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January 2022, Green Key Beach on the Florida Gulf Coast

The bright flash and explosion jerked Ross awake, his heart pounding in his chest. He took a deep breath, blinked, and looked around the deserted beach as his heart rate slowed to something closer to normal. No incoming missiles, no dead soldiers or mangled bodies. He flinched as a second lightning bolt crashed down out of the blue sky, high out over the Gulf. He counted to ten, like his dad taught him, until the thunder washed over him. Couple of miles out, a mile for every five count. Far out over the Gulf the sun edged down into a bank of gray clouds, low on the horizon, flooding the sky with a scarlet glow. “Take it easy. Enjoy the sunset. No missiles here, no trip wires, no IEDs,” he whispered to himself.

He stretched his taut muscles, leaned back in the beach chair and shivered as the cool breeze ruffled his hair. He had finally let go, left the Army, satisfied to let his hair grow long and sit on a deserted beach in the brisk January weather. Still a damn sight better than doing anything, anytime, anywhere, sweltering in a Middle Eastern desert. Or so I tell myself.

Ross reached down and scratched his tingling thigh, then realized it wasn’t a sand flea; his phone was vibrating deep down in his cargo shorts pocket. He ignored it. The phone vibrated again. Damn. He fished the phone out of his pocket and squinted at the caller ID: “IAEA.”

He finally gave up staring at the vibrating phone and answered. “Matt Ross.”

“Matt, it’s Ron Houston. I heard you were unemployed, and I wondered if you were bored, or broke, yet?”

Ross silently shook his head, wondering why Houston was contacting him. “The last time we worked together, you had me running around Ukraine dismantling Soviet nuclear missiles. I don’t need any more of that. And I sure as hell don’t want to go back to the desert.”

Houston was quick to reply. “I’ve got a new job with the International Atomic Energy Agency, even more critical than decommissioning old missiles...and it’s not in the Middle East.”

Ross stared at his phone for a moment, then leaned back in the beach chair, waiting for Houston to continue. A pair of Pelicans in tight trail formation skimmed low over the breaking waves, reminding him of a pair of A-10s zooming down to obliterate a column of Iraqi armor. Another time; another war.

“Once again, we need someone with your experience with nuclear reactors and Ukraine...and special ops.”

Ross wiggled his toes in the cool sand, suspecting something weird was coming. “I haven’t been around a reactor in years. I barely speak Ukrainian. Sounds too much like Russian. My experience with special ops was not something I want to repeat. And I got my revenge on the Russians. Eventually I’ll get a job.” 

“I don’t think you’ll find something this rewarding in Florida, so I sent you an overnight package. Should be waiting for you at home; government passport, travel tickets, and some background information. You’ll be working for the Defense Threat Reduction Agency, the new name for your old friends in the Defense Nuclear Agency, and seconded to the International Atomic Energy Agency. All approved and funded by our special friends. No more worries about getting screwed over lost retirement pay.”

Special friends. That means the CIA. Shit. Ross stood and folded his beach chair as a long chain of lightning arced over the distant clouds. “A passport? Where do you want me to go?” A count of five and the muted thunder rumbled over him. The local weather forecasters were always warning people to get off the beach in weather like this. What did they call it? Blue sky lightning? Is that what was about to strike him?

A pause, then, “Chernobyl.”

Worse. Shaking his head, Ross squinted into the setting sun as a line of seagulls flew past, wondering what in the world Houston was setting him up for. But his answer was easy. “No thanks. I still have plenty of fishing to do.”

“Don’t kid yourself. You need the distraction, and the job. And we need you. Read what I sent. It should be at your place by tonight.” Houston paused. “There’s a satellite phone in the package. Call me when you’re in country."

“I’ll pass. Find somebody else. I’ve had enough of Ukraine.”

A stroke of lightning reached down from the sky, thunder deafening, his hair standing on end from the static electricity. Or is Rachael telling me something?
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24 February 2022, IAEA Administration Office, the Chernobyl Exclusion Zone, Ukraine

Ross looked up from the radiation logs, a frown on his face. Alex MacPhail, the British chief of the International Atomic Energy Agency team and his nominal boss, stared down at him over a stained Meerschaum pipe, puffs of smoke rising to join the cloud of cigarette smoke filling the room. Ross ignored the smoke. It wasn’t nearly as dangerous as the radiation leaking from the nearby “Chernobyl New Safe Confinement” structure covering the crumbling sarcophagus and tons of radioactive debris.

Ross pointed out a gap in the log and nodded toward a man sitting behind the Ukraine State Nuclear Regulatory Inspectorate desk. “Vanda said the interruption is usually caused by a loss of power at the sensor.”

The man across the room sitting behind a large placard that read ‘SNRIU’ looked up at his name, nodded, and pushed his glasses back up his nose.

“The logs also show a serious radiation spike every few weeks. I recommend we fix the sensor so we can monitor the radiation levels before it gets out of control.” 

