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PART TWO

 

CONTINUATION of the END

 

Woe to the world for temptations to sin! For it is necessary that temptations come, but woe to the one by whom the temptation comes! (St. Matthew 18:7)

 

MIDLPOINT-TOWN

 

The crossroads of two roads…

“I DON’T WANT TO BE HERE!!!” Dima’s wild cry of despair escaped him... “I want this nightmare to end! I have nothing to do here!”

In the absolutely deafening silence, it was heard how the sounds of his voice went in waves into the rocky desert… And also came back in waves…

“I WANT TO GET MY LIFE BACK!!!” again a hoarse cry of despair came out of Dima’s throat.

And the treacherous echo repeated…

“I want my life back…!!! Back… Back… Back…”

Dima was completely lost, listened to his voice in the echo… And the treacherous echo obligingly repeated…

“…my life back… back… back… back…”

“What a speech!” someone’s voice came from behind.

Dima flinched and turned around. Argo was sitting on a large stone by the roadside. He held an ancient sword of exquisite workmanship and lovingly sharpened its blade on a stone in his hand. The echo somehow returned by itself with a big delay.

“What a speech! Speech… Speech… Speech…”

Dima looked puzzled at the returning echo.

“I want my life back,” Argo continued to mock Dima.

And the echo played along.

“I want my life back… back… back…”

“Why does the echo sound… differently...” Dima pointed to the returning sound.

“Because I speak to you in Latin,” Argo got up from the stone. “And the echo comes back in English… You studied it so diligently. But, however, the echo has its own life, and you don’t understand it…”

“I understand Latin???”

“You do. Hotelkeeper speaks to you in Aramaic… and you understand…”

“Why?”

“You lost ‘the language barrier.’”

“And I understand languages that I didn’t learn?”

“All languages. The language barrier exists only in the human mind. Languages are a system of information transmission, and information, as such, is universal.”

“I’m lost, Argo. Help me…”

“I want to help you, but you have to make your own choice. Remember, free will?”

The echo brought in Latin with a delay.

“Liberum arbitrium… arbitrium… arbitrium…”

“Argo, I can’t understand anything…”

And the echo mockingly brought.

“Neutiquam erro… erro… erro…”

“This hotel Crossroads… Midlpoint-Town… All this… Another reality in our universe...” Dima tried to get ahead of the echo.

“You’ll understand. You just have to go through your whole life… And you have to do it yourself. Be ready for anything.”

And the echo whispered, with emphasis, repeated in Latin only the last of his phrase.

“In omnia paratus… paratus… paratus…”

“If you can’t tell me about my life, tell me yours.”

Argo looked at Dima with his gray-blue eyes. His strong face, straight nose, facial features that were very reminiscent of someone else.

“Are you Svyatoslav Rusich? Right?”

“Yes, I was born in Veliky Novgorod… In the year 1242, I was twenty when I fought on Lake Chudskoye… Those who were not there will not understand… The Battle on the Ice…”

“The Battle on the Ice?” Dima said with obvious disbelief. “You were there?”

“I was there…”

“Where did Alexander Nevsky fight…”

“At the request of the people, Alexander Yaroslavovich was called to the principality.”

Dima looked into Argo’s face, trying to find signs of madness.

“I knew you wouldn’t understand...” Argo concluded.

“I... I... don’t understand... You must be… Something around seven hundred and sixty years old…”

“You remember that there is more than one reality in this world… And time is relative… I’m forty-five.”

“That’s more than I can understand… I understand that you mean the theory of relativity… But it’s impossible to apply it practically…”

“Things exist, regardless of whether people can understand and apply them, or not.”

“How did you get into this reality?”

“I was a good warrior… Alexander Yaroslavovich… Alexander Nevsky himself noted that… We fought for our Rus… Under the banners of Christ… But I never could return to normal life… I wanted glory… I wanted everything at once…”

Dima shuddered at the last phrase. He always dreamed of the same thing.

“And I joined the Crusaders, that’s when I got the nickname Argo for my quest for adventure and round shield. I paved my own way… With my best intentions… Follow me, I’ll show you something.”

***

Argo walked into the desert with a sword in his hand. In absolute silence, only the sound of his footsteps echoed with an unnatural metallic ring. Dima followed him uncertainly. So, they walked further and further away from Midlpoint-Town towards the horizon to a pile of huge stones and a lonely, crooked tree on them.

“Argo, tell me what will happen to me…?”

“I don’t know…”

“Me fallit… fallit… fallit...” the echo whispered eagerly.

“The choice is yours. You have free will.”

“Liberum arbitrium… arbitrium… arbitrium...” the echo repeated as if pondering.

Dima didn’t know how much time had passed. The monotonous desert, slightly glittering with sharp stones, stretched as far as the eye could see. The wind doesn’t howl like that anymore… Argo continued to walk silently, holding a sword in his hand.

