodded positively in unison. The General stepped closer to them, and for a moment, all that could be heard was the creaking sound of the wooden floor as he moved. Finally, he reached their side of the table.

‘But this will require plenty of equipment...’ Simonenko’s voice sounded skeptical as he scratched his chin. ‘We’ll need powerful drilling rigs, drill bits, casing, and liners...’ he paused for a second as another thought passed through his mind. ‘Not to mention the fellow scientists. We need the best from a variety of fields. All of this could take years to assemble!’

‘Thanks to your marvelous ideas in your designs, the biggest weakness of ours - the drilling rigs and bits – was perfected during the last six months. Apart from that, we have casing, liners, logging tools, core sampling equipment, seismic equipment, analytical instruments, heat flow and temperature instruments, pumping systems, safety and monitoring systems. All new, all at the appropriate level. As the head of the Institute of Physics of the Earth, I guarantee it!’ Yudin said after checking his paper in front of him.

‘As for personnel, we have already recruited the country’s best. Geologists, technicians, engineers, geophysicists, seismologists, geochemists, microbiologists, thermophysicists, logistics and operations specialists, as well as data analysts. They are all young, aspiring, and eager to put their names in the golden frame of science. We only lack a young and dynamic engineer to lead your field, and who’s better suited than you, comrade?’ Keldysh stated.

‘I can’t deny that I’m impressed and honored! Surely the need for scientists from a larger spectrum was foreseen, but I never thought we’d need so many...’ Simonenko said, raising his eyebrows. ‘Gentlemen, what are you trying to explore from this experiment? I want you to be completely honest in your reply,’ he continued, spending some time deciphering everyone’s reactions.

‘Oh, the reasons are obvious, but we wish to examine several other issues as well, given the chance. Apart from exploring the Earth’s crust and its history, we’ll be able to study the Earth’s geothermal gradients as well as how rocks behave at extreme depths and pressures. Be confident that a great deal of information will come out of this project, comrade,’ Vinogradov took the initiative to reply.

‘I’m curious to know the location you might have chosen...’ Simonenko thought aloud. ‘It can’t take place in Siberia as there is plenty of ice to break. Neither towards our borders as it’s too close to the eyes of the enemy, nor to the south towards the Middle East as it’s too far from the capital. If we could drill a borehole in the water, I would suggest Lake Baikal because it’s already the deepest in the world and it would save us some time. But, what do I say? There is no way you can transfer all this huge project to a lake, there’ll be too much cost and...’

‘Comrade Simonenko, know when to stop!’ Asimov interrupted the young man with an outburst. The General took another draw of his cigar and relaxed. ‘You can keep your assumptions to yourself. We’ve already chosen a location!’ the General’s words caused Petr to lower his head in disgrace.

‘Comrade,’ Keldysh addressed the frightened engineer in a honeyed tone after letting a couple of silent moments pass by. ‘The project will take place at the Kola Peninsula, in the Baltic Shield. That’s a politically and geologically stable region, with a unique geological setting featuring exposed Precambrian rocks, a relatively thin continental crust compared to other regions, and it is relatively accessible as it is located near research facilities and infrastructure that could support the drilling project, making it logistically feasible to establish the necessary infrastructure and supply lines. Everything is calculated. Every little thing!’

‘I agree with you. It seems like you’ve taken everything into consideration...’ Petr replied with a low tone, almost like a mumble. Afterward, he raised his head and watched Keldysh. ‘It’s just that... it’s going to take a long time to reach the Earth’s mantle. Nobody knows how deep it could be. It may take months, or even years, before reaching it,’ he concluded, speaking with a sigh.

‘Look, it’ll take a long while. We’ll go deep...’ Keldysh said.

‘Superdeep,’

‘Indeed,’ Keldysh confirmed.

‘Deeper than no other human being has ever ventured to approach,’ Simonenko realized troublesomely.

‘I see that you now have the whole picture, but you have to think of it as an opportunity to become part of the bright history of science. Damn it, if only I were younger and fit to go down there. I’d have gone without second thoughts!’ Keldysh replied with nerve. ‘We even have a colleague of yours from Paris. Laurent Dubois!’