MacPhail took the log out of Ross’s hand and ran the stem of his pipe down the printout to the gap in the readings. "I agree. Well, you’ve been here almost a month and need to get out of the office more, boots on the ground as you Americans say. As our hot-shot American expert who's probably earning more than anyone else in this room, you should check this out in person.” MacPhail pushed the printout back to Ross with a frown. “I’ll call Captain Derkach, the Ukrainian National Guard soldier in charge of security. Meet him outside and he’ll guide you to Monitoring Station 22. Take a spare battery with you.” MacPhail pointed to a rack of portable Geiger counters by the door. “Remember to keep a check on the radiation readings and wear a protective suit. You’ll be going close to where the remaining uranium fuel rods and radioactive test samples are stored. They remain a significant radiation source.”

A significant radiation source...enough to burn your balls off. Ross slipped on his parka, stuffed his gloves in the parka’s pockets with a replacement battery for the monitoring station. He unfolded a set of white hazmat coveralls and wiggled into it. Flimsy, but disposable and tough enough to keep the radioactive dust from coating his clothes, he supposed. Wearing it and a white helmet was IAEA policy if you ventured into the “Chernobyl Nuclear Power Plant Zone of Alienation.”

Feeling a bit foolish in the paper suit and plastic helmet, he exchanged nods and smiles with the redhead on his way to the door. Cute, if a forty-something could be called cute, Willow was skinny as a rail and only about an inch shorter than Ross.

“Matt,” she called out and tossed him a handheld radiation meter. “Don’t forget this.”

“Thanks.” They had enjoyed lunch together the day before, but Ross suspected she was more than met the eye with her easy banter, terribly curious about Florida, but never a question about his military career. Still, an American can’t be choosy about lady friends at an old Soviet nuclear disaster site.

He looked over the radiation meter. Not like the boxy Geiger counters of science fiction days, this meter more closely resembled a fat orange cell phone, a tiny screen with digital readouts, small enough to drop into a cargo pants pocket. It would give him an instantaneous radiation reading, while the badge attached to his belt would show accumulated effects.

On his way out of the sprawling administrative center he slowed to admire the ornate stained-glass windows celebrating the many heroes of the disaster and their containment efforts. He really didn’t care about the windows; he used the opportunity to glance over at the Chernobyl security chief’s office. Door shut and lights out, again. The missing chief, Sergey Kulikov, had been away for at least four days. Ross wondered if Kulikov’s absence had any special significance. Worth watching, Houston, his CIA handler had suggested. Strongly suggested.

Outside, the cold air took his breath for a moment, cold enough to make his teeth hurt and eyes water. Thankful for the heavy wool sweater under the parka, he thought about digging out his gloves. Later. He wouldn’t be outside long enough for his fingers to freeze. He blinked tears from his eyes and looked across the snow-coated ground at the massive stainless-steel dome gleaming in the early morning sun. Deceptive. Enough radiation under the giant Quonset hut-like dome to ruin Europe, maybe the entire world. Containing it had bankrupted the Soviet Union.

A short, stocky soldier in an orange and brown mottled camouflage uniform and a black knit cap trudged across from the guard shack trailed by a shaggy dog. “Hallo,” the soldier called out. “Are you Mister Ross?” Puffs of frosty air accompanied each word. Ross waved an acknowledgement. “You must be Captain Derkach.”

The soldier’s ruddy face split in a big grin. “Please, my given name is Alexander, Alex. It will sound better.”

“Did I mangle your name that badly?” 

Alex nodded. “No matter. My men call me worse names when they think I don’t hear.”

Ross laughed. “I’m Matt.” He pointed at the dog, tail waving in a slow wag. “Your dog?”

“I call him Ulf. I think that was originally Swedish, or German, from the old Viking, I’m not sure, a long time ago. Means wolf in English.” At the sound of his name, the dog looked up at Alex and wagged his tail a little more vigorously. “But he is gentle as a baby. Not so much my dog, as I am his person. Chernobyl has many dogs now, descendants of those left behind. None of us could say we are owners. Most dogs come and go as they please. Ulf is a little different. He originally belonged to a soldier who searched for bombs. But now, he follows me around, keeping me safe from real wolves, other dogs and stalkers.”

“Stalkers?”

“That is what we call those people who come into the restricted area without permission. From an old movie about Chernobyl, and a computer game. Very popular with kids, so much they sneak in here to see the real thing.” Alex started down a snow-dusted roadway, nodding for Ross to follow. “Come. Mister MacPhail said you need to go to Station 22. Not far, but close to ITF-2, where the spent fuel rods are stored, and the Confinement building covering the Reactor 4 ruins.”

Ross glanced over at Alex as they walked. “You don’t wear any radiation protection out here?”

Alex shook his head. “I have been here a year with the...” He paused. “My unit name in English is the ‘First Important State Facilities Protection Battalion.’ We are the National Guard unit assigned to guard Chernobyl.” He patted the Makarov pistol in his leather holster, bluing worn down to a silver sheen. “Hand-me-down guns. More of a police force than army. When I’m not on duty here, I am an instructor at the Slavutych technical college. We only on duty at Chernobyl for two weeks, then two weeks at Slavutych, the town where most of the workers live.” He flipped up the radiation badge hanging from his belt. “Time away to keep the accumulated dose at safe levels. Or so we are told.”