“Is that the sword… With which, you used to kill…?”

Argo stopped abruptly, and Dima almost ran his throat into the blade of the sword.

“Do you want to kill me?” Dima asked in a choked voice.

“No, I want to make a deal with you.”

“A deal…”

“Yes, a deal. I help you, and you help me…”

“Okay, I agree…”

Argo turned sharply and walked quickly on. Dima followed him hopelessly. They were gradually approaching a pile of stones. Argo stopped and looked around.

“Silence… That was like in Novgorod before the storm…” Argo looked around. “This is the time, when you can go beyond the crossroads…”

“What is this desert?” Dima asked.

“This desert holds the entire history of mankind. Do you remember the fundamental law of quantum mechanics? Information embedded in quantum particles is never lost...”

“Information is never lost… lost… lost...” the echo repeated in a conspiratorial whisper.

***

They continued their journey. The sky above horizon seemed to get lower and lower, making it feel as though he would soon be able to touch the sky with his hand. When they reached the pile of stones, Dima couldn’t help but marvel at their gigantic size. However, he was most amazed by the colossal tree perched atop them. The massive, twisted trunk was covered in dark brown bark, with thick, gnarled branches that bore no leaves. The tree appeared completely petrified, and the top of the tree seemed to warp up the low sky above it.

“This can’t be,” Dima whispered to himself.

And the echo obligingly whispered back in his ear.

“This is impossible... impossible... impossible...”

***

Argo climbed up silently, followed by Dima. Once at the top, Argo sat on a stone beneath a tree, and Dima joined him on a nearby stone. They gazed silently at the other side of the hill. Between the massive roots of the tree, a small crack was visible in the rock, gradually widening to the size of a river as it extended further into the rocky desert beyond the hill. The river resembled a black, frozen stream of volcanic lava, and as it stretched deeper into the desert, its rocky banks grew higher.

“What happened in my life? Why am I here?” Dima asked, looking hopefully at Argo.

“You have to find the answer to that question yourself. I’m not going to make it easier for you,” Argo replied, gazing expressionlessly into the distance. “We have to wait here…”

“Why can we only know the past, but not the future?”

“The future contains an element of human free will. In other words, choices that are unpredictable, but that are only in relation to the individual. Practically speaking, if you know the future, it will become the past, relative to you. Time, like space, exists all at once and right now, without separating into past, present, and future. We exist inside our reality, as if in the immediate past… You look at yourself in the mirror, and it’s already the past, the immediate past. It takes time for visible light to bring your reflection to you, and it’s always the past…”

“Yes, you’re right…”

“The world is not what it appears to us; it is merely an illusion shaped by our perception. Colors are a manifestation of visible light. If people could see everything in the infrared spectrum, they would be able to discern a person’s thermal outline through walls, and the world around them would appear profoundly different. In reality, the world itself would not change, only our perception of it would.”

They sat in silence, each lost in their own thoughts.

“You were right when you uncovered the obvious truth,” Argo eventually broke the silence, “You saw what He saw...”

Dima shuddered, as if his hidden thoughts had been revealed to someone.

“Alexander the Great, like you, looked at the moon... All the people who lived on Earth... And He... Jesus Christ...”

Dima’s eyes widened in a horrifying realization.

“So, was He?”

“Of course, He was and is...” Argo said quietly in a strained, hoarse voice. “God is the beginning of everything. The Lord God teaches that He exists. The devil, the cunning one, teaches that he does not. By the principle of ‘if no devil, there is no God.’”

“How can we know that?”

“God should not be sought; instead, He should be accepted with one’s whole heart and understanding as a fundamental fact of life. He simply is, just as you exist. Searching for God in this sinful world often leads to the devil’s trap. God can only be found in one’s heart. Choosing what to do is a decision that everyone must make for themselves... Free will...”

“Liberum arbitrium... arbitrium... arbitrium...” the echo whispered softly.

Argo reflected on his thoughts, peering into the vastness of the rocky desert.

“Argo, how is it possible to see the distant past?” Dima asked in a quiet voice.

“The fundamental law of physics: information is never lost. Our matter is a derivative of energy. Matter is like ‘canned’ energy. Energy is universal and carries a mirror imprint of everything material. Everything that occurs in the macro and microcosm has a constant reflection of information... And it’s all here... Information just needs to be extracted.”

“You can see everything that has ever existed?”

“Absolutely everything. From what was just reflected in the mirror, which is already the immediate past, to any event on our planet!”

“Only on the planet?”

“Isn’t that enough? You can also see the whole universe, but you can’t fathom the volume of information it contains...”

“That’s incredible. Is that how you learned about all the scientific discoveries?”

“Science is just one way of understanding the world. Not always the best way, although I have followed it for quite a long time.”

“You have access to all the secrets of humanity! Progress, history, and crimes… You could easily rule the world!”

