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			About This Book

			She would harness fear. And this terrifying place would help her do it.

			Renya, a scientist who studies how people react to fear, flees a troubled marriage to conduct research on the scientists working in the exclusion zone around Chernobyl. In the eerily silent forests surrounding the research station, she finds more is haunting her than the dangers of radiation exposure. As she gathers data from her colleagues and probes historical records of the Chernobyl disaster, unsettling questions rise to the surface. Who is funding her research? Why are all the scientists’ findings off? And what do those who stalk the ruins of the abandoned city nearby want? In this atmospheric tale, Alexis von Konigslow deftly weaves the struggles of women in science with the impact of politics, both past and present, on people and on the environment. Part ghost story, part literary thriller, The Exclusion Zone is a mesmerizing story that reminds us all to listen to our hearts as well as the earth.

		





		
			Praise for The Exclusion Zone

			“The Exclusion Zone is a quietly terrifying novel that evokes both the horror of the recent past and the very real threat to any human future. This is a work about fear: what it is, what it does to us, how we try to hide it and can’t. And yet love is here too, and friendship, and forests, still growing, and beauty even in what is poisoned, reminding us that we have to live in the ruin of what we’ve made as best we can, for as long as we can, if only to bear witness.” – Kate Cayley, author of Householders and How You Were Born
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			Dedication
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			Chapter 1

			Maybe Renya didn’t know about the theory of everything and how all the building blocks of the universe fit together and all that, but she did know some things.

			She stopped. The trail that she’d been following was blocked by a downed tree. She kicked at it. The outer layer crackled satisfyingly, but the trunk itself was sturdy. It gave her a foothold, so she threw herself forward, grabbed on to a knot of wood at the top and scrambled up. Renya stood. A rogue breeze lifted her hair and she looked up. The branches in the canopy looked like a circulatory system. The leaves bowed and shushed each other and made the lights dance. The patchwork of shadows and light through the tree cover, the shifting clouds through the canopy, made the forest feel like a church. This was a dead place, she reminded herself. The exclusion zone wouldn’t be inhabitable for another five hundred years, so she probably shouldn’t fall in love with it. Anyway, who knew what was in the wind here. She felt for the mask in her pocket, government-issued and already broken, she remembered, the elastics snapped within minutes. Had she packed tape or a stapler? She had not. Nick would have planned ahead.

			She hadn’t yet found this quadrant’s researchers. Nick would probably know how to find them. He’d know what to do now. Renya could do some things though. She knew a lot. Nobody understood human musculature and facial expressions better than she did, and there was all that chemistry, and psych stuff, obviously. And she knew brain makeup a bit, and some behaviour-based cues. Those things were more practical. She could work backward, probably, and figure out at least something about the human mind. But Nick could probably do that too. He could go back to first principles and figure out brain electrons or some garbage, knowing him. And he didn’t tend to have huge rants in his head. That would free up some time.

			

			She should get to work. She was supposed to look for the other research groups so that she could take pictures of them at work and scan the photos later for emotional displays. She hadn’t found anyone at all this morning. They were all late to make their way into this quadrant.

			Renya could make some general observations. Nick was better at that too no doubt, but she did see some things. The dead tree felt harder than she’d expected. She rocked back and forth on her feet. It was long-dead from the look of it, so she’d expected sponginess, the give of decaying wood, but the log held her. The ground had felt spongy on her hike out though. Every time she’d strayed from the path, she’d felt like she was walking on folded blankets. There were a lot of leaves. Although that was foolish. She was in a forest. Forests have leaves. This forest was eerily still. She could detect a bit of birdsong, but not much. There was the odd crack. The place was spooky. That probably didn’t need to be recorded. It would probably be assumed.

			She pulled her notebook out of her pocket. Everyone had relationship problems, but she and Nick never had – until they did, of course. We were great. We were the best couple. Then all of a sudden, they were a catastrophe and it was all over. But for so many years, they’d stayed close while everyone else bickered. Why had these issues snuck up on her? Renya put away her pen. Marital problems should probably go in a different notebook. Ditto for her complaints about being married to a physicist. Ditto for fears about her partner’s, well, probably ex-partner’s, health. She shoved her observations notebook back in her pocket.