Workers in a mix of red or orange hard hats or wool knit caps scurried around the site like ants, occasionally one waving at Alex and calling out a greeting in passing. “Shift change?” asked Ross.

“Yes. They hurry to catch the train back to Slavutych. My wife is there. She also teaches at the college.”

The workers were all dressed as any cold weather construction worker would: heavy workpants, sweaters, flannel shirts, puffy parkas, gloves. No white radioactive dust-proof coveralls.

“Do you, and the other workers, think the radiation levels are safe?”

“I teach nuclear engineering, so I am told I am an expert, like you.” Alex tapped his radiation badge, “I observe the count on my badge closely, and we must report the reading at the end of day to the supervisors. Those in charge insist we will be safe. The explosion and meltdown in 1986 resulted in the death of only three workers, so the KGB official report says. And only twenty-eight of the firemen and emergency clean-up workers died later from Acute Radiation Sickness. Many, especially those who were children at the time, have had issues with thyroid cancer, the same as in Japan after the atomic bombs. But of the thousands of “Liquidators,” the heroes who worked on the cleanup immediately after the accident, most have lived long lives...so we are told.”

He shrugged his shoulders. “Sometimes hard to find what is true and what is misinformation. The real story, I don’t know. I always suspected many more died that the KGB did not tell us about.” He waved at the massive steam pipes, poorly maintained buildings and dirty snow. “I, and the others here, take the risk for the job.” He crunched through the snow to stop beside a large free-standing metal box with the numerals “22” in fading paint on the side. “This is the sensor. It opens there.” He pointed out a latch.

As Ross reached for the latch to access the battery compartment he flinched at the distinctive supersonic “crack” of a bullet overhead, followed by the gunshot report. “What the hell?” Ross instinctively crouched, searching for the source of the discharge. He knew the guards were all armed, most with Makarov pistols like Alex’s and a few old AKM rifles, but he hadn’t heard a shot fired since he left Syria.

The workers scattered in all directions. A faded yellow pickup truck careened past, sliding through the snow, the driver yelling something unintelligible.

Ross dropped to the ground when a squat vehicle nosed around the corner of the administration building, black diesel smoke belching from its exhaust. He recognized the wheeled amphibious personnel carrier, a BTR-80, used by many ex-Soviet bloc countries around the world. Earlier Houston had called on his satellite phone, warning that Russian forces had started moving in ways that suggested invasion. Ross had not really given the warning much credit. Putin was always trying to take more and more of the Donbas region, but why would they be at Chernobyl? Maybe Houston hadn’t told him everything.

But the vehicle mounting a pair of machine guns was very real. “Alex, get down,” Ross yelled, but instead, Alex ran toward the vehicle, waving his arms and screaming, the dog barking and bounding after him. Alex skidded to a stop in the snow as the cupola-mounted machine guns slowly pivoted toward him. Flames spat out of the muzzles and bullets plowed up the snow around Alex; tracers ricocheted up into the air.

Ross burrowed into the thin snow banked up against the monitoring station box, heart pounding, praying his white coveralls and helmet blended in with the dirty snow. Bullets churned the ground, splattering snow and dirt on his back. He jerked, silently cursing Houston, as a round ricocheted into the metal monitor box over his head with a metallic thump. Houston had suggested this Ukraine trip would be something great and grand; how Ross’s nuclear expertise was sorely needed. Oh yes, how grand it is lying with my face turning numb in the snow, Russians trying to get their revenge on me. He twisted until he could focus on Alex, sprawled in the snow with the dog crouched beside him.

The BTR-80 with a big white “V” painted on its side, pivoted and churned through the maze of old steam transfer pipes originally designed to take steam from the nuclear reactor to the power generation turbines. Ross waited until its open vision ports faced away from him, then clawed his way upright and ran to slide down beside Alex and the dog, losing the white construction helmet as he flopped down. Damn little help anyway against machinegun bullets.

Ulf snarled; lips pulled back showing a mouthful of stained teeth.

“Easy boy. I’m here to help.” As if the damn dog understood English.

Alex moaned, rolled his head to one side, blinked his eyes open.

The only wound Ross could see was a bloody right leg. Blood spurted from the wound, bright red on the dirty snow. Ross reached up and yanked at the sleeve of his coverall. “Shit!” As flimsy as the material appeared, he couldn’t get it to rip off. He reached down, pulled a sheath knife from Alex’s pistol belt and sawed at the material until the Kevlar-reinforced paper sleeve finally tore free.

Ulf continued to growl, a low rumble, as Ross pulled the sleeve free.

“Easy, boy. I need to get the bleeding to stop.”