“It’s a big mistake to think we can rule this world. We are only a small particle, a mere speck of this world.”

“I mean, you can change humanity for the better.”

“And do you really know what’s better? I don’t. I wonder why all sinners claim to know how to become righteous!”

“But you can help… Uncover the truth… Stop the wars...”

“People hustle and fight to die over goods, money, and power, only to die unexpectedly, while others come to fuss in their place. But for God, there are no dead. The soul also conforms to the fundamental laws of quantum physics; information is never lost. For every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction. This means you will have to take responsibility for everything you do in your life. For EVERYTHING! Free will gives us the ability to choose our own path, and our bodies are merely packaging for our souls in the material world.”

“And what about your ambitions? You wanted everything, all at once,” Dima couldn’t help but interject.

“They brought me here...”

***

Argo rose from the stone. In the distance, the river of black lava, flanked by high rocky banks, began to fill with a white mist that lay on the ground.

“Let’s go.”

Argo said as he descended into the crevice, holding a sword in his hands and navigating between the giant roots of the tree. Dima followed him, walking on the volcanic lava. Behind Dima, the frozen streams of lava slowly and irreversibly were changing shape.

“Be ready for anything,” Argo warned.

And the echo whispered back in his ear.

“In omnia paratus... paratus... paratus...”

“Don’t get lost in the fog...” Argo waved his hand.

“Don’t get lost in the fog... fog... fog...” the echo repeated.

They reached the lower edge of the fog, which appeared unusually white with glimmers of silver against the gloomy backdrop of the desert and the stone river. They waded into the fog until it reached their knees. To Dima, the fog felt incredibly thick and dense.

“It’s like water,” Dima murmured, unable to contain himself.

Argo turned and placed a finger to his lips.

“Quiet.”

They slowly vanished into the fog. Dima could barely make out Argo’s back, just two steps ahead. The fog unnervingly restricted all movement. After a while, the mist cleared slightly, revealing the high banks of the river, which rose steeply in cliffs. They halted. Ahead, the river narrowed between two massive, towering rocky pillars reaching for the sky.

“We have to go through those gates,” Argo whispered barely audibly.

***

As they cautiously approached the rocky pillars, Dima felt a surge of horror. The space between the columns was divided by a thin, glass-like membrane that constantly bent and swayed, reaching up into the red sky. An unbearable sense of fear gripped Dima; he feared that the entire mass would collapse on him. Argo, sword in hand, was the first to pass through the membrane. He looked back and gestured for Dima to follow. Dima moved forward, feeling an unpleasant sensation, as if some slimy substance was passing through his whole body. Suddenly, the flickering sepia came to a halt; everything around him turned black and white, with barely noticeable hints of emerging color.

“Colors... Do you see that?” Dima whispered excitedly.

Argo grabbed Dima, preventing him from saying a word. Suddenly, the ground shook with the sound of thundering hooves. To the side of the stone column, something resembling a dark cloud appeared, approaching them with incredible speed. It came to a halt, and the formless cloud gradually took shape, revealing a translucent medieval knight clad in black armor, his visor closed and a heavy spear at the ready. The tip of the spear stopped just inches from Dima’s face. He stared in horror at the shiny wrought iron point, which was the only part of the figure that appeared solid and opaque. The massive form of the knight swayed slowly, constantly shifting its outlines.

“Don’t look at him...” Argo whispered barely audibly, tightening his grip on Dima.

The enormous horse let out a hot cloud of breath, blowing it into Dima’s face.

“Don’t move… He’s looking at you...” Argo warned in whispers, struggling to keep Dima steady.

The knight raised his horse onto its hind legs, and the horse, deafening with its neighing, bolted toward the other column of the gate. In an instant, he lost his outlines and dissolved into a black cloud against the backdrop of the rocky shore. Argo slowly continued along the stone river, which was shrouded in dense fog. Dima silently followed him. Once they were shrouded in the fog, Argo glanced back.

“Who was that?” Dima whispered.

“The Timekeeper...”

They continued to walk through the thick fog along the river of petrified lava. Argo slowed down, searching for something on the right side of the river, and then stopped. Dima, to his astonishment, spotted a low stone road post.

“Is that a milestone?” he asked.

“No, it’s a time post,” Argo carefully located another similar post in the fog. “It’s here...”

Argo passed by the post, seemingly heading straight into the vertical cliff of the riverbank, which was shrouded in fog.

“I thought we were between steep cliffs...”

“I told you before, time, space, and forms have no constancy in this reality.”

They approached an absolutely impenetrable veil of fog.

“Now you have to go alone,” Argo gently urged Dima forward.

