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1CHAPTER ONE

INTERLUDE: 1915 

Midday in the Southern Caucasus. For a long fortnight it had been 
unbearably hot. The sun had turned the whole plain to a glaring, metallic 
yellow, across which, like a procession of black cinders, patch after patch of 
scorched brush crawled away to the horizon. To the east a mountain range 
danced interminably in the heat haze, muttering to itself with an occasional 
low roll of thunder. 

In the camp, like a symbol of the heat, a black cloud of flies hovered 
incessantly above the corral. 

Drill was over for the morning. Men lay about in whatever patches of shade 
they could find or could manufacture. Obied, or mess, had been eaten. There 
was nothing to do. 

I had wandered a little way beyond my own lines to get away from my 
companions, whose conversation was as wearisome to me as it seemed to be 
to them. There was nothing new to talk about—the rumors of battle, the 
gossip about home, the fears for the coming harvest, all these were as frayed 
as our own nerves. Nobody had the energy to sing.

My wound was paining me, but I would rather walk than sit still and let it 
nag. I went along, staring at the ground there was really nothing to see but 
the same groups of men, lying about in the same attitudes; and nothing to 
hear but the same listless talk. I’d almost reached the edge of the camp, when 
an excited babble of voices just ahead made me look up. 

I quickened my pace—anything for a diversion. 
About fifty men had gathered about something which I could not see 

distinctly; it rather seemed as if it might be a horse. As I came up, a man on 
the edge of the crowd caught sight of me. 

“Hey, sonny,” he called, “maybe you can help us. We rather think this is 
Stepan of your Hundred. Make way there,” he shouted, “here’s somebody 
who might know.” 

The crowd opened up for me, and I saw that it was a horse. It was standing 
there trembling and dripping with sweat; Its flanks were streaked with dried 
blood; there was something tied on to its back with rope. 

“Take a good look, sonny. Is that Stepan by any chance?” 
I took a good look; not because I wanted to, but because my eyes were fixed 

and staring in horror. 
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He was naked. He was already decomposing in the heat. One arm hung 

almost to the ground, for he had slipped during his ride home; there was no 
hand on that arm and no wrist. 

They had tied him with his head towards the horse’s head, and his feet 
dangling over the horse’s rump. In the middle of his body, just below his 
stomach, there was a raw, red hole—black with fat flies now; from the foot 
that was nearest to me all the toe nails had been pulled away. 

“Well,” said a voice at my ear, “is it Stepan, or isn’t it?” 
I nodded my head dumbly. Stepan—who could find his way home even over 

the worst country.... You couldn’t have found your way home now, even if you 
had been alive, for they had gouged your eyes out. They had done it while you 
were alive, too, for your mouth was twisted in agony, and your lower lip was 
almost bitten through. It was crusted with a dried froth of blood. 

Somebody jogged my elbow roughly. “Those Kurds cut a man up pretty 
thoroughly. Are you sure you recognize him?” 

“Yes,” I said. My mouth was fixed in an idiotic grin, my eyes were still intent 
on him—they felt as though they would burst out of my head, but I couldn’t 
turn them away. “Yes, I can tell it by the w-wart on his nose.” I began to laugh, 
louder and louder; I was still staring at him; it seemed as though the world 
was quite filled with Stepan. 

“Take the kid away,” said somebody contemptuously. “He’s had enough. A 
fine Cossack—him!” And I was led away, still laughing. 

For almost a year I had been a volunteer in the Cossack Army. I was a girl, 
just fifteen years old. 
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Glossary
Astrakhan: pelt of a Persian 

lamb, with black curly fur.

Babba, Babbi: woman, 
women. 

Barishnia: unmarried girl.

Beshmet:  Cossack uniform 
coat and breeches

Boorka: huge woolen 
Caucasian cape which 
covers man and horse. So 
tightly woven that it is 
practically rain-proof.

Cherkeskas: tight-bodied 
Cossack top coat.

Divchina: little girl.

Feldfebel: sergeant.

Karakul: see Astrakhan

Malyi: kiddy.

Nagaika: whip.

Obied: military meal or 
mess.

Polk: regiment.

Sanitar: hospital attendant, 
medical orderly.

Shapka: The Kuban Cos-
sack’s winter cap, made 
from sheepskin, wider at 
the top than the bottom.

Sotnik: Leader of the Hun-
dred. Cossack rank.

Stanitza: village within a 
Cossack host.

Synok: sonny.

Telega: four-wheeled cart 
designed for cargo rather 
than pasengers.

Uriadnik: top sergeant.
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