As Ross wrapped the paper sleeve around Alex’s leg and pulled it tight, Alex muttered “Yob tvoyu mat’,” and tried to push Ross away. Ross recognized the phrase often used by Ukrainian men. Something about abusing one’s mother. He looked up at the sound of more gunfire. The workers who minutes ago were scurrying around for the morning shift change had all disappeared. With a grunt he threw Alex over his shoulder, staggered for a moment, and ran, Ulf by his side, expecting a bullet in his back at any moment. The run turned more into a stumble as Ross struggled with Alex. Alex might be shorter than Ross’s six feet, but he must be at least twenty pounds heavier. And all dead weight. Ahead, Ross recognized the ITF-2 building where the decommissioning workers stored recovered radioactive material in massive concrete containers. Panting, side aching after the dash through the maze of big pipes, he carried Alex through what looked to be the main entrance, staggered to a stop, and looked around. Inside, the building appeared deserted, his footsteps echoing back from the metal walls.

Ross found a chair by an abandoned desk in the back of the facility and slid Alex into it. He stood back and took a deep breath, trying to let the adrenaline drain out of his system. His arms, legs still vibrated. Crap. His whole body trembled, and he was out of breath. Or am I simply scared? He picked up a pencil from the desk, praying everything in the building wasn’t contaminated. He slid the pencil under Alex’s make-shift bandage and twisted, slowing the blood flow to a trickle.

Alex blinked his eyes open, then winced. “Were they Russians? Why did they shoot me? I tried to stop them from driving into a contaminated area.”

Ross heard a soft beeping and felt that damn insistent vibration against his leg. He glanced down at the radiation badge. No change there. He fished his way through the protective coveralls and pulled the vibrating radiation meter from his pants pocket. The readout had turned orange. He fumbled around until he found the tiny button to turn off the beep. Hiding in a uranium fuel rod storage facility could be one of his dumbest moves ever. He looked down to see the dog’s big brown eyes staring at him. Even the damn dog knows better.

He scanned the cavernous building, cluttered with large metal workbenches and concrete storage containers. A large sign on a massive vault-like fixture spelled out warnings in French, English, and Ukrainian, or maybe Russian. Ross couldn’t tell the difference. The English part was all too clear:

DANGER

RADIOACTIVE SAMPLES

COBALT-60, STRONTIUM-90, CAESIUM-137 ISOTOPES

Ross shivered.

Ulf looked up and growled. But not at Ross.

The door slowly opened, and two soldiers cautiously stepped inside, rifles at the ready, followed by five more. Ross grabbed Alex, one hand over his mouth to stifle a grunt, and dragged him down behind a desk. Ulf must be smarter than the average dog, Ross thought as the dog slithered over to huddle against Alex, big eyes again focused on Ross. Still don’t know what I’m doing, dog.

These soldiers didn’t wear the Ukraine National Guard camo with the weird orange blotches; they had on black jackets of the Russian Special Forces, white tape around their sleeves. “Definitely Russians,” he whispered to Alex. A voice boomed out, giving orders, followed by sounds of cabinet doors opening, items crashing on to the floor. He peeked over the bench top as one of the soldiers held up a laptop like a prize. Idiots are looting the place. 

Their leader barked out a command and one of the soldiers walked over to the vault, paused, looked back at the leader who waved him on. With a grunt, the soldier pulled until the heavy door creaked open. A second soldier reached in and pulled out a metal container labeled with orange and yellow symbols. 

Dumb shit. Don’t do that, for God’s sake.

When the soldier screwed off the lid and stared at the contents, the one giving orders screamed at him. Startled, the soldier yelped, and the container hit the concrete floor with a clang that reverberated through the building. Flashing red lights strobed from the ceiling, followed by a high-pitched, warbling siren.

Ross dropped down, holding his breath, the radiation alarm piercing his brain. If they didn’t get out soon they would all light up and glow forever.
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February 24, On the Run in the Chernobyl Exclusion zone

Ulf growled, a more insistent tone this time, looking between Ross and Alex. The obvious message in his wide eyes: Let’s get the hell out of here! Ross’s radiation meter set off its insistent flea bites in his pocket, confirming Ulf’s warning.

Ulf, neck ruff bristled, backed up against him as a four-legged yellow mechanical device thumped around the corner of the workbench. It stopped as if it were scanning Ross, Alex, and Ulf, then clumped on toward the soldiers.

“What the hell is that?” Ross whispered to Alex.

“British researchers called it SPOT, a robot that can detect radioactivity. Those fools spilled something that set it off.” Alex’s voice seemed to crack a bit.

The robot clopped around the workbench and walked toward the soldiers and the dropped container. One soldier yelled and pointed his rifle at the robot doing its dog-mimicking gait toward the Russians. The leader screamed at the soldier as he fired, the gunshot echoing around the building. It could have been a starter’s gun the way they all scrambled for the doorway like a bunch of Keystone Cops.

SPOT stood there, its sensors apparently trying to figure out why everyone had left it standing in a puddle of radioactive dust. So far as Ross could tell, the soldier had missed.

Ross bent down to Alex. “We need to go. My radiation alarm is going crazy.”

Alex raised a trembling hand and pointed toward the far wall. “Emergency exit in the back.”