			Why was she feeling so unbalanced? She didn’t feel alone. That was why. She’d read about this place since she was a little kid, but it wasn’t just recognition, she felt sure. She was primed to scan for ghosts here, but she wouldn’t actually do it. That couldn’t be the feeling.

			Just then she saw movement up ahead on the trail. Then she saw him. There was a man here, and not one that she recognized.

			

			Renya jumped off the log and dropped to her knees. The camera hanging from her neck knocked into the bark, and she grabbed it and held it to her chest. Her breathing was so loud. She craned her neck. The man was alone. That was a red flag. He was definitely not part of any of the groups scheduled to be in this quadrant.

			She could just barely see the apparition over the log, the man standing behind two deciduous trees a bit past her trail. He looked corporeal. He’d stopped moving, however. He came into the clearing and just stopped. Renya grabbed the tree trunk. 

			He wasn’t supposed to be here. Nobody was supposed to be here. These were empty woods in an evacuated area. This place wasn’t going to be safe to even just visit for hundreds of years. He couldn’t be a ghost. That would be illogical. And yet, if a ghost were to be protecting the Chornobyl region, this would be a great place to patrol.

			She turned and ran, crouched at first, but then just fast. 

			Were there footsteps behind her? There might be footsteps. She focused on the crunch of worn earth and dead things under her sneakers, and she didn’t slow down until she got to the stone path.

			

			•••

			Seeing the research station beyond the crest of the little hill, Renya allowed herself to skid to a halt. The footsteps had stopped, but she didn’t know when. There was no one behind her now. There were no human sounds at all, just the low murmur of the forest, the shuffle and pop of strange things in hidden places.

			He might have been a chef or a cleaner, or a scientist out for a walk. In this one place, humans should probably be the least of her worries.

			She let her heartbeat return to standard, her breathing normalize. Fear was her favourite of the six major emotions, well, top two for sure, but she wasn’t used to experiencing it first-hand.

			She looked up. The station was larger than she’d expected when she’d first arrived. It was eight storeys high, and the grandeur hit her again now. It was a huge building, with white brick and climbing vines, large windows, balconies and a gabled roof. There had been detailing too, but it was faded and crumbling now. This had been a hotel at one time, one of those spots that only rich people went to. The great ballrooms had been turned into command centres first, then labs, makeshift right after the accident, then built up over the years. The most exciting parts were the ground floor and basement, full of labs that were stocked and shining, with more variety of equipment than Renya had ever seen in one place, since so many different teams worked here, on rotation, obviously, because of radiation exposure limits. She still felt a thrill that tingled right into her fingertips, just picturing them. Her face must look indecently happy. Just being here, alongside so many different scientists, still felt so new and strange, so bracing. Located right by the blockade, the building was far enough from the explosion site that people could live here safely for short periods, close enough that you could walk or take ground transport to research sites in the outer ring of the zone of alienation or out into surrounding farms. And it was big enough, obviously, to allow all the scientists to live here while they worked, while they processed the data they collected on these short stints, and to also allow a rotating site-staff, cooks and cleaners who could live with them only long enough that they didn’t max out their radiation exposure allowance all at once themselves. Maybe the support staff snuck out for walks sometimes. She probably would. Maybe that’s who she’d seen.

			

			The building loomed above her as she walked in the front door, the vines of winding leaves just starting to turn colours, waving slightly in the breeze. Imagine what she could accomplish here. Imagine what other people had already figured out, all the research in all the various pipelines.

			She couldn’t figure out emotions completely, obviously, not in any satisfying way anyway. People were too different. Their very electrons and circuitry were too individual. Nobody had managed to make a predictive model. She couldn’t reasonably want that. But she could harness feelings, in her own small way at least. She could build a program to allow scientists to search for emotional displays, even short ones, hidden ones, emotional seepage as some labelled it, to look out for predictive patterns, especially among many faces. It was the numbers that would do it. If many people got scared all at once, for instance, that would mean something, especially if you were targeting specialized populations, scientists say. She could find the patterns. She could raise the red flags. Nobody would be able to downplay danger ever again. Nobody would be able to minimize, or gaslight, or falsely reassure. Nobody could lie about anything big ever again, not to themselves, and not to other people. She’d catch them all, if she had access to a video feed or pictures. She would harness fear. And this terrifying place would help her do it.

