Chapter 1 
– MOSCOW HERE – 

“It’s not allowed, Artyom.”
“Open it. Open up, I tell you.” 
“The station master told us … He said not to let anyone out.” 
“Do you take me for some kind of idiot? Anyone—who’s that? Who is this anyone?” 
“I have my orders! For the protection of the station … Against the radiation. I have my orders. Got that?”
“SukhoI gave you the order? My stepfather gave you the order? Come on, open up.” 
“I’ll get it in the neck on account of you, Artyom …” 
“Then I’ll do it myself, if you can’t.” 
“Hello … Sanseich … Yes to the sentry post … Artyom’s here … Your Artyom. But what am I supposed to do with him? All right. We’re waiting.” 
“Snitched, have you? Good for you, Nikitska. You’ve snitched. Now push off! I’ll open up anyway. I’m going out anyway!” 
But another two men darted out of the watch room, squeezed in between Artyom and the door, and started pityingly pushing him away gently. Artyom, tired in advance, with dark rings under his eyes—he still hadn’t recovered from his sortie to the surface the previous day—couldn’t resist the sentries, even though no one had any intention of fighting with him. Curious onlookers started sidling up: grimy little boys with hair as transparent as glass, pasty-faced women with hands blue and steely from constantly washing laundry in icy-cold water, weary farmers from the right-hand tunnel ready to gape mindlessly at anything. They whispered to each other. They were looking at Artyom, but somehow it seemed as if they weren’t; and just what kind of expression was that on their faces? 
“He keeps going out there all the time. What’s the point of going?” 
“Uh-huh. And every time the door gets flung wide open. And stuff gets siphoned in from up there, you know! Damned madman …” 
“Listen, you can’t … You can’t talk like that about him. After all … he saved us. All of us. Your children over there.” 
“He saved people, uh-huh. And now what. Is this what he saved them for, then? If he picks up a massive dose of radiation, all of us here get one too … The more the merrier.” 
“What the fuck does he go for? That’s the question. It’s not as if there’s anything there. What for!” 
Then a new face appeared among all the others: the most important face of all. A neglected mustache, hair already thinning and completely gray, stretched out like a bridge across a bald patch. But the face was drawn exclusively in straight lines, nothing rounded off. And everything else in it was tough and rubbery — too tough to chew on, as if the man had been taken and vulcanized alive. His voice had been vulcanized too. 
“Everybody disperse. Did you hear me?” 
“There’s Sukhoi. Sukhoi’s come. Let him collect his boy.” 
“Uncle Sasha …” 
“You again, Artyom? We already talked about this …” 
“Open the door, Uncle Sasha.” 
“Disperse! It’s you I’m talking to! There’s nothing to gawp at here. And you— come with me.” 
Instead of that, Artyom sat down on the floor, on the cold polished granite, and leaned back against the wall. 
“That’s enough,” SukhoI mimed soundlessly, speaking with just his lips.” People are whispering as it is.” 
“I need to. I have to.” 
“There’s nothing there! Nothing! Nothing there to look for!” 
“But I told you, Uncle Sasha.” 
“Nikita! Don’t stand there gaping. Get on with it. Escort the citizens away.”
 “Right, Sanseich. All right, then, who needs a personal invitation? Move it, move it …” Nikitska bantered, sweeping the crowd away. 
“What you told me was nonsense. Listen …” SukhoI released the air that was inflating him, went limp, crumpled up and sank down beside Artyom.” You’re butchering yourself. Do you think that suit protects you from the radiation? It’s like a sieve! A cotton frock would be more use!” 
“So what?” 
“The stalkers don’t go up there as much as you do … Have you tried adding up your dose? Well, do you want to live or croak?” 
“I’m certain I heard it.” 
“And I’m certain it’s just a hallucination you had There’s no one there to send any signals. No one, Artyom! How often do I have to tell you? There’s no one left. Nothing apart from Moscow. Apart from us here.” 
“I don’t believe it.” 
“Do you think I could care less what you believe and what you don’t? But I do care if your hair falls out! I do care if you start pissing blood! Do you want your dick to dry up and drop off?” 
Artyom shrugged. He said nothing for a moment, weighing things up. SukhoI waited. 
“I heard it. That time on the tower. On Ullmann’s radio set” 
“But apart from you, no one else has ever heard it. In all this time, no matter how hard they listened. Empty airwaves. So what then?”
