
PROLOGUE: BLOODLINE


Khazimat Panina listened to the cries of anger and command exchanged between the villagers outside. The ground beneath her feet trembled from the thunder of many hooves. Rain dripped before her face, creeping through the timber roof. Her eyes followed the regular drip of water from above, to where it dissolved on the earth at her feet. The charges of the horses outside suddenly made the house seem fragile: as if it sat upon the jaw of the earth like a loose tooth waiting to be removed. 

 Khazimat turned defiantly, as the clatter of sword sheaf and rifle filled the open doorway. She did not care if the fort from which the soldiers came was Fort Grozny and that this meant Fort Terrifying, she would turn to face them nonetheless. But it was Sasha Dymova who stood before her in his officer’s uniform, his hair tied back as usual. He continually looked over his shoulder as he spoke the Vainakh language she had taught him.


“Khazimat, you must leave”!


“I am not afraid of you, ‘Cossack’”.

They embraced and the odours of gunpowder and horseflesh were replaced in Sashas’ nostrils by that natural scent of Khazimat, which hung just behind her ears.

The anguished scream of a mother intruded upon the charge of horses, outside. Khazimat saw a young herder in her arms, still clutching his bell in 

hands already stiff from death. He lay prone between the silver flashes of spurs, in the dark, green grasslands. The soldiers at the front line seemed surprised when the woman rose fresh from grief, and thrust the large, rusting nails of her curved pitchfork into the chest of an advancing horse. 


This was not what General Aleksi Stavrokov had told them to expect, when he had briefed them that morning, pacing in his velvet breeches. He had quoted from Julius Caesar’s Gallic Wars, trying to instil in them no mercy for the thieves and ignorant peasants who were meant to occupy these villages. The General had told them how such people would bow and scrape in fear at the Empire. How such a degree of dishonesty occupied their time, they eventually stole back their own goats from neighbours. Yet even their children hurled rocks against the onslaught of their Cassock horses now, before they burned screaming in their huts.


Khazimat stepped away from the arms of Sasha.

“I would go to the fort to save my people”.

“And I would release you”.

Sasha handed Khazimat the large, woollen Kaftan he had brought to protect her against the cold air, which hung between the branches of the forest. The General did not know he had confided in a man already secretly in love with the one hostage intended for the fort. The beauty of Khazimat was legendary amongst the mountain clans. She took the Kaftan without speaking, knowing that it meant goodbye.

Sasha hurried her into the saddle. The mane of the Karabakh was flecked with gold. This finest of horses would speed her flight into the forest as night sucked out the last dying light from the tops of woodland birches. 

“Head for the Terek River. Use the liquid veins of the land to carry you to the banks of the Volga. Melt in waters without borders, Khazimat. I will find you”.

Khazimat dug her heels into flank, and the hooves of the horse scattered leaves as it muscled forward. As twigs whipped at her hair, she cursed the beauty of her line, which had now denied her, even her willing sacrifice. She cursed the beauty of her descendents to bring no peace, until such time that blood was spilt on behalf of her people, by one who bore the name Stavrokov. She fled amongst the trunks of birch, fearful for the shout of cavalry behind her, bright green eyes staring into the dense avenues of trees, alone and in flight from her homeland.


Sasha slipped back into the ranks and called them to gather to him. He led them away from the forest, pretending their hostage lay in the mists ahead: the fog hiding the tears on his traitor’s face, which love had made.

CHAPTER 1: CARGO 200

The bargaining for prisoners always began at dawn. It was more likely the Feds and their administrators would still be in their camps. Grigori Dymova took his steps along the road from Chiri-Yurt. His boots took in the water rippling below the frozen surfaces of puddles in the mud. 


The Feds had come down from their Temporary Filtration Point
 and raided the village. Mismatching khaki tunics and torn camouflage pants had made up the uniforms of those who had kicked down the doors. 