						

			•••

			

			Renya tilted down her computer screen to stop the glare. Nick’s beard had grown in and there was grey in it. He looked really good in that silver damned sexy way that men had. She shouldn’t have called him. He’d cheated. She’d left. It could reasonably be assumed that she wasn’t supposed to call him anymore. Also, she’d asked him to move out. That should really preclude her from using him as a confidant. But she did want to check on him. He’d had that heart thing after all. 

			“I want to –” he started.

			“No.” Renya didn’t want to hear the rest. She didn’t want to talk about the man in the woods, but she wanted to tell Nick something, even if she didn’t know what exactly, and so far, he’d been the only one talking. She kicked her laptop farther away on the worn comforter. She wanted him to stop. And he had. They’d lapsed into silence, she realized. Strange. Silence wasn’t Nick’s MO. He seemed okay though. It didn’t look like he was experiencing cardiac problems anyway, so there was that. “When my grandmother was growing up in Russia,” she started, drawn to the past as she’d been since her plane had landed.

			“Your grandmother wasn’t Russian,” said Nick.

			“She called herself Russian.” This wasn’t true. She’d called herself Ukrainian, but for some reason she didn’t want to admit her obvious mistake.

			“And sometimes she called you by the cat’s name,” said Nick.

			“That’s unkind.” 

			“Your grandmother was a nice lady.”

			“Thank you.”

			“A nice lady who grew up between Kiev and Belarus, what is modern-day Ukraine.”

			Renya wanted to slam her laptop shut in his ridiculous face. “When she was growing up, it was part of the Russian empire.” And she’d had no love for Russia, but Renya certainly wasn’t going to admit that now.

			Nick paused. He was calculating. “Okay,” he said. “I concede the point. Go on.” 

			Renya rolled her eyes, but then she quickly dropped off the bed to explore the room once again. She opened a drawer beside her. Empty. It wasn’t wood either. Everything looked like it was made of solid wood in this place, but nothing was: the finish was peeling off of everything, leaving warped clapboard.

			

			“When your grandmother was growing up in Russia,” Nick was saying. She reached for the laptop and angled the screen again so she could see his face. He looked repentant. Maybe he could read her as well as she read him. Or maybe he was just counting the atomic number or valence shells or whatever physicists did to guess at emotion. She walked off again. “Really,” he was saying, “I want to hear.”

			Renya exhaled, then forced herself to count from one to ten. Frustration passed. It crashed over you like a wave and washed away again. “My grandmother used to talk about spirits in the forest,” she said slowly. “She said there are ghosts here.” 

			“By ‘here’ you mean –”

			“They’re the ghosts of the people who lived in the town maybe. I don’t remember. Anyway, they come back to check on all the people, that’s their job.”

			“That’s a common thought.”

			“They howl through the trees. No, that isn’t right – wind howls through the trees. It upsets the dust on the road, and the dust envelops the ghosts, so sometimes you can see them in outline, with their mouths open, crying.” The last time she’d seen her grandmother, she’d been crying. Renya had been afraid. It was certainly not the time to bring out that old shrapnel.

			“That’s a lot of crying,” Nick said after a moment.

			“What?”

			“The wind. The people. Sorry, ghosts.”

			“You’re being unkind.” 

			“I’m sorry, I just – I sympathize, you know? I just – People often make up these stories to help them get used to the permanence of loss. Not that –”

			“Oh, and they also make fog.” 

			Nick brought the computer closer to his face. “Nothing that’s happened has to be permanent.”

			“When all the ghosts gather together, that’s where fog comes from. That’s what Baba used to tell me. And don’t tell me where fog actually comes from because I don’t want to hear it. I loved my grandmother. I know that’s a ridiculous thing to say. I know everybody does. But I did. She was the only one in the whole family who was fucking approachable. She was the only one I didn’t have to impress. Anyway, I keep thinking about those weird old stories when I walk around here. I know she didn’t grow up here, exactly, I know that she meant somewhere else, but this is a landscape that is conducive to ghost stories.”

			

			Nick seemed to scrutinize his screen. “You could be anywhere in Europe. By the looks of it, I’d say France or Germany.”