‘Laurent Dubois is coming? He is considered a master of geotechnical engineering and an innovator of drilling technology! He completed his studies at the École Polytechnique with an honors degree. There is huge potential in this queer introvert... I’d never thought that he and I share the same ideals...’ Petr sounded excited.

‘Not only him! There is a number of great scientists as well. We have Dr. Mikhail Voronov as a geochemist, Dr. Igor Romanov as a geophysicist and data analyst, as well as Olga Petrovna, the renowned geologist and paleontologist. These are only a few. You’ll see that you’re going to love your company there!’ Vinogradov analyzed.

‘Olga, huh?’ the young engineer scratched his chest. ‘I remember her... We used to be in the same class at school. Of course, we’ve never talked again ever since I went to Leningrad for my studies,’ he completed, sharing his reminiscence under the General’s intrigued gaze. After a few seconds, Simonenko expressed a question: ‘What about safety? You didn’t mention anything about doctors and nurses.’

‘Oh, don’t worry about that. This is my own top priority! My men will be next to you, supporting your every step and protecting you from any possible danger that could jeopardize you physically,’ General Asimov replied with a grin, once again letting out some smoke with a fast exhale.

‘The army will come along?’ Simonenko's question came naturally.

‘Simply to cover your back in case an unfortunate event may occur. There’ll be too much heat down there and low oxygen levels as well. The army’s medical staff will come in handy. Not too many of them, but still, plenty enough. Besides, all of the technicians will be prisoners of the Gulags, and we don’t want to leave them unsupervised. You realize that this is too much risk for us,’ came the reply from Yudin.

‘So, none of the technicians could join voluntarily, huh? There’s no surprise in that. Too much dirt and heat for this profession in this project,’ Petr said, shaking his head in understanding. ‘Yet, do you realize what’s at stake here? Do you wholly grasp what you’re asking me?’

‘Look, Petr! It’s your decision. Your grandmother, your only living relative, gave this a green light for you. It’s your dream, your future that you chase here. Think of the fame you’ll gain out of it. Your engineering machines will be in every mechanic’s mouth in the world! Speaking personally, with the reputation that you’ll gain out of this, you’ll be the first one to consider succeeding me when I leave this office and move to pension, which, I assure, is close. What do you think about that? You’ll be the head of the Soviet Academy of Sciences with all your life ahead of you!’ spoke Keldysh with enthusiasm.

‘Keep in mind that the entire project will be in the eye of the General Secretary himself,’ the General said, nodding his head toward the picture of Leonid Brezhnev on the wall. ‘It’s not every day that you get a chance to gain his attention. Such a great opportunity for you...’ Asimov concluded, throwing his cigar on the carpet and pushing it with a swift movement of his foot to put it out.

‘Admit it, comrade: you love our country! You could have left for the West when you were studying abroad, like many others managed to do when given the chance, but you didn’t. This shows your dedication to our socialist ideals. Be decent, show faith, and you’ll be remembered. The heroes of the Motherland are never forgotten. Quite the contrary, they are honored forever in the memory of the people. So, what do you say? Do you want to be a hero?’ the General uttered his final words.

Silence prevailed as Petr Simonenko lowered his head once more. He heaved when thinking of the things he would leave behind and estimating the danger of the mission. Another creaking sound of the wooden floor made him glance at a small window. The snowflakes covered it, and the strong air kept covering it even more.

‘Alright, let’s do this...’ Petr finally agreed, and the rest of them sighed with relief. ‘Let’s live in the adventure for a change!’ he proclaimed. The four of them smiled and instantly moved on to shake his hand with a tight grip, congratulating him for his decision. The General, in particular, patted the young man’s back with excitement.

‘When do we start? I need some time to prepare,’ Petr posed his query.

‘We wanted it to be a symbolic date. We chose the 1st of May, and the procedure will be conducted under top secrecy. It’s the best way to celebrate the 100th birthday of Vladimir Lenin! We don’t need prying eyes. General Asimov will be there with you. We’ll be in constant and direct contact,’ Keldysh replied with determination.