Ross stood, plotting a route that evaded whatever the dumb-ass soldier had spilled to set off the alarm. Grunting with the effort, he gathered up Alex and made his way to the back wall, snaking around workbenches and containers, staying as far away from the vault as he could, his radiation meter doing a dance in his pocket.

He stopped at the emergency door. One of the multiple language warnings cautioned an alarm would sound if the door were opened. “Where do we go from here?” he asked.

“Just get us out,” Alex replied, seconded by Ulf, nose pressed against the door, ears down flat.

Ross kicked the release bar and burst through the door. An even louder siren sounded behind him. He tried to sprint between the buildings and down an asphalt roadway, weeds flourishing in the cracks. His sprint turned into a stumble when the asphalt disintegrated under his feet. Gasping for breath, he slowed to a labored walk once he moved out of sight of the doorway. He stopped in the shadow of the neighboring massive New Safe Confinement Facility that covered the remains of the run-away nuclear disaster. Out of the fire into the frying pan, flashed through Ross’s mind, interrupted by Alex beating on his shoulder and pointing at the rusty truck abandoned by the side of the road, door standing open, door panels and back window pocked with bullet holes.

Ulf jumped through the open truck door and onto the seat, and looked back. Ross followed his lead, sliding a groaning Alex across the bench seat littered with glass fragments and smeared with blood. He ran around to the driver’s side and, after a moment of panic, he found the key in an unfamiliar ignition location. He took a deep breath when the truck started after a couple of burps.

A couple of kilometers down the pot-holed road Alex pointed to a gap in the trees. “Turn in there.” Alex guided them off the asphalt and through the trees toward a building Ross recognized; the Pripyat Hotel. The Ukrainians had billeted him in the hotel, with the promise of a luxury apartment with the other workers in Slavutych once they finished processing him. That had been a couple of weeks ago. Bureaucracies. The same all over.

Face and fingers numb from the cold wind whistling through the bullet holes and missing side glass, Ross opened the truck door. Ulf shoved him aside as he leaped out with a growl. Ross paused, looked around, and not seeing anyone, stepped out into ankle-deep snow. Frozen to the bone, he had to clench his jaw to keep his teeth from chattering. He hurried around to Alex’s side and wrenched open the door. “What is Ulf after?”

Alex’s face was pale, skin clammy to the touch as Ross helped him out of the truck. “Probably a wild boar. The area has lots of deer, dogs, even wolves and moose.”

With Ross’s arm around Alex’s waist, they stumbled through the snow toward the hotel. They stopped at the edge of the trees as a woman burst out of the hotel side door, a scowl on her face. She yelled something in Ukrainian, motioning with both hands like she was shooing a flock of chickens into their coop, cigarette bobbing in her mouth.

“What’s she saying?”

“That the Russians are looking for the Khuylo American.”

“What does that mean?”

“Just another Ukrainian curse word.”

“No. Why are the Russians looking for me?” Ross recognized the woman, Kateryna, one of the hotel staff, as she ran over to them, still shooing them back into the trees. “She is always fussing at me, usually in Ukrainian, but with enough English to recognize she doesn’t like me.” He backpedaled as Kateryna put her hands on his chest and pushed him through the trees. As tall as Ross, she probably outweighed him.

“Foolish American. The Russians just left, saying you are a spy, and we will suffer the consequences if we are hiding you.” She looked down at Alex’s bloody leg and blood-soaked bandage. “Did you shoot him?” She got louder and angrier as she talked.

“He saved me from the Russians...” Alex’s head lolled back, and he went limp.

Frowning, Kateryna stepped back, shook her head, and said, “This way.”

She led them through a door into a small building, more of a shed, Ross thought, with a big washing machine and dryer, the hotel’s utility room. Steam rising from the washing machine and hot air from the dryer warmed his face as Kateryna closed the door behind them.

“There,” she pointed, and Ross eased Alex down on a wide bench while she rummaged around on a shelf and came up with a big box. “Did you see the wound?” she asked as she tied a faded bandanna over a head of frowzy brown hair.

“No. I just wrapped it to stop the bleeding and we ran.”

“Maybe you are smarter than I thought.” She pulled out a field tourniquet, a roll of gauze, large pads and scissors. She pulled the tourniquet tight around Alex’s thigh, then cut off the make-shift bandage and Alex’s camo pant leg. The wound was a nasty-looking mess, but barely seeped blood. “Good.”

Ross’s eyes watered when she splashed the open wound with alcohol.

Even unconscious, Alex’s body jerked with the shock.

“No exit wound. Bullet inside.” She unrolled a set of shiny surgical instruments and splashed a generous dollop of alcohol over them and her hands. “Hold him down so I don’t cut his leg off.”

“What the hell are you going to do?” Ross asked. He bent over Alex and pressed him down on the bench.

“Remove the bullet before Captain Derkach’s leg turns septic, and while he is still unconscious so maybe he won’t scream so loud.”

Ross grimaced as she worked a set of forceps into the bloody wound. “You know what you are doing?” His own leg wound ached from the cold and even more from the memory of the excruciating pain he had endured after the IED had blown him off the road returning from his soiree into Syria.