Grigori had felt the pain induced by swiftly wielded rifle butts. He had found himself staring out the corner of his eye at the rip in the seat of a soldier’s trousers. He had caught a flash of dirty long johns as his mother was pushed to the ground.

She had been taken hostage for her fight over a balaclava and some shoes. She had tried to grasp them in her old hands. A soldier had stuffed the shoes into his tunic pockets, one on each side. Then they had taken her away and left Grigori to nurse his wounds. This way the soldiers knew he would come for her and offer them bribes.


Their camp was located at the foot of the mountains in the former village of Duba-Yirt. As Grigori approached he noticed again how the 

mountains themselves were ragged, riddled with holes from the ‘hail’ of artillery. They managed to look unkempt and shabby, like street dogs. Shrub 

and vegetation had been ripped from the ground, as if the landscape had had its hair violently pulled. Bald patches reached deep into the mountain bones, to reveal their chalky skeletons. How could mountains sit on the earth like this? 


A young soldier looked up from his position leant against a UAZ
. He saw a Chechen holding a slim bill of notes above his head, approaching slowly to show that he was here to bribe. Looking around, the soldier could see no hidden militants in the surrounding scrub and rock. The man did not have the beard typical of the militia. He was alone and vulnerable. The soldier felt the tiny knot of the morning’s stale bread in his stomach, and the beginnings of frostbite on his left cheek, and thought that’s exactly how he wanted the approaching man to be: vulnerable. He wanted him to be afraid of his hungry, seventeen year old hands, which held his rifle. 


The soldier took his time squelching his boots through the muddied yards between them. He wanted to give the Chechen time to hear the screams coming from small, makeshift sheds. When he had first arrived these screams had made him cry and his superiors had slapped his face, telling him to straighten himself out. Since the death of his friend, Peter, during a violent ambush, he had no longer felt much for their wailing.


“They are dancing well tonight, your peasant friends”.

Grigori said nothing, though he knew this meant the screams issued from the mouths of those convulsed by electricity. Such was the purpose of these Temporary Filtration Camps. You were meant to come out the other side a different person, if a person at all. Surely his mother was too old for such treatment? Even the cold of the notorious pits could probably kill her: her feet in ice cold water, forced into a crouch by wooden logs, which formed a constraining roof.


Grigori stood still, head slightly bowed and handed over his cash. The soldier snatched the slim fold of bills and pushed the offered ID papers back into Grigori’s hand as if he was not interested in them.

He walked back to the UAZ and let the fucker stew. He kicked around a discarded metal canister with one of the mechanics and laughed as he dribbled round a discarded tyre. Finally, he counted the notes and decided there was enough to keep some back for himself and deliver most to the General. A good morning in Chechnya.

The former village had been bombed so heavily, that no outbuildings remained to put walls around the command post. General Nicholas Stavrokov preened his moustache and adjusted the lapels of his new trench coat in the open air. One of the officers had found the unframed remnants of a mirror, which he had ordered to be put up on bricks by his desk. He thought the coat further singled him out from the men he commanded. He could stride through the mud and shit with a sense of pride, on account of his courage to turn out smartly every day. 


He had not finished addressing a muddied button on the greatcoat as the Chechen was brought to him. He did not like to have the eyes of these people on him while he dressed. It felt intrusive. Even though the wad of notes which the soldier handed over came up to scratch, he would remember to stick a boot up his arse, later. The General forgot this for now and eyed the Chechen. He could see that he was shaking with fear.


Grigori tried to hide the fact that he was shaking. He prayed this General Stavrokov would not see that he was shaking with rage, to be stood in front of the man who had condoned the abuse of his mother. He was suddenly no longer afraid to end up in the pits himself. He would scream abuse at this Stavrokov’s name if they put him there, for he would no longer have anything to lose. Grigori despised him for his vanity, which wiped a speck of mud from a brass button. He thought the man must have a second mirror for an arsehole: so that he might always see his reflection in the place it belonged. Grigori had half expected some sort of officialdom here in the heart of a camp, but instead he found this pompous compere of atrocity; an act which might have sat absurdly well in the former circus in Grozny.


