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	“He wore a cloak that had been dipped in blood…”

	Revelation 19:13
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	It was winter, with a pale sun and barely noticeable sparkle of frost. Under this chilly illumination there were protrusions and figures of armor, turrets of tanks with long, black cannons, APCs, columns of honed infantry war machines, cargo vans, and KUNGS,1 with lattice dishes of antenna arrays, pins, crosshairs and masts, canvas tents spewing smoke from iron pipes, artillery tractors, and ambulances with stretchers. In its midst, a black pothole in the road that was hastily repaired caused a tank to break down and slip, unable to escape. And behind this road was a brown Chechen steppe with rusty hills and confused withered weeds, a reddish village with brick houses and a spindle-shaped prickly mosque.

	Beyond this in the distant fog was a white-pink city with smoke, neighborhoods, indistinct flickers, waving steam, and mysterious, indistinct life. These sights were separated from Kudryavtsev’s eyes by a thick, icy blue air punctuated with a rare flight of sparkling, multi-colored snowflakes. Captain Kudryavtsev, the company commander, was looking at Grozny, where the brigade was aiming. The city seemed like an illusion, ready to disappear that day on New Year’s Eve. He was watching the flying sparks in the distance. The soles of his boots rested on dry, frozen ground, under which a liquid, unhardened mud stirred.

	The combination of winter light through a blurred, silvery cloud and flashing, colored snowflakes had suddenly shaken him, as if an invisible particle had flown in and hit his temple. It punched a tiny hole, like a needle prick, and he flew into another space and time through this puncture. Their house was surrounded by a fence. There was frozen mud by the porch and a goose that acted like it was important and sleek. It was standing on its pink leg with its neck pulled in and its orange beak resting on its chest. A Christmas tree could be seen through the window. Anyone who saw it would feel a nostalgic sadness, a feeling that the last moments of the year were disappearing, and a premonition of something huge awaiting them as if it were a flight of sparkling snowflakes.

	It lasted for just a second, and then he came back to reality. He was standing on the Chechen hills among tanks, antennas, and tents. The oil truck was driving slowly out of the muddy clay that covered the road. It was roaring loudly and sliding in the muddy tracks.

	A messenger came running up, splashing through the puddles with his soiled boots. From afar he put his hand to his spotted cap for a salute and loudly cried out, “Comrade Captain! You must go to the brigade commander! It’s urgent!” 

	He thought of the goose with the orange beak and the Christmas tree decorated with ornaments as he passed through an infantry square made up of armored personnel carriers and tanks, half-sunk in the mud. He went around the communication vehicles with squealing and screeching radios and the command tent covered with a camouflage net. He approached the KUNG where the brigade commander lived. In front of the KUNG, the chief of staff, the chief of artillery, a deputy for the rear, the chief of intelligence, and a special officer had already gathered.

	The whole Great Khural, Kudryavtsev thought in awe, stopping a little further away so as not to mingle with the senior officers. And why me, I wonder? The officers impatiently rocked back and forth while glancing at the iron doors, from where the brigade commander was expected to appear.

	The chief of staff was a thin man, with a dull, yellowish face. He also had a duck nose and painful, anxiously shifting eyes. He was feverishly coughing into his bony fist.

	“Tell me the situation first! Give me the location of the enemy! Give me a line to the artillery! And only then push me into the city! We’ve been here for a week; have you been there, Scout? I’m asking you, can you show me the location of the strongholds?”

	“Never mind where the strongholds are located!” The chief of intelligence dismissed him. “The trolleybuses are running, and the shops are open. Let’s go in, look around, and I’ll even take you out to a restaurant.”

	“They’ll take you to a restaurant with a grenade launcher to the balls!” snapped the chief of staff and immediately started to hoarsely cough into his unwashed fist. Everyone watched how painfully his shoulder blades moved on his bent back.

	The chief of staff was a smart and meticulous person. He was annoyed with the eternal ailments, disorder, lack of equipment and personnel, worn out engines, lack of shells, confusion, and haste in which this host convened. The engines were somehow loaded onto the transport. They were dragging them for a week across the Central Russian plains and landed them in the damp winter foothills, moving straight ahead, bypassing roads and highways. It was at dusk, on the very first encounter with the enemy from the neighboring hills, that the Grad rocket launchers struck the column. It destroyed a truck and overturned two APCs. Red tracers flew thickly in the darkness. White dotted lines of machine guns were crossing and flashing. A truck was burning with thick smoke, and the company commander, Kudryavtsev, came under fire for the first time. He stood there, watching perplexed at the chaotic dance of the multi-colored lights that filled the sky.

	“Does anyone know why the brigade commander called us? Maybe to drink in honor of his new star?” the special officer bantered as he snapped his finger on his neck, as if he had already seen a soldier in a white apron, carrying fresh pastries and a pot of potatoes with green, poisonous-colored tomatoes, ready to be served on the table accompanied by their favorite bottle of booze. 

	“Lucky commander! He achieved colonel on New Year’s Eve! That’s what it means to be friends with Santa Claus!”

	Everybody started laughing. The special officer’s joke hinted at the commander’s connections in Moscow, and the joker himself looked like the town drunk who knew where to drink.