After clarifying that there were no further questions to be asked, the General escorted Simonenko outside. The others returned to their work at the table, not sparing another glance at those who departed. The last to close the door behind them was the army man, who did it subtly. Later on, the two of them walked through the empty corridor, looking only straight ahead.

‘That will be all. Just a small, yet significant reminder, comrade,’ General Asimov said to the engineer when they reached the end of the corridor and opened the door to his exit. With an austere look, the army man’s eyebrows frowned. ‘Top secrecy means that we don’t talk about it to anyone, for any reason. Do you understand?’

Petr nodded with fear after analyzing the General’s command. ‘It’s clear... have no doubt about that, sir!’

‘Let’s hope that’s as you say... I don’t want to search for a new head of engineers at the last moment. I hate last-minute changes, the same way you’re going to hate your time in the Gulags if you forget the aforementioned rule,’ came the decisive reply, which caused Petr to be even more afraid.

‘Don’t worry, son. This is just the protocol. Everything is going to be alright! It would be like a trip of some sort. We’ll make history and, then, return to our normal lives,’ the General patted Petr on the shoulder and shared a grin. The young man didn’t believe any of that but remained composed as he moved away toward his destination.

As Petr slouched his shoulders, making his way through the snowy path, Asimov prepared to smoke one more cigar. He blew the smoke away, staring at the engineer as he went. The wind drew the smoke away the moment he exhaled it, but his stare remained fixed. Contrary to that, Petr never turned to see behind. The icy path ahead held too much trouble already.
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May the 1st, 1970

The six-wheel army truck rumbled over some road bumps, jostling both the driver, General Asimov, and the passenger beside him. Despite the bumps, General Asimov’s grip on the steering wheel remained steady, his fingers firmly wrapped around the worn leather as the truck passed through the uneven ground. With an important task at hand, navigating the icy terrain only made things more challenging.

‘Fasten your seatbelt, Smirnov. You’re a veteran and a geologist. I definitely don’t want anything bad to happen to you,’ General Asimov said, casting a glance at Yuri Smirnov from the corner of his right eye. Yuri complied, sitting idle next to the driver’s seat.

‘The same goes for all of you back there as well,’ the General said while peering through the rearview mirror. ‘Come on, Simonenko! It will get bumpier as we get closer to the site,’ the previous order camouflaged into advice, urging the engineer to comply. With quick moves, he fastened his seatbelt without missing the view around him for an instant.

The road cut through a vast forest filled with larches and scattered pines, all blanketed in snow. Thankfully, the snowfall had ceased for the last couple of hours, allowing for clearer visibility. Other than that, the sky was grey, the road devoid of any other vehicles, and the sound of the truck’s engine completely overshadowed the folklore music playing on the radio at the time.

After driving a considerable distance on a straight road, the radio's music became interrupted by white noise. With time passing, this noise increased, overpowering the actual songs. This new condition irritated the General, who turned it off with a snap. Petr didn't mind it because he didn’t like the music anyway.

‘We’re almost there, comrades,’ Asimov said as he opened the window to let in some cool air. Petr didn’t see the reason for that until he saw him light another of his cigars. Blowing the smoke out of the window was his way of showing courtesy. This distraction reminded Simonenko to hydrate himself, and he grabbed his bottle of water.

As soon as he drank the last sips and lowered the plastic bottle, Petr took another look ahead. There, he saw the outskirts of a nearby village and next to that, an opening in the ground. While approaching, he realized that this was not a cliff, but a large circular hole dug into the soil. The truck was driven towards the center of it.

Looking down from a higher level while moving, Petr saw plenty of people working around the drilling rig, several trucks, and small buildings which he surmised might be workshops, labs, the engine room, the power station, and the pumping station. Everything was well-organized and in close proximity to each other.

Petr looked surprised as their truck was driven along the circular road on the periphery of the site. They neared the location, moving deeper inside as they passed through different layers. There was no sign of ice hindering their way.