			“I’m in Chernobyl.” Or Chornobyl, more properly, as her, yes, Ukrainian grandmother would have called it. Renya leaned closer to the laptop. She’d told Nick the story of the protective ghosts, but more often, her grandmother had told her the story of this place. Her father had talked about it too. The three of them used to read through books and pore over the pictures. They’d talked for hours about the science behind it all. She didn’t know why. Normal families had fairy tales and princess stories. Her family had a nuclear accident. Had she ever told Nick about that? “I had this idea,” she said instead.

			“What idea?”

			“When the accident happened, everyone lied.” 

			“It wasn’t an accident, it was –”

			“After the reactor at Chernobyl exploded, everyone obfuscated, every layer of government, every type of news media, and not just in Russia either.”

			“Oh that accident.”

			“First, the local officials tried to cover it up. Then the government lied. Then even the news tried to play it down so people wouldn’t panic.” 

			“I thought you were talking about –”

			“But there’s a reason for fear in a situation like this. Fear would have been motivating. Fear would have forced people to make better decisions.”

			“You don’t need to –”

			“The international community should have helped, first of all. They should have rushed in, but they didn’t because first the Russian government hushed it up, then outright lied to people. Then all the surrounding countries lied to their populations as well. They all said, ‘this is fine, we’ll all be okay, this doesn’t affect us all that much.’ But if you watch the broadcasts from the time, you can see fear tells from government officials, from the broadcasters, from everyone. I found very clear fear displays in so many stills. What if I can create a computer program that looks for fear in governmental broadcasts, in the news? What if I can make a red-flag program to scan international broadcasts? The international response didn’t have to take so long. People didn’t have to be outside on all those days, absorbing radiation, getting sick and not knowing it. People could have been saved.”

			

			“So you’re looking for lies?” said Nick. “Sorry, I’m trying to catch up –” 

			“Not lies,” said Renya.

			“Because I think they have those devices already.”

			“Polygraphs, you mean?” Renya set the computer on her lap again. “Those are different. They require subjects to be hooked to sensors, and they monitor, what, heart rate, breathing, perspiration? They can be duped, easily. A stubbed toe, a breeze through a window, any biological differences can make their readings obsolete. They don’t work at a distance at all.” Renya shook her head. “Anyway, I don’t care about lies. Everybody lies,” she said. Lying was difficult to accurately detect because so many individuals lied so differently. You didn’t even have to step on a nail or whatever criminals did to fake out polygraphs on TV. You could choose to believe the lies, in part. You could hide from the truth. You couldn’t hide from fear as easily. 

			“There was that researcher who said he could detect lies in people’s faces,” Nick was saying.

			“I don’t know how I feel about that,” said Renya. There had been so much research into lies and facial expressions, multitudes of studies, reams of evidence, but Renya herself didn’t understand the causality. She didn’t really understand how lying worked. She didn’t understand lies themselves. Some people told untruths, sure, but some people embellished and changed stories and fabricated just to make themselves understood. She didn’t understand why people would have similar facial expressions when they told untruths or half-truths or embellished truths, especially when reasons and motivations and even understanding could be so different. Renya herself sometimes said slightly incorrect things to explain technical concepts to laypeople, or talked on and on to make sure she explained the whole truth, to ward against lying, but other people didn’t seem to need to do that, and sometimes looked at her sidelong when she did. She had trouble making herself understood sometimes. She assumed others did too, even if it took different forms. She was more comfortable with emotions. Emotions were pretty stable, across time and across cultures. Charles Darwin called emotions adaptive. She believed they were adaptive. She believed that being able to read emotions and have one’s own emotions understood had pushed humans forward along their evolutionary path. And she understood at least some of the connections to facial expressions. Fear triggered the amygdala, which affected the nervous system, which released cortisol and endorphins, which caused skin heating, eye widening, et cetera, et cetera, et cetera. She didn’t understand all the emotion to emotional response links, but what she did understand just seemed to make more sense to her. Lies were so muddy in comparison.

			

			“I don’t like lies,” said Renya. “I’m not comfortable with them. I need a better target. I need something more straightforward to detect.”

			“But seriously,” Nick started.

			“I’m being serious,” said Renya. “Lies are complicated. They’re contextual. You need to know what you’re looking for and read between the lines. I can’t figure that out with facial expressions. Polygraphs can’t do it at a distance. They can’t do it for crowds, and they can’t do it for pictures and video feed at all. I can’t program a computer to do that anyway. Fear is different. I can flag fear with pictures. And too much fear is a red flag. It’s always a red flag.”