***

Dima stretched out his arms and obediently moved forward. One step, then another… His hands suddenly touched something solid. He grasped it tightly… Pulling himself forward with all his strength… The fog began to dissipate… A beam of sunlight illuminated the wall… Everything burst into vibrant colors… He saw his hands firmly gripping a thin yellow metal railing… He struggled to keep his balance… Looking around, he saw a spacious room. On the left stood an old dresser adorned with two tall, slender green glass vases and various small figurines… To the right were the front door and, further along the wall, a large dark blue metal bed…

“Oh, look, our little one is on his feet for the first time!” a young girl in a nightgown exclaimed as she jumped off the bed and approached him. “Dimochka, my little boy…”

Behind her, a young man with tousled curly hair appeared, his sleepy face peeking over her shoulder.

“Sonny…”

Dima instinctively covered his face with his hands and retreated. In the fog, unable to see the way ahead, he ran blindly… and suddenly collided with Argo.

“There... There I was... I remember that moment in my life...” tears streamed down his face, and he felt ashamed in front of Argo.

“Don’t worry about the tears,” Argo said, as if reading his thoughts. “It was you... Your parents...”

“Why is it so hard to remember such beautiful moments in life?” Dima asked, wiping the tears from his face.

“Because the good things were often taken for granted,” Argo replied, giving Dima a friendly pat on the shoulder, just like friends did in childhood. “Let’s go, I’ll show you something else...”

They stepped back out into the stony river and moved forward into the fog. After a while, Argo confidently stepped aside and stopped at a time post.

“It’s here. You wanted to see this...” Argo smiled mysteriously.

They turned toward the mark and walked into a dense veil, stopping at a solid, impenetrable wall of fog.

“Ready?” Argo whispered.

“Yes,” Dima answered.

They stepped through the wall of fog...

***

The bright sun blinded his eyes. Dima covered his face with his hand, and when his eyes adjusted, he saw the vast desert around him in vibrant colors.

“Just sand?” Dima said, disappointment creeping into his voice.

“Wait...” Argo was trying to calm him down.

On the horizon, beyond the dunes, in the shimmering haze of the overheated air, a caravan emerged. The caravan was slowly approaching.

“Have I traveled in the desert before?” Dima couldn’t help but wonder.

“Wait...”

The caravan approached, but the most striking thing was that it seemed endless. As the first riders drew closer, Dima noticed large, round shields gleaming with polished bronze, faded red tunics, long spears, short swords, and massive bronze helmets adorned with crests of dyed horsehair. Just behind the leading squad rode a young man of athletic build on a powerful horse, dressed in a white tunic with gold embroidery. His dark chestnut curls clung to his sweaty forehead. Surrounding him, powerful generals, each bearing various insignias of distinction, some already with gray hair and many scars...

When the young rider in the white tunic was level with Dima, he lifted his head and gazed toward the sky. Instinctively, Dima turned to look in the same direction. In the bright blue expanse above, there were no clouds, no birds, only the flat white disk of the moon. Dima stared at it, and suddenly the disk appeared to him as a sphere, a magical sphere. Turning back to the passing rider, their eyes met, and Dima thought he saw the rider gave him a barely perceptible, mysterious smile.

“Alexander... The great Alexander of Macedon...” Dima exclaimed, as it dawned on him.

“The great Alexander, who tried to unite the entire world...” Argo said, gazing enchantingly at the departing rider.

 

 


Chapter Seventeen

 

Airplane. Adler Airport. Moscow felt like just another day in his life. At the airport, Dima scraped together his last money for a taxi to the center, and for Peppino to Donskoy Street. At first, he slept, and then he met up with friends and acquaintances. They exchanged stories about how they celebrated New Year’s and shared predictions for the upcoming tourist season. Dima gradually returned to his normal routine.

Next came the gym, where he engaged in exhausting workouts as a form of self-punishment for the holiday indulgences, full-contact sparring, resulting in bruises and injuries. He added morning jogs, along with warm-up, and swimming in the cold winter sea, to his regimen. But that felt extreme, and soon everything returned to normal. Of course, he also needed to urgently recover from the financial losses caused by his trip to the capital, but it was quite challenging to do that, especially where significant capital investments were required.

***

He walked through the cold wind on “the operational field” and was surprised to encounter his friends from the Spartak boxing club. They chatted briefly about life, and then Dima moved on. Shortly after, a stocky guy named Lekha approached him. Dima recognized him from high school. Lekha was relatively new to “the operational field.”

“Hi.” Lekha greeted him happily. “How are you?”

“Hi.” Dima responded reservedly. “I’m doing fine...”

“Would you like to work together? Money is no problem,” Lekha asked.

“Money isn’t an issue…” Dima thought. “But what is the problem?”

As he pondered, a group of boxers walked by.

“Dima, do you know this one?” Sasha, the eldest of the heavyweight boxers, asked.

“I know him. We went to school together. So what?”

“Ah, I see. We must have confused him with someone else,” the heavyweight said vaguely. “We gotta go.”