“I was nurse in Donbas when the Russians came; this isn’t my first gunshot wound.” She dropped a bloody bullet on the bench, splashed another dollop of alcohol over the wound and began sewing up the flaps of skin. “I saw you with that redhead yesterday. You spies have a club?”

Surprised by the question, Ross looked up at Kateryna. He paused, trying to remember who he had lunch with the day before, a lifetime ago; he remembered red beet borscht and bits of pork...and the woman... “Redhead? You talking about...Willow?”

Kateryna pulled the suture tight and tried to cut the suture thread with the scissors. “That wasn’t her name when I saw her in Donetsk years ago. I thought maybe then she was a SVR Khuy.” 

Ross recognized another Ukrainian cuss word, this one pertaining to a male body part. I’m getting a free language lesson from Kateryna along with helpful tips on local espionage. The SVR had evolved from the KGB, the Russian equivalent to the CIA.

Kateryna shook the scissors off her fingers, bent down and bit off the nylon suture with her teeth, spitting out the stub end. “He lost too much blood. I have instruments; blood I don’t have. I will hide him here and give him water to drink. A motorbike is hidden in the back. You go to the infirmary; get plasma or he will die.”

“No.”

They both looked down at Alex. He blinked, then finally held his eyes wide open, skin still white as the sheets hanging behind him in the shed. 

“The Suka doctor there is Russian. I think she is another SVR agent. You go there; the Russians will have you for sure.”

Kateryna looked down at Ulf and shook her head. “Dog’s blood might be cleaner, but I don’t think it will work.”  She stared at Ross and asked, “What is your blood type? You have AIDS, any bad pizdets in your blood?”  

“I’m O positive,” Ross replied. “No bad shit.”

Kateryna looked down at Alex. “And you?”

He smiled up at them, blinked his eyes, took a deep breath, and passed out. Again.

Kateryna dug through Alex’s pockets and came up with an official-looking laminated card. She nodded her head. “Good. O positive. But we must hurry. He lose too much.” She ripped open a sealed plastic pouch and pulled out needles and tubing. “Mister American spy. Take off that paper suit and strip to your waist.” She splashed the needles with alcohol and set the two men up for a buddy transfusion, one needle into an artery in Ross’s arm, connected by a short length of tube to a second needle she slipped into a vein in Alex’s arm. “Keep your arm higher than Alex, let the blood flow. And cover him with your jacket. Cold will kill him quick as blood loss.”

Ross sat on a bench Kateryna shoved under him. Blood drained down the tube as he laid his jacket over Alex. “Is he going to be okay?” Ross asked, fighting to not get lightheaded as he watched the blood flow through the tubes.

“Warm blood doesn’t clot, so stay close to the heat. I run the washer and dryer, keep the shed a little warm.” She nodded at the tube, apparently satisfied all was well. “About a half hour and he will have enough, and you perhaps will still be alive,” she said with a shrug and a puff of cigarette smoke, and maybe a grin.

Ross wasn’t sure if the grin was supposed to assure him or not. He really wanted more than “perhaps.” He took a couple of deep breaths.

“Stop breathing so hard. You hyperventilate and fall over, tube comes out and you both die.” She started a load of sheets in the washing machine and left, cigarette still puffing out a stream of smoke like a train with a full head of steam.

Ross fought off the dizzies, arm and shoulder beginning to ache in the cold, trying to hold his arm steady above Alex. He shivered as he waited for Kateryna’s return, wondering what was next, if he was going to end up in a Russian gulag.

“Wake up.” Ross snapped his head up as Kateryna slapped a piece of tape over his arm as she extracted the needle, then repeated the process for Alex. Ross finally realized that the entire procedure had been professional and painless. Best of all, Alex appeared to have a bit of pink in his face. “You’ve done this before?”

“Too many times.” She threw all signs of her medical practice, together with Ross’s white coveralls, in a burn barrel outside the shed. She tossed in her cigarette butt, lit the trash, returned, and started folding sheets off the drying rack. “You have better color. Are you okay? You have much back pain or fever?” she asked.

“Just a little dizzy, but no fever or pain,” Ross replied.

“I don’t give a shit about you, American spy; I ask Captain Derkach,” she said. A very slight smile teased her lips as she stopped to light another cigarette.

“Alive, but my leg hurts. Bad,” Alex said, a grimace flashing across his face.

Kateryna laughed. “That’s what happens when you get shot; thought you soldiers knew that. She poked two pills in his mouth. “Swallow. Aspirin, all I have for pain.” She froze, cocked her head to the side, held her hand up and said, “Quiet.”

Ross picked up the rumble of a diesel engine through the trees. It grew closer, then stopped, followed by a shout in Russian and the clang of an armored vehicle hatch slammed shut.