			“Yes.” Nick was nodding. “I can see that.” 

			“Anyway,” Renya said, sitting up and looking at the clock. Time passed so quickly here. Time passed quickly when she talked to Nick, but she didn’t want to think about that. She was already late for the big dinner. She should focus on that instead. She leaned away from the screen and strained to reach the clothes on the dresser. 

			“Can we talk about this more?” Nick was saying. “I want to hear more about your idea.”

			“Sure,” she said. “Maybe. I have to go now.”

			“But later?”

			She looked back. Nick didn’t seem to be lying about his interest. “Okay.” And Renya closed the laptop. 

						

			•••

			The clothes on the dresser were dirty already. She flopped back on the musty bed and watched the dust particles dance in the uneven lamplight. 

			Security, she realized with a start, a certainty come from nowhere. The man in the woods must have been security. People had been talking about patrols in the evacuated areas, started after the accident and continuing in all the decades since. There was talk about the cooking staff, about a dishwasher who could be paid to drive people to see the sarcophagus. There were also rumours of rebels, tensions with Russia, something or other brewing in the Crimea, but her political understanding was pitiful. She rolled over and patted for her computer, to look up the political situation. There was no excuse for that kind of ignorance, especially since her family was from here.

			

			But instead of searching for the political context, she let go of the computer and slid off the bed once again. She shuffled to the suitcase that she’d left open on the bare wooden chair. She stared into the twisted mess of clothes.

						

			•••

			Renya walked slowly toward the great hall where she was supposed to join the others soon, now probably. She veered toward the window. She felt herself moving closer and closer toward the front door. She felt pulled outside, to a radioactive forest. How much direct exposure could she sustain? Everyone said that two weeks here would be fine, since they were in the outer ring of the zone of alienation, but people lied, that was the entire point of her project. In any case, how much fear could she maintain before she freaked out, because she would lose it eventually – under this much pressure, everyone did. Her thoughts felt lightning-fast already. Her head buzzed with calculations. Sustained sleep had not been possible since she’d landed.

			She touched the windowsill, then scratched at the faux-wood finish. It was peeling off in a long ribbon.

			Would the other scientists be scared? Was elation their primary emotion too? How fast were they oscillating? Her mind felt like a deck of cards being shuffled. And how much would she be able to find out about the others’ experience? She had the daily surveys, sure, but nobody had admitted to much of anything yet, scientist display rules being what they were, and, again, people lied. Would the fear only be visible in pictures? 

			Renya pulled a bench from the entryway hall and moved it to the doorway. She’d set up cameras earlier so that she could catch the scientists coming and going, to calculate how much time they spent outside, to measure their emotions as they came and went. She’d caught unguarded moments. You always did in doorways. Doorways were transition areas. Colleagues who’d been cavalier about signing the release for photos and videos but were likely quite uncertain about the whole project and looked stilted and uncertain in other photo arrays had probably forgotten that they were being filmed here. She’d witnessed real emotion. She’d seen her colleagues steeling themselves to go outside. She’d caught the relief of making it back in. She touched the little cameras lightly. The red recording lights were on. She’d already checked the positioning on her laptop. In fact, she’d already run the pictures through her program: nothing for days, and then a few fear displays trickling in just recently.

			

			A group of men and women walked through the stairwell door and toward the gathering, and Renya jumped down. As she looked up, Renya caught her reflection in the mirror. She was grinning. The other scientists, she noted, were smiling just as broadly. They walked in that same arc that veered toward the window. She hadn’t expected this. She’d hypothesized there’d be a spike of fear when they arrived, then a flattening of emotion as they acclimatized. She hadn’t anticipated the excitement, the new-place energy, the thrill of new possibilities.

			There was danger outside. There was so much they could find out.

						

			•••

			“Well, we’re unbalanced,” Renya heard a voice say as she manoeuvred toward the drinks table. A breeze from an open window ruffled her hair. She paused. Windows were supposed to be sealed. It could have been a blast of air from some hidden HVAC system or air filtration unit. The air was meant to be scrubbed here too. She turned, then turned again, but she didn’t see any air filters, and she didn’t feel moving air again. She felt unbalanced, certainly. She lost her previous train of thought and found, instead, a physicist talking to a group near the window. She edged closer.

			“The windows are supposed to be closed, right?” she whispered to a woman with a ponytail she’d met earlier.