The boxers were gone. Dima looked at the supposed financier, and everything became clear.

“Did they want something from you?”

“No, no...” Lekha began to hum a fake tune.

“Alright, we’ll cut Peppino in as well.”

“Peppino?”

“And we’ll divide the profits equally.”

“Why do we need to include someone else?”

Dima took a glance at the retreating boxers when Lekha caught his eye.

“I can’t do this without Peppino,” Dima snapped.

Lekha understood everything at once.

“Alright.”

***

A sluggish off-season business had begun. They took money from their financier, Lekha, who spent most of his time at home, while they plunged into the Pearl Hotel together. They raked in everything that the country of perpetual shortages could accept. During one “successful swim,” Peppino slyly squinted, as if deep in thought. Dima already knew him well.

“Well, what?”

“It’s a good day... There are still plenty of ‘prearranged rooms…’”

“Right, gotta drop the goods off at ‘the base’ and back.”

“Problems with passage...”

“Well?”

“Ah, I can ‘push off1’ the goods right from the comfort of the hotel… Well, money is easier to carry...” Peppino cunningly squinted his eyes.

“So, you’re offering to screw our partner?”

“Yes, but there will still be a lot of goods in ‘the prearranged rooms’ by the evening, and we deserve compensation for the risk...”

“Good,” Dima easily reconsidered the corporate code. “But if you try to ‘compensate for the risk’ on me...” Dima showed Peppino his fist.

“Oh, come on. You’re like a brother to me.”

Dima did not doubt Peppino, he was surprisingly indifferent to money and just spent it mindlessly.

“Let’s go to the kitchen complex,” Peppino perked up.

Peppino sold out all the goods to the restaurant workers with decent incomes in no time. They took the elevator to the buffet on the ninth floor. Following Dima’s choice, they bought a couple of glasses of champagne and sandwiches with caviar. Once again, it felt as though life would never end and that the sun would always shine overhead.

***

In winter, Dima enrolled in a driving school to study for a professional driver’s license. In his class, he met a guy who had just been discharged from the army.

“What branch did you serve in?” Dima asked.

“In the liaison branch,” the guy replied.

“Extramarital sexual relations?” Dima joked, trying to be clever.

The guy responded with a hint of sadness.

“In Afghanistan…”

“What’s going on there?”

“The war is in full swing… I can’t talk about it.”

“I’m not a snitch. Many casualties?”

“There were some casualties, but it was not a full-scale war. Dukhi are crawling at night like cockroaches… And during the day, all peaceful inhabitants. There was no clear front line; who is the enemy and who are the allies? You served?”

“No, got a deferment…”

“There’s nothing for you to do there. What the fuck was this Afghan war for?”

***

The brand-new driver’s license was in Dima’s pocket, and he was eager to show it to someone. With the arrival of the warm spring weather, their illegal business significantly went up. Everything appeared to be going well, but the silence from the army draft board was unsettling. At “the pack council,” Dima, Peppino, and Lekha discussed the issue.

“My deceased mother was a doctor,” Lekha said, looking at his companions in a businesslike manner. “We should consult her friend; she’s also a doctor. In general, you need to feign problems with your head.”

“My head… And how is the crazy house better than the army?” Dima replied skeptically.

“That’s not the point; we need to fake something like neuralgia, not a mental health crisis,” Lekha advised wisely.

“I’ve already been discharged from the army... A bear bit my hand...” Peppino began recounting his story.

“The bear... bit your dick...” Lekha expressed a minimum of confidence in Peppino’s story.

“No, he’s telling the truth,” Dima interjected in support of Peppino. “Only Peppino could manage to get his hand caught in a bear’s cage.”

To prove his point, Peppino proudly displayed his hand, which bore large scars and fang marks.

“Damn, it looks like a tank ran over your hand, or an elephant bit you,” Lekha exclaimed in disbelief.

***

A couple of days later, they went for a consultation with Lekha’s doctor.

“We need to establish a medical history. There has to be an official record of the injury, and the longer the medical history, the better,” the not-so-young, attractive female doctor said, looking at Dima with concern. “Oh, boys, and why are you being sent to war… I have a daughter, but how to save our sons...” she took out a thick medical book. “Now I’m going to read you the symptoms, and you need to memorize them. Understood?”

“Understood,” Dima replied.

On the way home, Dima asked Lekha.

“How much should I give for the consultation?”

“Don’t mention the money; you’ll offend her. After the medical commission, just bring flowers, champagne, and chocolate. She’s my mother’s friend, after all, and she’ll do everything from the heart.”

“Thank you, Lekha. I hope everything works out.”

 Lekha started up.

“Of course, it will work. Let’s start your medical history right now. You fall on the asphalt and start convulsing... and I call an ambulance.”

“It’s too dramatic… I think we should establish the starting point earlier.”

“Look at you, blooming athlete. They should send you to the Olympics!”