The General took the ID from the man’s shaking hand without speaking and read Grigori Dymova. Obviously he had come for the old woman. He perused the paper for a long time, thinking as he did so, how difficult it was to come by brass polish these days.


“You know what my old man used to say, ‘Grigori’, when he fucked the whores of St. Petersburg? ‘Realisation is better than expectation’”. The General laughed loud at this. He wanted his laughter to ring in the man’s face. 

He liked to take their money of course, these waifs and wanderers arriving in hope for their dead and dying, but was always irked by their courage to set foot in his command.


“Where did this money come from”?


“It is my life savings”.


“And this is your real name, Grigori Dymova? Or perhaps you changed your surname and shaved off a scruffy rag of a beard”?


“My name is Grigori Dymova. And these are my life savings from working the oil refinery near the Argun Valley”.


“The oil fields of the Wolf Gates? And how did you and your fellow supporters defend this oil field, Mr ‘Dymova’”?


“I did not. I am ethnic Russian. I am no soldier. I wish to pay for the release of my mother. Please”.

Grigori had expected to break down if such conversation was made necessary. He thought instead of the sound that his voice made: ‘My name is Grigori Dymova and these are my life savings’. The words sang eerily on the wind, here near the shelled mountains. It was as if the moment defined him utterly: as if he looked in on a film of his own life. 


The general nodded. He knew this pathetic figure was no militant. But he was not about to deny protocol.


“Wait there”.

Grigori waited patiently under armed guard, his backside wet from the puddle he sat in. He tried to keep his shivering under control for four hours. When 

General Stavrokov thought he had waited long enough, he sent the young soldier to him with a large, black, plastic sack.


 “Cargo 200. This is what your currency buys in the camp of General Stavrokov. Tell your village”.


The General’s cruel joke echoed now: ‘expectation is better than realisation’. Cargo 200
 was their slang for corpses and these black body bags, which were used to carry the dead. 

A childhood memory floated out from the skeleton of the mountains and brought him the smiling face of his mother, holding out a knitted balaclava to keep his face warm. This image disappeared from mind and left behind it nothing but muddied patches of shelled ice and the cold in his bones.


Grigori’s eyes filled with tears of shame as the black, plastic sack was put down in front of him.

CHAPTER 2: A LINE IN THE DIRT

Grigori sat in darkness in the concrete cellar of the ruined bungalow in Chiri-Yurt. He listened to the boots of more soldiers outside and stared at the door through which his mother had disappeared. 


Grigori knew why she had clung to the Balaclava. She had knitted it for him one winter. He had thrown a tantrum because the balaclava had scratched his skin; because it was unmanly to be an eight year old in Chechnya who needed to keep his face warm, when other children ran gleefully through winter puddles; their cheeks almost bloody from sharp, icy winds. Such memories were not meant for the hands of thieves. 


Grigori continued to stare at the door as he listened to the shouts of the Feds outside. Another punitive raid was taking place. Perhaps rebels were on the move. 

Grigori often looked at the painting when he found himself alone in 

darkness, when his way was not well lit, when relatives and friends were lost. He had kept it since childhood, when he had found it hidden in the well. It had been put there inside a cylindrical, lead container. This had peeped out one day, from stone bricks which had dislodged from the upper rim of the well’s interior.  When he had uncurled the small canvas inside, the face of a woman had stared up at him: beautiful but sad. She stood by a horse in an autumn forest of crisp leaves: orange, gold and russet highlighted by a hint of silver winter, visible on the barks of foreground birch. The face stared at the path which lay ahead. An orange and ochre palette had been used to pigment 

her skin, as if to suggest she was sufficiently familiar with her surroundings to blend with its hues. A Chechen life. The bright, green eyes of the woman were restless and one foot stepped forward as if ready for flight. Nothing could remove the beauty of that face. It gave him hope that such a face might exist even in times of horror, causing him to fantasise in moments of hunger and loneliness, that she might rise one day from the mud and turn the mountain lands to green again, with the spells cast by her restless feet. Not even the bombs of the Feds could detect such a fantasy. He held the painting now that he had lost the last of his family. The painting had emerged from the Chechen stone of his childhood and was all that remained of his history. 