	The brigade was like a big village, where instead of houses and buildings, there were APCs and tanks lined up in formation. Any incident or rumor traveled from car to car, from crew to crew as quickly as rumors spread within a village. The order to bestow the rank of colonel had not yet come through officially, but only through word of mouth as it became common knowledge to every ensign and conscripted soldier, which excited them and made them happy. It seemed as if it touched them personally and promised good changes. The officers were happy, but also envious, because they knew that with the brigade commander’s new rank, the way to Moscow was opened to him, toward the elegant, sugar-colored building of the General Staff Military Academy, away from the Chechen fields, away from the frosty cars in the city square and the foggy, dirty-white, and hostile city.

	“The commander made it clear that in the evening we are to wash the star,” said the deputy from the rear. He was a plump, loose major, whose uniform sat awkwardly, as if damp, whose cheeks turned a deep red crimson when in stressful situations. “I got a calf for the occasion. Let’s taste some fresh veal.”

	“Whose is it? Dudaevsk’s?” asked the special officer, wafting at the air, as if hoping to catch the smell of hot meat aromatizing around the cold armor and exhaust of the tank. 

	“Where, dare I ask, did you get it?”

	“He surrendered himself as a prisoner of war!” the deputy at the rear chuckled and looked over at the towers and cannons in the distant rusty hills, where the village was turning red in the evening sunlight frost with a mosque in plain view. “He voluntarily came over to our side!”

	Kudryavtsev stood at a distance, listening to the officers joking. He was uncomfortable and anxious in the winter wind, which carried away the bluish exhaust of the tank. Under the low sky was the pointed mosque, and the white sun peaked through the camouflage net. There were many prints of soldiers’ boots in the viscous, frost-stuck mud. Everything was so fragile, but it all gets lost in time. It was the last day of the year, and it was already ending.

	The metal door of the KUNG opened with a screech, and the brigade commander appeared. He knew that they were waiting for him; he had heard some of the conversations.

	His pink, shaven face displayed health and freshness. It was not affected by the difficult and dangerous crossings along the muddy Chechen roads under the sullen looks of the residents who watched the movement of the armored columns. His black, cheeky mustache over his luscious lips was trimmed, and in his dark, shiny eyes, mocking and imperious, he was anticipating the officer’s holiday at the New Year’s celebration. His dense body, deftly and well-drawn into a clean, ironed shape, enjoyed the opportunity to move, as he balanced on the wobbly steps of the KUNG. In the frosty wind it smelled of expensive cologne from his wet, smoothly-combed hair, from his vest that turned blue at the unbuttoned collar, and from his washed hands and pink nails. An oval mirror shined through the open door, in the illuminated space of the KUNG, along with a small, green, faux Christmas tree with glass ornaments.

	“Hello, comrade officers!” the brigade commander said cheerfully, benevolently and contentedly looking around at his companions who were waiting for him. They were a close-knit circle of people who knew and respected each other, among whom he sat at the head of the table.

	“Allow me to congratulate, Comrade Lieutenant Colonel!” the chief of artillery cheerfully and loudly exclaimed, capturing the mood of the commander, and playing along with him.

	“What should I congratulate you with?” the commander raised a thick eyebrow, feigning surprise. “It seems that half a day is left before the New Year!”

	“Congratulations on your promotion to colonel!” the chief of artillery reported loudly, as if conducting the ceremony himself. “And if you’re ready, Comrade Brigade Commander, we are ready to toast your star!”

	“What do you mean!? Where did you hear that? There is no such promotion!” the brigade commander was dismissing superstitiously, pretending to be angry while shaking his beautifully-combed head. But the smile that ran over his ruddy lips could not hide the fact that he already knew about his promotion. He was happy and thankful to the officers who congratulated him on the good news.

	“I’ll give you the star, comrade Brigade Commander,” said the special officer, squinting his eyes at his own field shoulder strap with the green star for the rank of major. “Let’s drink a toast! And the army surplus will arrive and join us. Larisa will open her tent, where you can buy a star from her and give it to me.”

	Everyone smiled and winked faintly. Of course, they did not believe that the special officer did not already have a couple of new stars to pin on the commander. Before going on the campaign while waiting on their orders, the special officer took care and bought them in town. In the military shop, behind the counter, among the piled copper buttons, gilded cockades, chevrons, field and ceremonial shoulder straps, stood the regal, magnificent, and lazy saleswoman Larisa with wet, shimmering eyes, a white, open neck, and fragrant hair that fell to her shoulders. She was constantly smiling at something, absent-mindedly listening to customers. Everyone knew that she was not indifferent to the brigade commander. Now, lagging behind the brigade, she moved with the rear in the van of the military surplus. The brigade commander hung an oval mirror in his KUNG, decorated a Christmas tree, trimmed his mustache, and sprayed himself with cologne, expecting from hour to hour the appearance of the long-awaited rear column.

	“As you all know, we have deployed a task force to the district,” said the brigade commander, becoming serious. “The general is recalling us to his location. I believe there will be a brigade review. Each of you, I am sure, will be able to competently answer the deputy commander’s questions. Do not overestimate our capabilities, and do not try to show off. But do not underestimate, and do not groan and cry… Do I make myself clear, Scout?”

	“Yes sir, comrade Colonel!” the scout leaped to attention with his dashing, hussar mustache. His bulging, blue eyes laughed.

	Everyone appreciated this appeal to the brigade commander as an accomplished colonel. The brigade commander did not correct him. An expression of undisguised pleasure arose and lasted for a moment on his cheerful face.