Eventually, the army truck reached level ground and stopped at a checkpoint. The soldier guarding the area at the time recognized the General and immediately raised the bar. Before they left the barbed wall behind them, Petr managed to read all the signs outside, whose red bold letters indicated: “warning,” “military installation,” “restricted area,” “no trespassing beyond this point,” “off-limits to unauthorized personnel,” and “photography is prohibited.”

Passing by the dry terrain, plenty of people caught their sight. However, Petr's focus couldn’t be on anything else other than the drilling rig. It resembled a large white castle, and Simonenko couldn’t resist turning his seated body and pressing his face against the rear window’s glass. The General heaved at the young man's reaction and said, ‘Save the rest of your excitement for when we get there, boy!’

This remark, combined with the fact that they had moved far from the rig and toward the parking area, caused Petr to sit properly back in his seat, staring ahead. Asimov pretended not to notice the sudden change in behavior and took another puff of smoke. It was only after they finally parked next to another army truck that someone other than the General spoke.

‘Could you please order the scientists to help me unload the truck, General? We’re a bit short-handed,’ Smirnov’s voice sounded courteous. Without sharing a glance, the General removed the truck’s key from the ignition. Keeping the cigar between his thin lips, he opened the door and made a move to exit. Petr coughed meaningfully.

‘Well, this is quite a heavy load for our weak scientists. I’m not sure they’ll be of any help, but sure. I believe they’ll be glad to assist us,’ said the General, turning his entire body to look at the three seated in the back. It was clear that his eyes lingered a little longer on Petr than the rest of them.

‘Of course, General! We're eager to help,’ the scientists replied after a moment of realization that such an answer was expected.

‘Yes, of course,’ Petr's words followed, slightly delayed compared to the others’.

‘Alright, comrades! Out of mutual understanding and respect, I’ll let you see what’s inside. But only because I have to,’ the General concluded, tossing his cigar to the ground, revealing his repressed indignation.

They stepped behind the truck and waited as General Asimov searched for the right key to open the back doors. Petr used the time to adjust his bag behind his back. The change in atmosphere caused his glasses to fog up, but he could still see clearly. With swift movements, the doors were opened.

‘You see? There’s nothing to worry about,’ the General explained, addressing the scientists’ earlier troubled expressions.

‘Spacesuits and guns?’ Petr asked, adjusting his glasses on his nose.

‘These aren’t spacesuits! They’re atmospheric diving suits with oxygen tanks. Though the technology is similar, these are designed to withstand more heat. I don’t understand your strange reaction. We might need to use these. Who knows what new discoveries lie down there? It would be a shame if we put in all this effort and never explored further. I’m sure you understand, comrade,’ the General explained, eyeing the cargo.

‘And what about the guns?’ Simonenko followed up, noticing the confused expressions on the faces of the three scientists.

‘There are only fourteen soldiers under my command. What else am I supposed to do? How else do you think I would manage to control the workers from the Gulags or defend the area in case an enemy decides to pay a visit? Things can easily get out of hand, boy. You don’t know what I’ve seen in my life,’ the General replied, sounding persuasive.

A distant call from afar interrupted the intense dialogue. A scientist from the lab approached, walking with a peculiar gait pattern. He had a big belly and didn’t feel the need to wear a thick coat like everyone else around. A black woolen suit jacket with two flap pockets and a scarf seemed enough for him.

‘For your own sake, please confine your area of interest solely to your department of jurisdiction, dear scientists. This is the first and last time you’re being involved. Always remember that I must officially report everything that happens here. I’m the representative of authority - the ears and eyes of the law - and you better keep that in mind before you provoke my anger with your ignorance ever again. Do we have an understanding, comrades?’ Asimov said nervously, frowning skeptically at Petr. They nodded briskly.

‘Great! Let’s get to work now! I didn’t bring you all the way up here just for the view,’ the General declared, clapping his hands twice rhythmically, and they obeyed. ‘Not you, Smirnov. Don’t bother yourself with that. Your job here is to direct them until the soldiers arrive, which - I want to believe – won’t take too much time, for their own sake,’ he completed his order. Smirnov nodded and began directing the three.

‘Oh, General! At long last, you’re here! You made it just in time... Can you believe the cold in this place? It’s unbearably harsh! But I’m not worried, as I’m sure that every problem we have will be fixed now that you’re here!’ the approaching scientist said as he came closer to them.