“They have come back to find you.” She grabbed two large camo brown cotton bandanas off the drying line and flung it at Ross. “No wool scarves, but these will help keep warm.” She gathered a bundle of sheets and hustled toward the hotel with one final look and an impatient swish of her head for them to get moving. “Now get away from here. Go!”
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February 24, Escape from the Chernobyl Exclusion Zone

Ross carried Alex to the door, paused as the trees whirled around them. For a moment he clutched Alex closer, feeling as if they were going to float away. When everything stopped swirling, he wondered how much blood Kateryna had drained out of him. He tried to focus, get the trees to stop dancing around. A couple of deep breaths and the world steadied, and, best of all, no Russians in sight. He took a half-conscious Alex to the truck, then stumbled back to the shed, grabbing a dead branch on the way. He backtracked to the truck, brushing away their footprints in the snow with the branch, Ulf by his side, apparently trying to figure out the game.

Still out of breath, he croaked, “Come on, Ulf,” and pulled himself behind the steering wheel.

The dog jumped over Ross’s legs and sat between the two men. “You want to drive?” he asked? Ulf ignored him and stared out the windshield. “Can’t shift, huh. Alright. I’ll do it.”

“Where can we go?” he asked Alex, hoping the soldier was lucid enough to have a suggestion. Ross knew Alex’s National Guard unit normally manned each of the four declared exits out of the Exclusion Zone. Had the Russians had time to take them all over? “Is there an unguarded back road out?”

Alex took a deep breath, pulled Ulf close and draped the bandana around his neck as the chill wind whistled through the cab. A groan managed to slip out before he spoke. “You know the railroad tracks that run down from Slavutych? Not used much and poorly maintained, but they go on all the way to Kyiv. We can follow the tracks to Vilcha, a mostly deserted town. There is a check point there, but no regular trains. If we are careful, we can get past any guards by going around the back of the abandoned buildings.”

Ross turned the key and the engine backfired. “Come on. Don’t give up on us now.” He tried again. One more loud backfire and the truck started. He winced at the noise and looked into the cracked mirror. Thankfully, no one in sight as he headed down the road, away from Chernobyl. He glanced over at Alex as he shifted through the gears, the old transmission grinding and whining in protest. Slight bit of color in Alex’s cheeks, but the frown lines in his face showed the strain. Or pain. Or both. “Can you make it? I’ll take you back to the administrative center if this is too much.” 

“Turn us both into the Russians? Only God in heaven above knows what they will do to me. You; worse, I think.”

“Okay, you convinced me. Which way to the tracks?” Ross squinted, focused on Alex’s directions, fighting off the light-headedness. Probably could use a little of my blood back.

When they reached the single set of railroad tracks, he turned west, freezing fingers squeezing the steering wheel. He reached down to pull out his gloves, stopped and grabbed the steering wheel with both hands when the truck slithered around, losing purchase in a morass of churned-up mud. “Multiple vehicle tracks, damn Russians must have come in this way.”

Alex pointed toward smoke floating up through the red-tinted pine trees off to the right. “Look over the trees. Vehicle exhaust or campfires. No one is supposed to be in the forest. It is badly contaminated with radioactive dust; turned the pine trees an unnatural red color.”

“Hang on.” Ulf lurched against him, then slid down into the floor well when Ross downshifted and wrestled the pickup across the tracks, heading away from the red pines and down off the elevated rail easement. He aimed the truck toward an opening in the trees and forced his way through the brush, gunning the engine when it threatened to stall.

Bouncing over potholes and God-knows what, he bulled his way through the brush until a track opened up, no more than two ruts in the weeds. He slid the truck around, straightening up when they were pointing toward Vilcha and away from Chernobyl. He pumped the gas until he had the truck running at full speed, which without a working speedometer he guessed at about forty miles an hour, smashing their way through the waist-high grass and weeds, wind whistling through the bullet holes. Ross wrinkled his nose at a sour odor wafting through the cab. He looked over at Alex, sitting with his head back and eyes closed. “What smells so bad?” he asked.

Alex laughed. “They didn’t tell you? ‘Chernobyl’ means ‘black weed’ in Ukrainian. Smells bad when you crush it, but keeps the mosquitoes and black flies away, maybe a little bit poison.”

A few miles later after the track smoothed out, Ulf climbed back on to the seat and sat up, leaning against Alex. 

Ross looked over at the dog. “Sorry, boy. Doing my best.”

The dog glowered back, obviously an indictment of Ross’s driving style.

He grinned back at the dog. What does he know?

“Pylʹnuyte...lookout!” Alex yelled.

Ross jerked his head back around and slammed on the brakes, skidding to a stop as a bullet smashed through the windshield, glass fragments pricking his face before he could focus on what Alex was yelling. He squeezed his eyes shut, slouched down behind the steering wheel, ground the transmission into reverse and jammed the accelerator to the floor.