	“Comrade Brigade Commander, did you call me?” Kudryavtsev reminded the commander that he was there, standing aside, not mingling with the senior officers invited to report to the general.

	“You will come with us,” the brigade commander said sternly. “We will show him your company as being the most effective in terms of combat and political training.” He said the last words with irritation, making it clear that he was talking about the most recent incident. Two warrant officers, drunk, opened fire from their Grad and damaged a roof in the Chechen village, causing some indignant old men from the village to protest the brigade commander.

	“And in the evening, we’ll have a festive dinner! Deputy for the rear, get four bottles from the emergency rations!”

	He jumped off the steps of the KUNG. The officers parted, letting him in, and followed their commander. Kudryavtsev, closing the procession, saw the polished boots of the brigade commander shine and the frozen, viscous mud crumble under them.

	The headquarters tent, into which the officers entered, was intensely heated. The iron stove crackled with wood, and the crimson coals could be seen. Lamps hung from the ceiling under tin visors. A huge map of Grozny lay on the floor under a blinding light. Around it, trying not to step on the blocks, neighborhoods, and streets, the officers stood. The large map showed neighboring units scattered across the steppe from consolidated regiments to artillery batteries and Marine Corps brigades. They looked enchanted at the city, which had arrows dismembering it. The general walked on the map, advancing on crisp paper with leather boots. He was clean-shaven, with a big elbow and stubbornly-knitted eyebrows. Heavy eyes glanced sternly at the officers. The general was in striped pants that were tucked into his socks. He wore leather slippers that were pointed upwards and a red brace over his uniform as he walked across the map’s urban landscape, which gave him resemblance to General Yermolov, who, as Kudryavtsev read about, also walked in slippers on a map spread like a carpet in a camping tent. Kudryavtsev was amazed at the coincidence. And then he guessed that the general deliberately wanted to be like Yermolov, and he wanted the audience to discover this similarity.

	“I gathered you here to bring orders from the minister of defense. The orders arrived at the task force last night. It is not open for discussion, and we will do our best to immediately fulfill it.”

	He looked around at the officers with heavy eyes peering out from under their bulging foreheads, and Kudryavtsev could not tell whether these expressions were connected to their new orders or with the irony in the general’s resemblance to Yermolov. Kudryavtsev noticed the brigade commander of the Marine Corps also perceived the subtle irony. He grinned and said something quickly to his neighbor, an officer in a black Marine uniform.

	“The orders from the minister of defense read as follows: Parts of the brigade stationed within the vicinity of Grozny must enter the city. Move toward the administrative center, from the Presidential Palace to the post office, to the train station, to the main government administrative buildings. Stand in blocks along the main street and, indicating presence, take up defensive positions. Do not engage the enemy, which will give them the opportunity to leave the city in groups along the abandoned corridors.

	“Enemies that will leave the city become targets for our aviation and artillery and will be defeated and scattered outside residential areas of the densely populated city, which is fraught with great destruction and casualties among the civilian population. Due to being unprepared and small in number, the enemy cannot offer serious resistance to the regular army. The regiments and brigades are scheduled to perform today, at 1600 hours. I invite everyone to listen to the plan for entering the city that was developed by the task force…”

	It became so quiet that one could distinctly hear the humming vibration of the crimson stove and the crunch of the paper map, on which the general’s pointed shoes stepped over. The officers were silent, assimilating what they heard. The general was also silent, giving some time for surprise, disagreement, misunderstanding, and murmurings to slowly and steadily turn into readiness for carrying out the military order.

	“Now the details about the routes, the individual tasks assigned to each military unit, and the rules of engagement,” the general broke the silence, believing that the order was imprinted under the skullcaps of the commanders where it fit tightly and meaningfully behind their foreheads, at the bottom of their eyeballs. The order was also imprinted on the bridges of their noses and in dark wrinkles. “Our orders are as follows...”

	His pointing stick looked like a billiard cue and was inlaid with bone and pearl pieces. Copper rings were placed onto the mahogany along its entire length.

	He used the pointing stick like a cue, as if preparing to break the pyramid of pool balls. And one of these balls represented Kudryavtsev’s company, as well as his life.

	“There are three routes offered. The Motorized Rifle brigade, another consolidated regiment, and separately, the Marine Corps brigades. The routes should allow all brigades to reach their destinations at the same time at 2200 hours and take up defensive positions...”

	Kudryavtsev watched the general’s pointer move around the map. He tried to learn the plan by heart. He tried to remember the streets along which the armored vehicles and tanks would pass, the names of squares and parks where ambushes and mine explosions were possible, crossroads from which shelling and raids were possible. He knew his company would be in the vanguard. His company was supposed to be the first to go to the station square, put up obstacles in front of the train stations and warehouses, and wait for the Marines to come out on the flank along the railroad tracks.

	The arc will close, and like a compressed spring, the armed groups of Chechens will begin to retreat. The company commander stood up to his waist in the hatch of the tank and looked at the stucco building of the station and the platform of the shiny track which reflected the night’s light.

	He saw the track and the building of the station as if looking at a color photograph, even though he had never seen or been there before. The distant city dragged him into its gravity, with excitement and a sweet anxiety generating in his soul. But there were also premonitions and fears that were akin to knowledge. Flexible steel columns deployed turret machine guns and cannons on two sides into a sort of herringbone, led ready to attack the lighted windows, facades, and night lamps in lilac rings. This sweet anxiety atoned for all hardships and tribulations and made his military profession attractive and desirable.