			The woman shrugged. “I’ve seen people open them sometimes,” she replied softly. “They probably shouldn’t.”

			Renya shivered.

			“We get energy from the sun,” the man at the centre of the group was saying. “The earth absorbs some of it, and this warms us, obviously, and it allows plants to grow and all that, but the earth reflects a lot of the energy too, in the form of infrared radiation. We can’t see this part.”

			A woman raised a hand.

			“Humans can’t see it, I mean,” the man said.

			The crowd that had formed around him chuckled. They were talking about butterflies and plants, she’d bet.

			“But it gets a bit more complicated. The reflected energy doesn’t just get blasted into space. I mean, some of it does, but some reflects back toward the earth again. It gets absorbed by greenhouse gasses then re-emitted back toward us.”

			

			“But some of that extra energy is necessary,” said a man in a track suit.

			“Of course,” the physicist said. “Without this second step, this reabsorption, the earth would be too cold, and plants and animals, the plants and animals we have currently in this iteration of the earth, wouldn’t have enough heat and energy to grow. But if there’s too much reabsorption, then we have an imbalance. So what we’ve been doing is we’ve been sending up more and more gasses into the atmosphere, and these gasses reabsorb more and more of the sun’s energy. So we have far less energy getting shot out into space and more getting reabsorbed by the world. That means we have an imbalance.”

			“We’re heating up,” said the track suit.

			“We are,” said the physicist. “The excess energy is adding up. It’s not linear anymore. I’m concerned it might be getting exponential now. We’ve trapped too much energy in the system and it has nowhere to go. The northern hemisphere used to deflect more than it absorbed. That’s reversed now, we think. We’re trying to figure that out. We’re trying to figure out why.”

			“But we’re also transitioning to clean energy.”

			“The imbalance is still there. The extra energy is still unaccounted for. It’s going to get absorbed, either by the oceans or by the land or by the ice in the oceans, which is dangerous, because once the ice has all melted, the oceans could get really hot, really fast. In any case, then the earth’s temperature is going to continue to rise. Even if we never lit another fire, the earth would continue to heat. That energy would still be there. It would have to do something.”

			“Are you serious?”

			“There’s more to be afraid of than just radiation.” The physicist cleared his throat. “That’s all I’m saying.”

			The crowd that had formed around him dispersed.

						

			•••

			Renya ambled toward another assembled group. “I’m excited to be here,” a woman was saying. “I’m looking at many components of course, but I’ll be paying special attention to sulphur.”

			“Right, because the shipping rules are changing,” said a bespectacled colleague, a small-animal person Renya recognized vaguely.

			“International shipping regulations haven’t changed yet,” the woman was saying, “but change is coming. Already companies are reducing the sulphur content of their shipping fuel because they’re anticipating it too. I’m excited to see the consequences in the soil. I’m hopeful to see soil health and soil quality coming back again.”

			

			Renya edged away. Her project was so different from all the other research conducted here.

						

			•••

			“I’ve published extensively,” said the man, Robert, from the name tag hanging limply from his neck, large-animal, immune systems and broad-spectrum antibiotics, in smaller print just below. She’d been in the gathering for five minutes and she’d already been cornered. Typical. She’d almost rather listen to terrifying physics. “If you’re interested, you should probably read through my work. You can find many articles online.”

			Renya looked at his face again, closely this time. She wasn’t particularly interested, she wanted to tell him. She’d just been making conversation. Instead, she smiled. He smiled back of course, then looked away. The smile was forced, no muscles by the eyes activated. He looked down at her chest, but that wasn’t surprising given his age, mid-fifties, likely. Sweat beaded on his forehead. The leer, when it appeared, seemed more dominance-based than carnal, but that made sense too. But it’s a compliment. Ladies are gracious in accepting any kind of good feedback. Professionals don’t take these things so seriously.

			“You can order my books on Amazon,” Robert was saying.

			“I might do that,” said Renya. She probably wouldn’t.

			“It’s probably a good idea. You should, of course, have done the research before coming.”

			“Right.” Because she needed to know about the immune systems of cows to go about her own work. Also, she was vegetarian. “I’ll get right on that.”