Boots approached the wooden door of the basement by the narrow stairs outside. The door splintered as a rifle butt broke through. Grigori lifted an old wooden butcher’s board, dented and stained by use, and slipped the painting underneath. He crouched in a corner and slowed his breathing. 

A young soldier entered to search the room. The soldier wore the Balaclava which his mother had made.

Grigori had crouched in darkness in the cellar like this, many times but now he felt very different. He suddenly felt that it was he who lay in wait. This was his house, it had been emptied of all life except his own, and that is how he wished it to remain.

The young soldier could not have expected to find any occupants, as he had burst in alone. His hands scoured the few wooden surfaces of the 

cellar in the dim light; a broken table, an upturned metal basin. He looked for whatever he might take. He looked in particular, on the instructions of 

Stavrokov, for the painting of woman. It had been seen around the village and many who sought favour from the Russian administration, had suggested it might be valuable. But none could remember in who’s hands it had first been seen.

The soldier slipped a hand under an old wooden work surface and felt the slim texture of canvas paper. He was about to remove this but gagged as Grigori’s hand wrapped around his neck. The other hand bent back his rifle hand until it almost broke at the wrist. No howl of pain came while his throat remained crushed. Grigori turned his body around. His frame was surprisingly underfed – nothing but skin and bone under the folds of an outsize uniform. He strangled him while looking into his eyes. 

Grigori knew he had crossed a line in the dirt of the bungalow’s floor, from which he could never return. 

He removed the balaclava, folded it carefully, and put it in an old, 

battered draw. 

CHAPTER THREE: GRIGORI GOES TO MARKET

Grigori awoke from troubled sleep to find that his last battery was dying. He watched as the light bulb flickered its last in the dank, concrete basement. The bulb had been inserted into the cut lid of an empty jar of Kazakhstan honey to form a lamp. The childhood memory of imported honey brought with it a yearning for his deceased mother. The feeling sat oddly with the knowledge that a corpse of a young man now lay at the bottom of the old well, beyond the walls of the basement. 

The last of his light vanished as Grigori prepared to do the unthinkable and attempt to leave his homeland behind. Villagers had whispered to him the rumour mochit: ‘flush down the toilet’, which had apparently come from the Stavrokov camp. He was suspected for revenge, because of his mother.
Even with the death of the soldier and the thought of capture, he still asked himself: was he really willing to leave the villages between the mountain foothills?


He did not care for the rebel cries of Basayev
. His people had not come down from the mountains to help, but had simply hidden until more villagers had been rounded up for torture and murder. Grigori mistrusted them all; for the Russian clan of his birth might fall foul of the rebel’s sabre rattling, 

and the Chechen life he led would only ever be stamped into the mud by the Soviets.  

Grigori made up his mind and stuck a Russian newspaper in his back pocket. He had found it in the rubble on the roads outside. To the Russian patrols, this might separate him from the militants. He had lost too many friends in the early days, for the sin of openly reading the Koran. Some had been old Sufis, falling confused in death.

For his own faith, Grigori had only the painting now. It would hold his 

nerve on the road to Grozny, which would be muddied and peppered with the necklaces of discharged shells. He had often taken this small canvass from a deep, inside pocket, while crouched against the passing hiss of incoming stingers. Such bombardment had taken his past, of which not one photograph or memento remained. The painting, as it stared up at him, held in his hands above bombed slurry, allowed him to imagine another history emerging from the mud of Chechnya, even after all had been reduced to bare rubble like the surface of the moon. 