	“Unit commanders and chiefs of staff will receive city maps with route markings. You will have time to explain and brief these orders to the commanders of the units,” the general explained. He threw his pointer into the air and deftly caught it by the thick end, as experienced billiard players do before bending down and placing their spread fingers on the green cloth of the billiard table. “I must add that tomorrow is the minister of defense’s birthday. Accomplishing this task he has assigned us will be the best birthday present. And he, I know,” the general smiled, showing his strong, yellowish teeth that made him look like an elderly yard dog, “will make sure there is proper compensation and rewards! Any questions?”

	The general twisted his bobbed head impatiently, looking at the commanders, artillerymen, scouts, signalmen, and air gunners. Not expecting inappropriate and ridiculous questions, he was preparing to release them from the heated tent out into the damp space where tanks and combat vehicles hunched over.

	 “Questions?” he repeated, glancing at the table lined with telephones and walkie-talkies, near which the signalman was on duty.

	Kudryavtsev observed the officers and saw how differently they took the minister’s order. Some, and among them the brigade commander of the Marines, did not discuss the order. Concerned and stern, they were already thinking about how to fulfill it. The officers were among the armored columns, assigning the crews to their vehicles and making sure that nobody was lagging behind. The vehicles entered the filling stations, along with the ammunition trucks and the ambulances. Others, and among them Kudryavtsev’s commander, were upset and annoyed and complained about the disrupted New Year’s dinner, silently hating the general and the minister of defense, who decided to drag troops into the city on New Year’s Eve, dooming them to a sad night in iron cars, making it impossible to sit by the hot stoves, in a smoky KUNG for a roast, for a bottle, for anecdotes and songs with a guitar. Still others, who are younger, such as the chief of intelligence, whipping in different directions with his gallant golden mustache, rejoiced at the unexpected throw, the opportunity to distinguish themselves, to be in full view of their superiors, to earn awards and titles. A few, such as the chief of staff, were tormented by disagreement but did not dare express it to the general. They were ready to remain silent, and to carry their disagreement with them.

	The chief of staff looked at the brigade commander and tried to catch his eye. With a suffering and dissenting look, he urged the brigade commander to speak on behalf of the brigade officers. But the brigade commander was silent.

	“Can I ask a question, Comrade General?” the chief of staff turned to the general with a thin, yellow face, plagued by malaise and insomnia.

	“Speak!” the general said with displeasure, annoyed at the delay.

	“I have several remarks on the outlined plan of the operation,” the chief of staff greedily gulped the hot, smoke-filled air, as if preparing to rush into fluid-like airless depths, gathering all his remaining energy for a fatal leap. “I must report that there is not enough intel about the enemy at the brigade headquarters: their numbers, weapons, places of deployment, methods of ambush. The team, due to lack of time, was deprived of the opportunity to carry out reconnaissance on their own, but the task force did not receive information from our intelligence agents…”

	The general rolled his eyes, swelling with anger in surprise. His feet in woolen socks and shoes were in a stable position, as if he was preparing to strike a boxing punch into the ugly, duck-nosed face of the chief of staff, who no longer wanted to notice the danger.

	“It seems to me that our armored columns’ advance through city blocks without any support from infantry and without first setting up roadblocks on the routes contradicts the classic tactics of combat in urban areas. In the academies we were taught to use the experience of recent wars. There is danger in exposing military hardware and personnel under attacks of grenade launchers and snipers…”

	The officers were ready to disperse, to take with them an unexpected plan of operation full of absurdities and contradictions, in order to proceed at their own peril and risk, filling in the gaps with their own experience, with the skills and diligence of their soldiers and the hope of military success. The officers whispered, trampled underfoot, and shook their heads, supporting the brave chief of staff, who, like some sort of suicidal person, objected to the minister’s order.

	“In addition, the backlog of rear units and the lack of fuel and ammunition can lead to complications during the fighting. Insufficient subunits, incoordination of consolidated regiments, poor training of personnel, who are mostly first year soldiers, can lead to significant casualties in such difficult urban battlefields…”

	The general blushed, as if a red lantern had been pointed at him. His cheeks were becoming crimson, like a red-hot stove wall. He felt the mood of the officers, who had grown bolder after the speech of the chief of staff. They were ready to bombard the general with a barrage of questions, remarks, and doubts. Blushing, he was gripping his cue with his white bone fist.

	“Therefore,” the chief of staff concluded his speech, looking not just into the general’s face, but also at his shoes, which were trampling on the map of the city, “it seems appropriate to postpone the operation into the city for a week. Conduct intensive reconnaissance along traffic routes. Draw up detailed schematic maps showing us each checkpoint’s location, every street name and every building number. Bind artillery targets at every intersection and obstructions that the enemy can use as strong points. Use the delay time for accelerating coordination, training the personnel of the subunits. That’s all, Comrade General.”

	He stopped talking, feeling amazement at his courage. For a moment, a void formed around him, like around a stone that had fallen into the water. In a second, the irritability and impatience of the officers should have poured into this awkward silence. And anticipating them, the general stepped toward the chief of staff, crunching the map of the city, stepping on the Presidential Palace, on the central street, on the station building under purple winter lanterns, and on the black-and-white steel track reflecting lights.