“Neuralgia...” Dima said thoughtfully. “That’s an interesting idea. And as the doctor told us, it is impossible to make it unproven… I have a starting point for creating a medical history…”

“Great, but who is going to confirm it?”

“The prison in the city of Armavir.”

“Have you been to prison?”

“So what? Lenin, Hitler and Napoleon were in prison too…”

Lekha looked at Dima carefully.

“Looking at you, you’d never think so...”

“Don’t even consider it...”

***

On the ninth of May, Victory Day, the whole family gathered together. Dima didn’t go anywhere; he decided to spend the evening with his parents and brother. The small kitchen felt cramped, but it was as cozy as it had been in his childhood. A bottle of champagne sat on the table. His father only drank mineral water, having given up alcohol and smoking the day he left his geological work in Siberia, all for the sake of the family. Since then, he had consumed only mineral water and juice.

The mood was both good and sad, filled with memories of the parents’ difficult childhood in the time of war. Grandfather and two uncles had died fighting the war. Dima’s mother was left alone and had to start working at the age of twelve to support the war effort, sewing uniforms for soldiers in a factory. Tragically, her mother passed away when she was just three years old. Dima’s mother’s grandfather and her father’s older brother were shot after the civil war ended. Perhaps this was the reason she was denied her father’s benefits, when she was left alone, and her dad was drafted into the army, even before the war began. At twelve, Dimas father had tried to run away to the front with his young friends, but when he was caught and brought back home, he ended up working in the boreal forest with geological parties… Dima sat and pondered the twists of his life… All at once and now… He gazed longingly at his parents.

“Papa, tell me how the convicts attacked you in the taiga...”

Dad smiled and thought for a moment.

“Yes, there was a time...”

***

The day was quickly drawing to a close. Sartakov, the head of the geological team, was finalizing the documentation for the control samples of the mined gold. Yura was hurriedly packing his things; it was a long way to the camp, and they clearly didn’t have time to make it before dark. Their only option was to find a suitable place, make a fire, and spend the night in the taiga until morning. This was a common practice for a lifestyle like theirs. They found a spot right away: a suitable clearing on the left, not far from a stream, with a steep slope on the right, overgrown with bushes. They quickly gathered deadwood and built a fire. They cut pine branches for bedding and settled down on opposite sides of the campfire, back-to-back, cradling their carbines, with their backpacks under their heads. Yura fell asleep instantly from exhaustion. Sartakov fidgeted a bit on his pine bedding but eventually calmed down. The familiar sounds of the night taiga shrouded them as the fire crackled, casting a dim light over the sleepers.

The mysterious, mesmerizing sounds of the night were suddenly interrupted by an automatic burst. Bullets thudded into the ground, rising clouds of sparks and showering burning embers onto the sleepers, passing through the campfire. Yura jumped up from his pine litter and immediately felt a strong shove from Sartakov’s boot in his back. Still groggy, he rolled over several times and tumbled away from the fire into the bushes. Everything happened in an instant. Yura saw Sartakov raise his carbine to arm’s length. The shot rang out just above his head, leaving his ears ringing. Yura pressed helplessly into the ground, keeping his bewildered gaze fixed on Sartakov.

Everything seemed to be happening in slow motion; every detail was visible, down to the smallest fragment. The second automatic burst, almost catching Yura’s legs, lifted torn bits of moss and continued toward Sartakov. The gold washing tray, pierced in two places, rang out plaintively as it rolled to the side. As Sartakov began to fall onto his right side, he pulled the bolt of the carbine with his free left hand. He fired a shot. Sartakov had only one chance to shoot at the sound. Yura could clearly hear a loud, choking breath from the attackers and some rustling in the bushes. Then came the click of Sartakov’s carbine shutter.

“Yurka, come here quickly!”

Yura heard a muffled whisper from the darkness.

“Leave the carbine,” Sartakov ordered, sensing Yura’s intentions.

Yura quickly crawled around the remnants of the campfire. His carbine, gleaming dully in the scattered campfire, lay alone on the ground. In the bushes beneath a large cedar tree, Sartakov’s hand grasped Yura by the collar of his jacket. Yura instinctively jumped back, but the strong hand, held him in place.

“It’s me,” Sartakov whispered in his ear. “You got shot?”

“No, I’m fine.”

“Take this,” in the darkness, Sartakov pressed his long-barreled Mauser pistol into Yura’s hand. “Don’t shoot without command.”

Time passed painfully slowly. The fire gradually dwindled, and the carbine among the crumpled pine branches slowly faded into the darkness. The familiar sounds of the night in the taiga filled the air, but there was no movement from the slope. It was becoming unbearably cold. Gradually, the sky began to brighten. Sartakov carefully stretched his cramped legs and listened to the sounds of the taiga.

“I’m going in first; you cover me.”