Once in Grozny on the road to Minukta Square, it was difficult to tell where the sky began and where the smoke from artillery and burning buildings stopped. The man made clouds of continuing fracas seemed to linger for days, even now, one year on from the huge battles of 1999. The remains of bent and twisted metal street lamps split their black, angled fingers along the stripped, black earth of the road. The remaining warped walls of 

buildings looked like frozen concrete waves, which had flowed along the road, before freezing into place in a Chechen winter. A single, dark, metallic, 

leafless tree remained about half a mile ahead. The burnt and shredded branches at its summit rose out of its sparse, bent trunk, as if they formed some supernatural mane: as if the tree was a rearing skeletal horse of apocalypse, rising in triumph where no bird sang. Such a sight greeted Grigori’s new millennium.


In Minukta Square, scant stalls had been nailed together from reclaimed, scorched timber and the black plastic of body bags. People came to barter and stare suspiciously at each other’s wares. They looked nervously over their shoulders at the roads leading into the square. The occupiers would not be pleased to see the spirited resurrection of a market day. A patrol was present. A handful of troops were sending a Rottweiler into potential rebel hiding places, in basements around the square.

Grigori had scrap metal to trade, from spent artillery shells. He had scavenged amongst body parts and old bricks to find his small load, wary of buried landmines. The only reason he could hope for a second hand Russian uniform, to risk a passing over the border at Ingushetia, was due to a piece of luck. He had found a rare, full Gaz cylinder, suitable for use in the cellars of the podvalshchiki: those homeless and alone in abandoned concrete basements. Curfews prevented them from gathering firewood.


He made grunting, indifferent responses to those who goaded and cajoled and tried to rob him of the true value of the canister. This was taken 

for hard faced resolve. In reality, a sight behind the market stall crushed his spirit and subdued his voice. 

The wall of a house had been completely blown out. The occupants had given up on any sense of privacy or sanity, it seemed. Two old women fought an arthritic fight, on top of an old blanket. Grigori realised they were fighting over a tin of condensed milk. The red and white label was the only splash of colour in their existence and it focused the entire shell of a room. The woman who was losing the fight held up her papers and screamed, ‘G4’! – shrieking that this official stamp entitled her to the military handout. But her opponent was too determined. Her nails were broken and her mouth bled. She had tried to open the sealed metal can with fingers and teeth. And when this had failed, she hacked up blood and was spitting it into the face of her companion, to threaten her with the spread of tuberculosis.  All of this, to have the milk to herself, minutes earlier than her actual share.


Grigori took his uniform and reeled from the brutality and absurdity of the house behind the market stall, noticing for the first time, the crunch of spent syringes under the worn soles of his boots. In that sound, and in the sight of the tin of milk, the Chechnya he had once known, the pride of its people, the power of family to resist all terror and pain, had been entirely lost to the slurry and mud.


He had tried on his uniform behind the abandoned door of an old car only moments ago, when the blast came. He fell to the ground as pain shot through his left leg. He had not heard the whistle of the missile; therefore it 

must have landed very close. The nose of a KAMAZ armoured vehicle soon slid through the black smoke, which expanded its cloud over the market. 

Shouts and commands shot across the green metal of the snub-nosed tank, to flush out any subversives clinging to their fight in the rubble of Grozny.
A woman was trying to make her way to her child. It lay prone, surrounded by melted bathtub plastic, some yards away. She walked and stopped, walked and stopped: trying to fight the urge to run for fear of being shot. She was unable to resist her dying baby: trying desperately with her odd, stop-start movements to advance and surrender at the same time. She made a strange ballet on the smoke blackened ground of Minukta Square. 


A soldier found Grigori lying in the dirt with a torn Russian newspaper sticking out the back pocket of his uniform. A pool of blood lay beside his leg. Gregory fainted before the iron cage of a helicopter rattled his prone body above the streets of Grozny, taking him towards the medical field tents just over the Russian border.