	“Who are you to question the order of the minister of defense!?” the general raised his voice, in almost a shout, giving his voice a deliberate scream and wheeze. “You talk like a self-taught soldier, who was allowed to participate in regimental exercises! Did you know that the plan was developed in the Main Operations Directorate, using all the data from space and from all the intelligence at our disposal?! It is fully agreed upon with the political leaders of the country! It had been finalized at the headquarters of the district! It was brought to you after dozens of the best staff officers worked on it!”

	The general established himself in his superiority. He saw the chief of staff cringing, pressing his narrow head into his shoulders. Pale, white spots appeared on his yellowish, haggard face.

	“The operation is bloodless and purely demonstrative,” the general continued. “It will not require large-scale street battles like in Berlin in 1945. According to operational data, the enemy is already leaving the city, seeping out of it in small groups. You just need to push, make some noise, rattle the cage, and he will retreat. Chechens are all bandits and thieves who are only capable of robbing trains and store counters. They will scatter at the sight of such a show of force. Therefore, I repeat, the plan assumes organization in solid columns and placement in open areas of the city!”

	The general, large, strong, crimson, felt his moral and physical superiority over the stunted and sickly chief of staff. He bent him over and continued to bend and break him, and along with him the silent, retreating officers, who gave over the unlucky comrade to the general’s reprisal. Kudryavtsev alone felt their torment, cowardice, and inability to support. The brigade commander averted his eyes. He did not want them to meet with the general’s, the chief of staff’s, or anyone else’s who was looking for a commanding gaze.

	“Maybe you’re just afraid?” the general scoffed. “Maybe you just don’t want to tear your ass off the warm stove? Maybe you prefer to get spoiled on New Year’s Eve? In recent years, there are too many officers who are accustomed to the rear’s chow and are afraid of combat like a devil running away from incense. If you are a coward, write a report and I will dismiss you from the operation! Your comrades will go without you, and then we will deal with you personally!”

	Kudryavtsev saw how the chief of staff was insulted, how the cowardly brigade commander was not saying a word, how the suppressed officers slumped. He felt shame and disgust for the general and contempt for the brigade commander. He was ready to speak from behind the officers and throw furious words in the face of the offender, but the phone rang out loudly, with a special ringing, and the signalman hastily grabbed the receiver and reported, “The First is in touch, Comrade General!” the general’s expression changed from an imperious, merciless one into another, helpful and respectful. 

	He gripped the phone tightly and said, “I can hear you, Comrade Minister... That’s right, Comrade Minister... The order has been given to the troops, Comrade Minister... The attitude is fighting, cheerful, Comrade Minister! And where else should they go? Just forward... Happy birthday and a Happy New Year... We will be glad to see you in Grozny, and, as they say, clink glasses with you in the Presidential Palace... Thank you... Thank you for everything... Everything will be done, Comrade Minister!”

	Kudryavtsev heard the conversation. He was imagining Moscow’s white marble ministry building, a huge office with portraits of tsars and generals and huge globes, in front of several colored telephones where a festive, energetic minister with the cheerful eyes of a paratrooper stood. The minister puts a gold star onto his shoulder strap and sends greetings to the Chechen hills and foothills.

	The general hung up the telephone with a loud slam. For another moment he kept a solemn expression on his weathered, crimson face.

	“The meeting is over, comrade officers! Prepare the troops for the march. At midnight, I will personally arrive to the city to check on the execution of our orders and wish the commanders and personnel a happy New Year!”

	He turned away and went into the depths of the tent, crossing the crisp map. The officers left, silently and gloomily dispersing. Kudryavtsev saw how the brigade commander was nervously fiddling his trimmed mustache, like a stooped, old man stepping toward the chief of staff. He felt embarrassment for his commanders. He lagged behind them in order to not hear the scout’s inappropriate, awkward jokes.

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	2

	 

	 

	 

	 

	The brigade’s headquarters was just a canvas tent with a hot iron stove. Next to the oven was a soldier whose thin face and tips of his tenacious fingers were illuminated as he threw pine into the fire. The brigade commander assigned the required tasks for each battalion and company commander. Young officers dressed in gray-green uniforms with faded field shoulder straps, on which major’s and captain’s stars were barely distinguishable, took the order with excitement. They were discussing the problem loudly, nudging with their elbows, looking at the map, poking their fingers at the marked dotted line of the route, taking note of the radio frequencies and call signs, clarifying the width of the alleys and streets, the possibility of quick delivery of fuel, shells, ambulances. There was also light-hearted banter.

	“Comrade Major, you didn’t get an opportunity to drink. You won’t have another chance for a whole year!”

	“And you said there wouldn’t be any champagne! Now look, we’ll enter the city and buy some from the first store we see!

	“Klimuk, you were dying to find a woman! Consider yourself lucky. We’ll get to crash the New Year’s celebrations!”

	“Kudryavtsev, as always, you’ve got the armored columns in mind! Let us know on the radio which restaurants are open. We can book a table in the train station’s restaurant!”

	Kudryavtsev almost forgot the ugly circumstances surrounding them. Like everyone else, he was excited and anxious. His body, mind, and soul were searching for a meaningful goal. For this purpose, he endured the hardships of engaging in routine work, helplessly shaken on the liquid mud roads, hitting his chest against the edge of the steel hatch, cursing when the engine stalled and needed to be towed out of the mud. The city was waiting for him ahead, the huge, bustling city, inhabited by many lives he was not acquainted with, some of which were scared and did not want him to appear, while others were impatiently waiting. He would enter this fallen, agitated city, which had broken apart into several fields of battle. He would have to pull it together with iron braces and restore peace and order to this place. The city promised an unpredictable, desirable future, which would reveal courage, luck, and heroism.