Crouching low to the ground and trying not to make any noise, they crept toward the bushes on the slope. They moved around the bushes on both sides. Yura braced himself for something terrible, yet he still shuddered when he saw the rigid body of a large, bearded man in a filthy gray quilted jacket. There was a small bullet hole in his forehead, slightly closer to the right eye, with a thin stream of dried blood running down. His eyes were open, and if it weren’t for the hole and his bluish, pale face, it seemed he might move at any moment. He still clutched an old PPSh submachine gun in his right hand.

“Prisoners on the run,” Sartakov confidently determined as he raised the submachine gun.

He unfastened the disc with cartridges, threw it and the submachine gun under a bush, then gestured that it was necessary to explore the area. Nearby, in the bushes, a second man lay face down in the dirt. A large, dried bloodstain marred the quilted jacket around the bullet wound. Sartakov carefully turned over the stiffened body, and the dirty earflaps fell from his head, revealing a very young face. There was trampled grass around, and several spent cartridges from a PPSh, but the submachine gun was nowhere to be found. They made several circles, examining the tracks.

“Five more took the young man’s submachine gun and went that way,” Sartakov said, pointing toward the mountain range.

After examining all the tracks in the area, they returned to the first body. Sartakov pulled the submachine gun out of the bushes and inspected it.

“You fool, you couldn’t even adjust the sight bar correctly,” he commented, lacking malice, almost as if speaking to himself.

As they made their way back to the camp, they took a considerable detour to reach the Tungus, the native people’s settlement. The Tungus people knew Sartakov well and held him in high regard, apparently thinking of him as a significant leader or “big shaman,” as he liked to joke. At the camp, he spoke with the elders in the Tungus language. After their conversation, they began to head back to their own camp.

They walked in silence. Yura was plagued by heavy thoughts. He knew that the escaped prisoners were doomed. It was impossible to escape from the Tunguses, the native hunters of the taiga. Moreover, Sartakov had likely allowed them to keep the cartridges as a reward. But everyone knows that the taiga has its own laws, and God forbid anyone should violate them.

***

Suddenly, the doorbell rang. Mom was always startled at unexpected visitors. Dima opened the door; his parents were standing behind him. Cops and one man in civilian clothes…

“Dmitry Preobrazhensky?” the civilian asked, identifying Dima without a hint of doubt in his voice.

“Well…”

“Here’s your summons to the army. Tomorrow, bring your belongings to the train station. You need to sign this. If you try to dodge the draft, you could face up to seven years in prison.”

“I didn’t even have a medical examination.”

“You’ll do it in the army. You’ll be assigned to the construction battalion in Novaya Zemlya, where you’ll be shoveling radioactive waste. You’ll get security clearance so that you no longer dream of leaving the country even as a tourist...” the man in civilian clothes grinned, clearly enjoying the moment.

Dima took a small piece of paper that had already determined his fate. He signed it. The cops, satisfied with the impact of their visit, left.

“So, you’re going to the army tomorrow?”

Dima saw tears in his mother’s eyes.

“I’ll be back...” Dima hugged his mother.

“I wasn’t even called for a medical examination...”

***

He quickly rushed to see his companions.

“That’s it! I’ve received my summons for the army tomorrow. They’re sending me to Novaya Zemlya,” Dima said in disbelief.

“No way, that can’t be true,” Peppino replied candidly.

“What are we going to do?” Lekha asked anxiously.

“We’ll send you,” Dima suggested. “I need money! My whole cut...”

They counted the money, and his cut amounted to more than a thousand rubles.

“I’m taking everything with me.”

“A thousand rubles with you?! The ragtag officers will either take it away or steal it outright!” Lekha exclaimed in frustration.

“I must have a chance to buy it off...”

Lekha handed out the money as if operating a cash register. Dima took fifty-ruble bills. He hugged Peppino.

“Come on, good luck to you...”

And then he left.

***

May tenth, railway station. Tomorrow was his birthday, there should have been a good restaurant, friends and wild girls of easy behavior. Instead, there was just the army here. It was hard to process all of this.

“God, please, not Afghanistan...” his mom whispered.

They had their heads shaved at the station. Two Laz Tourist buses arrived, and just like that, it was time for goodbyes and departure… and the journey ahead. The noise inside the bus was overwhelming. Everyone pulled out their hidden vodka stashes. The accompanying officer from the Sochi Military Registration and Enlistment Office gave the signal.

“Alright, guys, say goodbye to freedom for the next two years. You can have a shot but remember to keep it moderate!”

Booze-up has begun.

“Fuck them! I gonna have ‘a nice blood pressure reading’ during the medical check with a hangover,” Dima decided and took out a hidden bottle of vodka.

That’s when he noticed a flaxen-haired guy...

“We’ve met somewhere, young man. I believe it was at Armavir prison or in a holding cell…”

“Oh, how I dislike these conversations,” a fat Caucasian man sitting next to another interrupted Dima.