CHAPTER FOUR: SNIPER

Feodor squelched a boot out of deep mud and brought a battered, brass fuel lighter to his cigarette. 


“The snipers will get you”.


“Bullshit. They tell us the only dead Russians are those who light cigarettes at night. But there are thousands of dead Russians. The snipers can’t shoot them all. Besides, this is the first cigarette break for two days”.

Feodor watched as a flock of seagulls waited until the last minute to take flight, just before the tracks under the snub-nose of an armoured car clipped their wings. He turned his thoughts to his fiancée, to when they had first met and he had loved even the back of her head in taxi cabs. His desire had been so intensely physical that his cheeks had often vibrated for hours when she was absent: as if he was overtaken by some of the pharmaceuticals which lay beside his makeshift operating tables. And with that he had known that every other man, wherever they went, would feel the same. This frisson of anxiety and threat was ever present in their relationship, if he was truthful. But there had come that time when he no longer felt the need to discern between physical and personal beauty. He had simply looked at her one day and plummeted: free falling as if inside a rapidly descending broken elevator in a shopping mall on Tverskaya Street. After this, he knew he would love her always.

He flicked ash and tried to forget his need for her, which was useless here, amongst the constant influx of wounded. Yet he could hardly turn his thoughts away, on account of the mysterious painting, shown to him by the 

Chechen. He had to find out what such a painting had been doing in Chechnya for who knew how many years, and why a face identical to hers peered out of it. This was partly his motive for treating the wounded man at risk to himself.
 

Grigori strained an aching neck to see, through the open flap of the field tent, the surgeon smoking beneath a blackened, border sky. His fate now rested with this one man. This Feodor had treated him and stuck a gag in his mouth when the shrapnel in his leg would have made him cry out. The taste of alcohol had been bitter and unfamiliar. Without the gag however, he might have cried out in his native Chechen accent. The soldiers stamping their feet by the supply tents might have refused him treatment, or even shot him there and then, if he had revealed himself. But this man’s eyes had met his and thankfully revealed that he stood under one flag only: Doctor.


Grigori had seen how this surgeon had lifted a man’s stomach half out of his body and repaired it. Yet he had seen his hands shake only once; when he had patted the hand of another soldier, trying to maintain the lie that he would not soon die. 

Feodor sighed and dropped his short-lived cigarette into a puddle by his feet. The hiss of the extinguished butt seemed rather loud. The hiss came again. There were several further short, sharp hisses at his feet. The puddles of water all around him sprayed upwards from the slurry. He realised too late, 

that snipers were not there to fully engage troops; but to lie in wait, for isolated acts of revenge on the border. 

Grigori gritted his teeth and hauled himself to a sitting position as the surgeon was bundled into the tent amidst the sudden clack of return fire. He heard the shouts of the surgeon’s colleagues:


“Hurry! It’s a treacherous bullet, the 545
”!

They spoke hurriedly as they worked. Grigori tensed as he heard once more, the name Stavrokov.  He understood from the hurried, anxious conversation of the remaining doctors, that the general had commandeered the helicopters intended to rush the severely wounded to hospital. He had ordered this so that he could begin his leave four hours early, leaving men like this Feodor to die.

When Feodor came round again, briefly, on a stretcher by Grigori’s own, he had turned a pale face to whisper into Grigori’s ear. He gave him the Moscow address of a woman he was due to marry. The fact that the surgeon singled him out in his final hours and spoke softly to him in Russian, secured Grigori’s passage with the other men. 

In his delirium, Feodor seemed to be telling Grigori that the painting, part of Chechnya’s past, showed the face of the surgeon’s fiancée, here in the Soviet present.

Grigori was surprised to realise, after all he had been through that day, to arrive by some miracle in this soviet borderland of Stavropol Krai, that his 

hands shook only now, as they held Feodor’s, while he whispered the lie that death would not come. 
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