	The chief of staff, still crumpled and shaken, was gradually moving past the shame inflicted upon him. He explained to the young officers the subtleties of the mission ahead, “Keep the armor close to the buildings, okay? Don’t block the roadway; we need the reinforcements to be able to get through, understood? Troopers! Get to your assignments! If something goes wrong, focus all your firepower on their grenade launchers!”

	The brigade commander felt bad for the chief of staff, for he was experiencing his own cowardice. He kept repeating to himself, “Do not think that this will be a walk in the park! We don’t have any verified information about the enemy! You’ve never been taught how to fight in urban battles! Besides, the city is ours; it is Russian. Russian citizens live there! Remember, your guns will be aimed at Russian citizens!”

	The officers were listening, nodding, and not believing they would have to use their weapons. They wanted to get out of this boring, drab steppe as soon as possible and move into the city. They had already memorized their roles and were rushing to their battalions and companies to prepare everyone for the attack.

	Kudryavtsev’s company was integrated into the defensive infantry square of the brigade. Around them were the trenches, fortifications, APCs, tents, soldiers’ outhouses, drinking water tanks, smoking kitchens, sentries, an invisible network of land mines, heaps of empty cans, all the iron, explosives, plowed red earth, and human flesh that exuded the transparent haze of life into the cold air. The gray weeds were cut as the sappers dug into the ground, revealing the cone of fire. The fresh, unfrozen opening of the fortification was dark.

	The combat vehicle plunged its camouflaged compact body into the opening and directed its cannon onto the steppe. Soldiers were sitting around the car on ammo crates, wooden panels, and canvas raincoats. The sounds of laughter and whistles rang out.

	There was a pine branch at the back of the IFV where it was fixed in place. Instead of Christmas tree ornaments, it was decorated with colored cigarette wrappers, foil, and polished can lids. At the top of the tree there was a bright brass shell from one of the cannons. In front of the decorated branch, two soldiers dressed up as Santa Claus and the Snow Maiden were putting on a show, whistling and dancing. Santa Claus had no shirt, his pumped muscles shaking, with a thick, gold bracelet glittering on his wrist. He wore a dirty Chechen hat with a makeshift beard made from a ruffled rag. Santa Claus was shaking his hips, puffing out his biceps, and hugging the Snow Maiden’s waist. The soldier dressed as the Snow Maiden was also shirtless, wearing a homemade bra stuffed with rags. He also wore a short skirt that was falling from his belly, from under which crooked, hairy legs could be seen. From his belly button up under the bra, a blue tattoo snake was seen too. As the two soldiers put on a show, the others were bursting into laughter, hitting their plates with spoons, whistling, throwing woodchips, lumps of dirt, and crumpled newspapers at the dancing couple.

	Kudryavtsev approached them, taking a deep breath of cold air, preparing to exhale it with a commander’s roar, to interrupt the laughter and whistling, crush the naive soldiers’ celebration, and send them to work into their assigned roles and places. As he grew near, he inexplicably hesitated and could not find the right timing nor the right step and rhythm. He did not want to interrupt the soldiers’ holiday and laughter.

	“Comrade Captain!” The platoon commander jumped up to meet him, a young pink-cheeked lieutenant with a delicate porcelain face, shining with transparent, blue eyes that made him look like Cupid. When Kudryavtsev saw him, the lieutenant reminded him of an old painting on the ceiling in one of those old museums: plump, fresh, with wings and a wreath of roses. The lieutenant didn’t have any roses, but instead, a mug of hot tea. His nails were dirty, and he had a crumpled, green cap that was pulled over his head, covering his blond hair. But he still had a sort of youthful freshness in his appearance, preserved against the cold winds, sleeping on armor and with the tough conditions of camp life. 

	“Second platoon will be…”

	“Belay that!” Kudryavtsev interrupted him, seeing how the soldiers turned around, disappointed by his appearance. Santa Claus and the Snow Maiden reluctantly uncoiled their arms. 

	“At ease!”

	Kudryavtsev did not understand why he allowed them to continue celebrating. The lieutenant sat him down on the ammo crates, shaking off the lumps of dirt. The soldiers returned to their festivities, not wishing to disappoint the commander.

	Santa Claus puffed out his biceps with a blue vein, glittering with the gold bracelet. He grabbed the Snow Maiden’s rag breasts and danced in front of her, singing folk songs and staring at the soldiers’ bulging eyes. He sang:

	“With the little Snow Maiden,

	“I was playing hide-and-seek!

	“I shoved her off the tree,

	“And planted my needle in her…!

	“Ho-ho-ho-ho-ho-ho-ho!”

	He was tapping the armor with his shoes, while obscenely thrusting his hips into the air and pointing to his groin. The soldiers put their hands to their sides and sang along. The little cherub lieutenant was also laughing with the group. Kudryavtsev was not happy to hear such a vulgar song sung in the thug’s voice.

	In Kudryavtsev’s eyes, the lieutenant looked just as repulsive as the other soldiers, and it make him feel uneasy. These troops were recruited quickly and from the many different regions of the country, from different garrisons, and they didn’t have the time to transform into a well-coordinated combat unit.