‘Dr. Mikhail Voronov, I’ve heard about your eccentricities. You’re a difficult man to please, huh?’ Asimov replied, and the Doctor pretended he didn’t hear. Petr watched the interaction closely as he received one of the suits and laid it on the ground.

‘Don’t worry about it! I’m sure there’s plenty of heat in the labs and the rest of the buildings. The power supply of the site is one of the best in the country. Besides, the outdoors won’t be the center of your activities,’ the army man explained reassuringly.

‘It’s not only that,’ Voronov continued, closing the gap between them. ‘The food so far has been disgusting! I wonder why you hired chefs if all we’re going to eat is canned food. My bowel is rather irritable, and I can’t stand working and living under these conditions for as long as this may take!’

‘I hear you, Doctor! I’ll fix it,’ the General said, managing to suppress his irritation. ‘Ah, now these fine soldiers will help me with all of our problems,’ he continued as a group of men ran toward him. ‘Come, come... I have work for all of you,’ he said, and they lined up, saluting and presenting themselves.

‘No need for that now! These nice young scientists helped you unload the truck’s equipment. You must reciprocate by showing your gratitude. I want half of you to follow Lieutenant Smirnov’s guidance to unload the rest of the cargo and transfer it to the warehouse, and the other half to assist me in welcoming the scientists. Carry any heavy bags they might have,’ Asimov ordered, pointing with his finger to indicate where each group should go. After that, they proceeded to the facilities.

Asimov led the scientists around, showcasing the facilities. Firstly, he took them to the laboratories where they marveled at the modern technology. Secondly, he guided them to the dining area, the stolovaya, a quiet space furnished with simple wooden tables and chairs that appeared clean. Thirdly, they made a brief stop at the medical room, which seemed well-equipped with a pathologist and three nurses. Lastly, he showed them the warehouse, the soldiers’ restroom, and his own office. Leading them to their respective restrooms was the final task before bidding them farewell.

‘I suggest we rest for an hour, take a bath, get some sleep, and then get down to business. Agreed?’ Asimov proposed, not expecting any objections. ‘Each room will accommodate two of you, and I won’t allow any swapping. We’re here for a purpose, not for leisure. I’ll call out two names at a time, and you’ll move to your rooms. Every room is identical, so there’s no need to search for the best one. But I suppose you wouldn’t have it any other way, would you?" he concluded with a grin.

‘Please, not Voronov. Please, not Voronov,’ Petr muttered under his breath, squeezing his eyes shut as the names of roommates were announced. After several repetitions, he realized it was futile and stopped whispering, resigning himself to fate. As more names were called, he held his breath, waiting for his turn.

‘...Dr. Mikhail Voronov with Dr. Igor Romanov, and Petr Simonenko with Sergei Petrovich,’ the General’s words came swiftly, bringing relief to Petr’s ears. He opened his eyes and let out a sigh of relief. Glancing over, he saw Sergei smiling at him, while Romanov and Voronov exchanged displeased grunts. They began making their way to their respective rooms.

‘After dispersing,’ Asimov called out, causing everyone to halt and turn back to him. ‘Remember that we’ll meet in an hour at the drilling rig. There, we’ll join the rest of the arriving scientists, and then the drilling process begins. Prepare to make history!’ Despite his enthusiasm, exhaustion was evident on everyone’s faces. With that, they slowly made their way to their rooms.

Petr entered his assigned room, taking in the surroundings. There were two separate beds on opposite sides, a brown radiator, two short desks with balanced-arm lamps, a small bookshelf beside each desk, a clock, and a large picture of workers waving a red flag adorned with the hammer and sickle with the yellow star from above. A medium-sized window with frosted glass offered a view of the drilling rig.

‘Well, it could have been worse, huh?’ Sergei’s playful voice sounded as he crossed the room’s threshold, patting Petr’s shoulder once. Petr turned to him, and Sergei offered his hand for a handshake, which Petr accepted without hesitation. They shook hands with firm grips and smiles.