“I don’t give a shit what you like…” Dima replied, clearly indicating his desire for conflict.

“What’s your problem?” the Caucasian said, taken aback by Dima’s aggression.

“Come on, if you want to say something, then say it! Right here,” Dima rushed at the Caucasian.

The other recruits quickly rushed in to separate them, but only Dima was eager for a fight. Eventually, he sat down and thought to himself.

“Well, where are you going to? You’re just fighting with yourself…”

***

The Krasnodar Assembly Army Base resembled a prison, complete with a vast parade ground. Large brick barracks stood surrounded by a tall brick wall. Groups of disheveled conscripts huddled together in clusters, organized by their squads. Dima discovered that he was grouped with draft dodgers and former convicts, all of whom were older than the typical conscript’s age. It was either deployment to Afghanistan or a construction battalion on Novaya Zemlya, or so they said.

“Afghanistan would be better… At least there would be gunfights and chaos. If this is the end for me, I’d prefer to finish it off with a bang,” Dima mused, sitting in the cold rain on the parade ground. “But these idiots have already promised to send me to Novaya Zemlya. A nuclear test site… and a security clearance… I wasn’t given a choice. I have to dodge this, and this is a prison if I make a mistake… I have to do it,” he finally resolved, making a choice about his life.

The wad of money “was burning a hole” in his pocket. At the next search, it could all be taken away. The idea came to him “during the play.” He saw the officer from Sochi, who went with them on the bus, carrying a cardboard box to the gate of the KSP. Without waiting for permission, he got up and walked to the officer. As soon as the sergeant saw him, he jumped up at once.

“Conscript your military ID!”

“What a jerk. You’re definitely not going to get it,” a thought ran through Dima’s head.

“Military ID!” the sergeant repeated.

“That officer has my ID,” Dima lied. “I was ordered to assist him.”

“Fine, carry on!”

Dima continued on his way, and when he caught up with the officer, he whispered.

“Commander, please help me get through the gate. I won’t forget your kindness. We’re from Sochi...”

The officer looked at him.

“Ah, the brawler. Going straight into the fray…”

“Well, I’m sorry. He started it himself. My girlfriend is waiting for me outside the gate…”

“Okay, hold the box,” the officer said. “Just go straight back. Otherwise, they’ll check and search for you.”

“Of course, I’ll go right back. I won’t let you down,” Dima couldn’t believe his luck.

They arrived at a huge iron gate, a checkpoint. The sergeants looked at the officer questioningly.

“The conscript will help me carry the documents to the bus and will return at once,” the officer explained.

The black-painted gate opened, and Dima strode toward freedom. He took the box to the bus waiting in front of the KSP.

“Wait, Commander,” Dima said, rummaging through his pockets in an attempt not to reveal the thousand wrapped in paper.

“Oh, come on. Do you really think I’m going to take money from a conscript?” the officer interrupted him. “Go to your girl and head straight back. Understood?”

“Thanks, I got it.”

***

Dima navigated between the empty buses in front of the KSP and turned onto the first street. Fortunately, he spotted a taxi right away. He headed to the home of an acquaintance of his childhood friend; someone he had met in Sochi. It was an area with modern development, and he quickly found the correct entrance to the multi-story building. The wife of this friend answered the door.

“Dima, is that you?”

“Thank God, you’re at home,” Dima sighed with relief.

“Are you out of prison? So shorn…”

“No, I got drafted into the army.”

“Seryozha isn’t home, but he’ll be back soon. Come in.”

Dima entered the apartment.

“I can’t wait. Can I leave my money with you?”

“Money? Oh, it’s better if you give it to Seryozha…”

“There’s no time. I need to go back…”

“Dima held out a wad of cash wrapped in paper.”

“I’ll need to count it… to make sure there are no mistakes.”

They moved into the kitchen.

“I can’t keep it on me. We’ve already been searched. If I don’t come back, just give it to Ciccio…”

She carefully counted the green fifty-ruble bills.

“Exactly one thousand,” she said.

“Can you give me your phone number?”

She wrote it down carefully on a piece of paper.

“Thanks for your help. I hope we will meet in Sochi, unless they deploy me to Afghanistan...” Dima only now realized the gravity of what he had said.

“Oh, don’t say that...”

Dima left.

***

It was getting dark. He knocked on the black iron gate of the KSP. A small window opened, and a young sergeant looked surprised.

“Are you a conscript?”

“I am a conscript.”

“Show me your military ID.”

Dima complied and showed his ID. The door opened, and an older sergeant appeared at the gate.

“Why were you outside the KSP’s territory? Do you want to be arrested?”

“Guys,” Dima began trying to be conciliatory.

“We’re not ‘guys,’” the sergeant snapped. “Answer according to the regulations.”
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