	The Snow Maiden was dancing with his crooked, hairy legs, fanning himself with a torn piece of newspaper instead of a handkerchief and answered his partner:

	“Our commander is as handsome

	“As a scarlet flower.

	“He says to each of us: ‘F– you’

	“But has too small a tool for that!

	“Ho-ho-ho-ho-ho-ho-ho!”

	Everyone was chuckling, looking back at the red-faced lieutenant. The man blushed, not knowing how to react to this insolence. He decided not to show how offended he was and laughed with everybody, red with resentment.

	And this behavior unpleasantly struck Kudryavtsev, the debauchery and insolence of these mercenaries who flew into the brigade from God knows which barracks and drunk tanks. The platoon commander was weak and inexperienced and did not know how to properly show these scoundrels their place.

	Santa Claus bounced off the Snow Maiden, almost knocking over the Christmas tree with the polished shell. He started dancing in a squat while thundering on the stern of the vehicle and singing in the same ragged, hysterical voice:

	“One day a Chechen came to me,

	“Flashing his one-meter dick.

	“Quickly I took TNT,

	“And shortened it immediately!

	“Wow, oh-oh!”

	He was dancing, holding his hand with the bracelet above his head, and the Snow Maiden, wagging his hips, twitched with his sunken belly, on which the blue, prickled snake wriggled among the pimples and scratches.

	Everyone was giggling in unison, making a beat with whatever they could bang on. One soldier in unlaced boots folded some newspaper that held an air pocket, popped it loudly, and then threw the torn newspaper into the crowd.

	Kudryavtsev chuckled and caught himself thinking that he might have thought the display amusing. He, like the other soldiers, were sick and tired of these rusty, frost-covered hills, which from behind them was a possibility that a lone whistling bullet would fly toward the group. Kudryavtsev felt bitterness toward the red-bricked, wealthy Chechen villages, with green iron gates and pointed mosques, in front of which were silent, stern people in hats and flat-topped leather caps. But, having caught this bitterness in himself, he immediately drove it away. The city they were to enter was inhabited by Chechens, Tatars, and Russians. This was the bond that all the soldiers shared, a common experience of living so far from home, near factory chimneys and power transmission towers in the foggy remote districts.

	The Snow Maiden could not think of a good duet, so he missed his turn. All he did was squeal, kick, and made some more obscene dances. Santa Claus slapped his butt and sang:

	“I’ve been digging a latrine all day,

	“Because I am not a banker.

	“Come to us, bankers,

	“And christen the toilet.”

	Everyone was falling over with delight and whistling loudly. The young lieutenant forgot his grievance and gave them a thumbs up, encouraging the performance. And once again, Kudryavtsev caught himself enjoying the display, for he, like everyone else, had a dislike for the mysterious inaccessible bankers who scheme in their mansions and glass towers, sending troops to this winter steppe, supplying stale stewed meat, patched up tents, and thin mattresses thrown onto the bottom of the cars. He has not seen a single banker. There were no bank employees among his friends and acquaintances, either. But, like many other officers he had a strong dislike for the bankers’ unknown, newly born tribe, with which many troubles were associated.

	“And now Santa Clause will give us gifts!” the Snow Maiden announced. Kudryavtsev saw a cloud of hot steam erupt out of his open, gaping mouth. “Santa Claus, what did you bring for us?”

	He fluttered his rag beard and bent awkwardly over the hatch, reached inside, and pulled out a cardboard beer box. He took out a present from the box, a polished red and yellow submachine gun cartridge. He held it with two fingers, turned it in all directions, and showed the soldiers as if it were a diamond.

	“Come here in a single file line before I change my mind!”

	The soldiers were jumping up and reaching for the gifts, and Santa Claus was bending over the armor, distributing them. Then they happily returned to their places and examined the cartridge, on which the year “1995” was neatly inscribed in black paint.

	Kudryavtsev felt a vague, superstitious excitement as he was watching the soldiers. They all were venturing into the unknown, pushing their limits, with outstretched hands, stained with dirt and machine lubricant, accepting bullets as gifts.

	Santa Claus, sarcastic and taunting, passed out bullets to everyone, as if he were inducting them into the brotherhood. He gave them the one and only thing he could give to them in the winter Chechen steppe.

	“Comrade Captain, take one too!” the platoon commander said smiling happily with fresh crimson lips, holding his small souvenir in his palm. “There’s enough for everyone!”

	Kudryavtsev hesitated. He was struggling with premonitions and was overwhelmed by superstition. He arrived at the combat vehicle. Santa Claus, playfully grinning and winking, stretched out his hand with the gold bracelet. He dropped an acorn-heavy cartridge with the neat, black numbers into his palm.

	“Happy New Year, Comrade Captain! Save the gift! You’ll remember this day until the day you die!” And he laughed, while the steam and bad smell of fumes hit him.

	“Comrade Captain, let me continue the concert!” the lieutenant turned to him, naively believing that he had pleased the commander. “Many more great numbers!”

	Kudryavtsev was swept up in the moment, looking at the man giving gifts, the crooked pine branch decorated with cigarette foil, and the time in which he lived, like water flowing into a small spinning funnel.