‘My name is Sergei Petrovich. I work as a professor of geophysics at Bashkir State University in Ufa,’ Sergei introduced himself while they shook hands. ‘Some developments I made in seismic instruments for seismic imaging have drawn attention to my work. I’m responsible for overseeing the deployment of cutting-edge seismic equipment to monitor ground movements during drilling. You know, to help the team avoid potential disasters,’ he continued, maintaining his smile and eye contact.

‘Nice to meet you, Sergei. I’m Petr Simonenko. I studied engineering at the University of Leningrad, and I completed my master’s degree two years ago at the École Polytechnique,’ Petr said zestfully, and then they both released their handshake. ‘I specialize in mechanical engineering, and I designed and developed the drilling technology we’re using. So, I guess I’ll be the one you’ll blame if the drill technology goes awry,’ he joked, and Sergei chuckled.

‘So, right or left?’ Sergei asked, referring to the beds. Petr pointed towards the left. ‘Perfect! I wanted the right one,’ the professor said as he moved to his bed, leaving his luggage on the ground. Petr did the same.

With a quick and organized manner, the two of them began unpacking. Interestingly, Petr’s things were mostly books of his profession, rather than clothes or other personal items. It struck Sergei as odd that such a lean person could have carried so heavy a weight all this time.

Petr also spared a delicate glimpse at his roommate’s side. Sergei cleaned the area of his desk and bookshelf first. Then, he laid his books on the shelves, which were only a few. After that, he shook his bedsheets off the dust from the open window, and the air of the room cleared due to the cold draft that entered for this little while.

After finishing folding his clothes and storing them, Sergei put a picture on the top side of his desk. Petr spent some time watching the figure of the picture. It depicted a young beautiful girl, laughing while eating ice cream next to another laughing figure, the one who seemed to be Sergei at his youngest. As the staring moment prolonged, Sergei couldn’t help but notice him after coughing once.

‘Is she your girlfriend? She’s breathtaking!’ Petr asked, feeling a bit self-conscious about whether he should have asked something like that. Putting Sergei in an uncomfortable position so early in their meeting was not something he wished for.

‘She...’ Sergei began his reply, only to pause for a slight sigh. ‘She used to be... Anna and I broke up about a year ago. We’d been together since we were children. Of course, we would have still been together if she hadn’t chosen to cheat on me... I tried to win her back, but it seemed like every effort I made was actually pushing her further away. That’s what you get when you only focus on work and neglect your relationship, heh?’ he asked, and Petr nodded. ‘I’ve never been with anyone else since her and... I don’t think I ever will be,’ came the sour admission.

‘Hey, what better place to be than in the Arctic zone to try to forget about her, eh?’ Petrovich loudly expressed, and Simonenko grinned. ‘So, what about you? Is there no girl in your life?’ he continued.

‘No, no girl for me... I’ve tried that, and it never worked for me,’ came the reply, and Sergei grimaced in query, forcing his roommate to elaborate. ‘You give them love; they say all they need is money. You give them money; they say all they need is love,’ Petr said while moving his hands in an explaining fashion.

‘Why can’t you give them both?’

‘Do two things at the same time? Who am I, Leonardo Da Vinci?’ Petr kidded, referring to his role model.

‘And why not give them both in a smaller amount?’ Sergei replied through lips that were tightened by his suppressed laugh.

‘Because I know that women never settle for less, and I learned that the hard way,’ Petr said and lowered his head, signaling that he didn’t want to speak more about it. Sergei seemed to understand the man’s reaction and slowly looked away.

The geophysicist leaned forward to grab another picture, one of his parents. What he didn’t notice is that a silver chain with a small cross got caught on the corner of the picture’s frame. The hanging chain was dislodged during the transfer, causing the cross to fall to the floor with a clanky noise that drew both of their attention.

Sergei rushed to pick it up and hid it behind the picture as he placed them on his desk. He remained still, contemplating what to do next. Petr stood behind him, feeling awkward. The engineer could sense the tension and chose to relieve Sergei from his uncomfortable position. Petr clapped Sergei on the shoulder once, and he turned to face him.
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