The gunfire was deafening; ripping, tearing, chewing through the cab’s thin sheet metal, shattering what remained of the glass. Ross lurched back when the truck slammed to an abrupt halt, so hard the front end lifted up, then dropped so hard his teeth clacked together when the truck hit the ground, tasting blood. He jerked the door open and dove out, crashing down into the stinking weeds as bullets cracked through the air and tore into the truck. Ross rolled through the weeds and behind a tire, glancing back to see a Russian armored vehicle with a machine gun on top...that suddenly disappeared in a blinding flash of yellow and red and black. The truck lifted up off its tires and Ross seemed to float along with it, then slammed down on his back, a tree falling toward him...then blackness.
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February 27, Stalking a Russian convoy on the road from Chernobyl to Kyiv

“You with us, American? Awake?”

Ross hesitated. Did he want to open his eyes and face the Russians? Or just pretend to be unconscious? Open, he decided, and blinked. He started to reach up and wipe his eyes, but a gloved hand stopped him.

“You have many cuts on your face. Careful or you will start bleeding again.”

Now he had to open his eyes. He blinked again to see a woman’s tanned face staring at him, up close, buried in a camouflage parka with a fur hood. She pulled him up straight. Damn, I feel like I’ve been run over by a truck...oh, I had. Where is the truck? Where is Alex? Where in hell am I?

He fought the urge to touch his face, instead twisted his head from side to side, his neck popping with each movement. He finally figured out he was in the back seat of an ATV, surrounded by molded weapon containers. He felt pressure on his legs and looked down to see Ulf leaning against his shins. 

The woman backed out of his face, a black AK-74 slung across her chest, all decked out in ammo pouches and web gear, blue band around her arm. She closed up a laptop in a brown protective case and tossed it behind him.

He had a blinding headache and every inch of his body ached like he had been beaten with a two-by-four. Hard oak, not soft pine. And he really wanted to rub his itching face. Ross tried to speak but his mouth felt full of dirt. He swallowed, coughed, finally worked up enough spit to say, “Where am I and how did I get here?” Another cough and wad of spit and he asked, “Who are you?”

“Many questions. I have them, also. You answer mine first; maybe I will answer some of yours.”

She spun away from him as a voice yelled for her attention. “Later, American.” She ran around the ATV and leapt into the driver’s seat. “Hold on. Incoming artillery here soon.”

The muffled rumble of the ATV exhaust echoed back from the trees as the ATV jerked into motion, careening down a narrow snow-covered track between tall old-growth trees. He grabbed at the roll cage bars to stay upright in his swaying seat, then realized a seat belt secured him to the thin pad. Maybe a kilometer down the track Ross heard a series of explosions back in the direction they had just left; looking back he saw a dirty grey cloud of smoke rising above the trees. Moments later the faint reports of the distant outgoing artillery barrage rumbled through the trees, merging with the sounds of the impacts.

The woman pulled under a thick tree canopy, slid to a stop in the snow, turned and smiled back at Ross. “They try to target us, but we are faster.” She waved at the men in a second ATV that skidded up beside them; this one had an anti-tank missile launcher strapped to the frame. The two riders dismounted and began reloading the launcher with a replacement missile from the cases secured behind Ross. As they worked, one of the men called over to the woman who shrugged her shoulders. She turned back toward Ross, pulled out a wallet and waved it at him. “Your identification says you are American working for the United Nations at Chernobyl. My husband needs more than that, or you become...a burden.” She tossed him the wallet and slid her rifle around so she could have it pointing at him in a heartbeat.

Blue arm band. Has to be Ukrainian. Doesn’t she?

Ross looked down: muddy cargo pants and parka, filthy hands, dirt caked with blood. He looked as miserable as he felt. “I’m with the International Atomic Energy Agency, monitoring Chernobyl. I was out with Alex, Captain Derkach, when the Russians came.” Alex! “What happened to Alex? He was with me in the truck. He’s Ukrainian National Guard, stationed at Chernobyl. Russians shot him and I was trying to get him to a doctor.”

The woman shook her head. “Shot again; many times by the damn machine gun. We left him with a doctor in Korosten, not too far from where we found you. Maybe alive; maybe dead now.” She slid out of the ATV. “I’m sorry we didn’t attack sooner, but we had to wait for a heat signature to drop the mortar round from the drone. The machine gun finally gave us an infrared target, and we blew the fuckers to hell.” She grinned. “We blow up two more since then. One last night, one just now. Russians are pissing themselves. Maybe one or two more today, until we run out of explosives.”

Last night? He carefully scratched at the heavy stubble on his cheeks, trying not to dislodge any of the tiny scabs. Ross’s stomach growled and he realized he was starved. “How long have you had me?”

She thought for a moment. “Two days. You smell so bad I wanted to leave you and the dog. But my husband, Petrov, he say wait. Maybe you are real American. But I tell him you have no chewing gum, can’t be American.”

She was smiling but Ross didn’t think it was a joke. Not from a woman who recently had blown up at least three Russian vehicles and their crews.

“Nadiya,” one of the men called out, followed by what sounded like a question. She yelled back an answer, then turned to Ross. “I tell Petrov not to shoot you until you wash off the stink and we can ask more questions. So go wash and think of some good answers.” She laughed when his stomach growled even louder “And maybe something to eat.” She pointed toward a creek. “There will be good place. Do not run away. Petrov will take offense.”
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