			Robert’s procerus and supercilii activated, drawing down the skin in his upper forehead, pulling his eyebrows in turn, but the scowl was gone fast. His eyes darted to the corners of the room and back again, feigning disinterest, but the sweat gave him away. He’d forgotten to inactivate the depressor labii inferioris in his chin so he was still pouting a bit. He noticed her interest and his smile reappeared fast.

			“Good then,” he said, his forced smile getting more and more ghoulish. “When you do, I’d be happy to discuss my work further.” The expression, the body language, were clear. He wanted dominance-submission. He was trying to play the virile academic to her little-girl student. Forget it. She’d done it before. She’d had to do it a lot. There was no reason to do it now. She’d made it to Chornobyl. She’d gotten what she wanted.

			

			“I’ll review the material and decide,” she said.

			That got his attention. His dilator naris fired, causing his nostrils to flare. Ha. Got you, doctor big-man academic. He looked at her, finally, straightening to maximize the height difference between them. She smiled, looking straight into his eyes. Who are you to me, she telegraphed. I’m short, but I’m smart, and you can’t make me feel little. He stiffened. Then she batted her eyes and he relaxed. It was remarkable how well that worked. Nick, for all his faults, was the only academic she’d known who hadn’t fallen for the cute little schoolgirl doe-eyed routine. He used to help her sometimes, setting up the older guys and then playing straight man as she tore them down. And then they both smiled demurely until all was forgiven. The first time was almost an accident. He’d had an inkling, apparently, before one winter symposium, so he gave her a paper to read beforehand. You can’t be married to a physicist for so many years and not know how to read a derivation, and the holes were in fact easy to spot. She hadn’t needed his help with it at all, and, in his defense, he hadn’t offered. Then at the cocktail party later, he’d lured the poor author into a conversation, let him condescend to her about ‘soft science’ first, and then lip gloss of all things, then let Renya ask pointed question after pointed question about math that didn’t quite work out, but “maybe it was just her soft science experience,” while Nick laughed into a napkin. Oh but that memory stung now. Thinking about Nick as an ally and all the games they used to play gave her an uncomfortable pang in her heart, and then that, of course, let loose an avalanche of other feelings. Why did she have to miss him? She blinked and made herself remember other incarnations of Nick: kneeling down to tell her about the affair, raging red-faced and slamming doors, hanging onto the doorpost pale and shaking, struggling to breathe, but no, that one didn’t fuel her anger or self-righteousness or whatever emotion she was after. She shook her head, human-kaleidoscope style, and the images vanished.

			Robert inched away and moved on into the room. He’d probably been trying to get away from her for a while. She made way for him. 

			She looked around.

			This particular gathering was in the dining room. Well-dressed people were milling awkwardly on worn-out carpets, whispering to each other, clearly preferring to be alone. Many seemed to know each other. They all studied animals and soil and plants, and had probably run into each other at conferences. Renya didn’t particularly want to be here either. She pulled at her jacket. Hiking chic was hard to pull off. They were all wearing the same tricked-out outdoor gear and sports jackets anyway though, just another type of uniform since they’d had to drop the lab coats, so she shouldn’t have worried so much when she was packing. Anyway, clothes were beside the point. Worrying about how she looked was a waste of time. She was in Chornobyl, for God’s sake. This was a once-in-a-lifetime chance, and she had no intention of coming back again. She’d rather be outside, exploring, or yelling at Nick, maybe, or composing angry emails in her head. 

			

			She scanned the room and everyone looked bizarrely familiar, like weird versions of the people she already knew. Except, there in the back corner, she spotted Tiv, a wolf researcher she’d sat with on the plane on the way here. He looked cornered and uncomfortable too.

			There was one person who looked like someone she would want to meet, a twinkly eyed woman in the corner, who seemed to notice her too. She walked quickly toward her. She was Claire, according to the name tag. She had dark hair cascading down her shoulders. She seemed nice and gave the impression of being very honest, somehow. Renya approached, uncrossing her arms, working on open body language, to match Claire’s.

			“So you must be someone’s kid,” said Claire as they met in the centre of the room. 

			Renya stopped. She flushed all over. Five minutes in and she was already found out. She was usually better than that.

			“Oh, I don’t mean anything by it,” Claire said before Renya could formulate a response. “I’m also someone’s kid. My dad’s a chair of stuff in California.”

			“My dad’s a physics head in Canada,” said Renya. “How did you know?”
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