	He dove through this tiny vortex to another time, to another New Year…

	The school was built from dry, warm timber. There was a small hall with the portraits of writers and scientists, and a hot tile stove. Reaching up to the swarthy wooden ceiling was a tree, with a sparkling glass top, resting against it with a fragile gold point: fresh, oily, thawed, in trickles of silver threads. In the hot gloom among the music, flashing faces, crackling firecrackers, fountains of confetti, he danced a waltz. He danced with the teacher, a young and lovely woman whom he adored! He looked straight into her eyes, smelled her perfume, and bent over the tracks of her boots printed in white snow, kissing the grade she wrote down in his notebook. Now, at the New Year’s ball, he is dancing with her. He can feel her breath, wrapping his arm around her waist, feeling her flexible body moving through the dress. Whirling, almost losing consciousness, falling, seeing a silver ornament on the tree, he pressed himself to her chest, experiencing a sweet sensation, a fiery romantic excitement. He saw her laughing green eyes that reflected the tree.

	Then, he woke up in the IFV with a pine branch decorated in foil, and in the palm of his hand: a brass cartridge.

	“Comrade Captain, let me continue the concert!” the lieutenant said while looking at him with anticipation.

	Kudryavtsev took in a deep, cold breath of air from the steppe. He turned to the soldiers. The angry shout exhaled with a hot stream, which interrupted their fun and celebration, “This concert is over! Platoon!”

	And with his command, the soldiers rushed to their stations from car to car, from caponier to caponier, from one troop compartment to another; this was music to his ears. Engines started roaring, and the curly blue haze was gathered. Armored cars came to life slowly, twisting in their tracks, throwing out clods of earth, and crawling out of the fortifications. And everywhere, among the trucks, vans and tanks, young, excited people ran, hurried while shouting. Kudryavtsev was walking, urging them to act livelier and harmoniously with his commands and shouts.

	He peered behind the vans of the field bakery, where the field kitchens were located, where split boards lay, and where empty cans that did not have time to rust sparkled. He saw three ensigns; they were standing in front of a birch block, on which an open bottle of vodka gleamed. One was bringing a glass to his lips, while the other two were chewing, holding slices of stewed bread. Hanging from the side of the van, suspended by the legs, was a half-skinned veal carcass with pearly tendons and golden, cut skin. Blood had accumulated under it, black and sticky, not absorbing into the wet earth. Between the drooping legs with dark hooves was a stump of a neck with a sugar-pink vertebra visible. On the ground lay a severed calf’s head with a rough, pink nose, velvet ears, and hazy, blue eyes with whitish eyelashes. The lips were parted, and the tip of the tongue was visible, clenched by its teeth. The head was looking in the distance, through the vans, cooking pots, piles of cans, into the twilight steppe, where the blurred city lay.

	“What is going on?” asked Kudryavtsev, stepping back from the pool of blood, which was now black as oil.

	“Well, we’ve slaughtered the calf,” one of the ensigns answered lazily, showing his yellow teeth and continuing to chew. “The deputy for the rear wanted to cook dinner, and now, you see, we have orders to attack! So, we decided to take it to the city with us where we will cook it. Otherwise, the soldiers will just feast like vultures here.”

	“And in the city, we’ll chop it into pieces and cook it in the cauldrons,” added the man who had just taken a drink of vodka. He grimaced, sniffled, and broke off a piece of meat. “We’ll even have enough to cook some aspic!”

	The head of the calf, with its spread out, golden, suede ears, looked aloof into the distance, and it reminded Kudryavtsev of someone. Someone very familiar and alive. But he could not understand who. The sight of this dead, sad-looking head, warm, enveloped in wet steam, pressed against the iron side of the van struck Kudryavtsev. He kept trying to remember who the head that had been cut off and placed on the vertebrae reminded him of.

	“Maybe you can join us for a drink, Comrade Captain?” the ensign suggested, pointing to an open bottle and a used, wet glass. “To warm up!”

	“No,” replied Kudryavtsev, and he walked away, feeling the insolent warrant officers watching him. He just could not think of who it was that reminded him of the severed head.
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	The brigade moved sullenly. The straining, huge, steel body breathed and squelched. The soldiers woke up, angrily and grumpily shaking off the dirt and litter. It was a difficult task to get everything ready as they crawled out of their dens and into the light. And in this cold light their bulging muscles began to glow dimly, their eye sockets flickered, and sharp, metal claws scraped the ground. And where an invisible creature had recently been snoozing, there was a steamy black rut, an imprint of a huge body, a damp, sweaty bed, from which a disturbed beast rose and walked on its mighty crooked paws.

	Kudryavtsev was standing in the hatch of his IFV, squeezing the walkie-talkie, sending commands to the platoon commanders. He directed the vehicles to the nearest path while dodging the movement of oncoming vehicles and clumsy tanks. They moved into a single, slowly assembled column, into which platoons and companies, communications vehicles, ammo trucks, and support trucks were driven in with shouts and obscenities on battalion radio frequencies. The marshallers were being splashed in mud and choking on the caustic burning fumes as they signaled to the tank drivers with their wands. As angry drivers shouted, they waved their sticks to direct the stupid, clumsy herd in one direction to the black, earthen path onto which they were organized into a marching column.

	In the opposite hatch, separated from Kudryavtsev by the barrel of the cannon, was the platoon commander. His soft, flaming face, transfixed into a filthy tank helmet, was blushing in the wind like a rosehip. He leaned into the hatch, shouting something angrily and rudely to the driver. But, looking out over the vast space filled with smoke, delight shone in his eyes as he opened his crimson lips. It was obvious that he was rejoicing, feeling that his small, insignificant life had a purpose in this mighty armada and that anyone who joined it became invincible and omnipotent.
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