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This is not a book about movie heroes.

It is about ordinary young men who, one day, put on a military uniform. Men who froze in dugouts, slept only two or three hours a night, brewed coffee on a wood-burning stove, joked while shells exploded around them, and dreamed of just one thing—that everyone would make it home alive.

Almost all of the names in this book have been changed. For security reasons, I use only call signs. That was how it was during my service—we called one another by our call signs far more often than by our real names.

My call sign is Kapral.

This is not a story about heroics, although there were many acts of courage. It is a story about military service, about people, friendship, fear, the kind of humor without which no one survives a war, and the everyday moments that no one ever sees.

Everything you are about to read is a part of my life.

Without embellishment.

Exactly as it happened.
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Chapter 1. It All Began Long Before the Army
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"Every soldier had a day when he had no idea he would one day become a soldier."

I was born in Kyiv, the city that became my home. It was there that I spent my childhood, my school years, and took my first steps into adulthood.

After graduating from school, I enrolled in a vocational college and earned a vocational qualification. My qualifications were in tourism management, office administration, and executive assistance. At the time, I honestly believed that this was the career I would pursue for the rest of my life.

I never really liked school.

Studying was never my strongest suit. Skipping classes appealed to me far more than sitting at a desk. But there was one interesting thing about me: whenever I truly needed a good grade, I got one.

My teachers used to say the same thing over and over:

"Kapral, if you actually wanted to study, you'd be a straight-A student."

Maybe they were right. Back then, though, I was far more interested in life beyond the classroom.

I was always competing with my older brother, whom I'll refer to in this book as MM. He was both my role model and my biggest rival. I wanted to prove that I was just as good as he was—and sometimes, even better.

I could spend hours telling stories about school. It had everything: conflicts, disappointments, new friends, becoming part of the school's popular crowd, first crushes, first victories, and first defeats.

But this book isn't about that.

After finishing my studies, I worked a lot. I got a job as a cook at a pizzeria. I loved cooking and always tried to do my job well. At the same time, I dated, spent time with friends, and kept up with sports.

Life moved along at its own steady pace.

And I thought it always would.

I had no idea that one ordinary New Year's Eve would change the course of my life forever.
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Chapter 2. The Decision That Changed Everything
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"Sometimes a single decision changes the course of your entire life."

I was eighteen years old.

My family and I were celebrating New Year's Eve at home. It was an ordinary holiday—television, salads, champagne, laughter, and the kind of conversations every family has around the table.

At one point, my father said,

"I'll take care of it. We'll get you an exemption from military service. You won't have to serve."

Maybe he was trying to protect me.

But there was one thing he didn't know.

When I was fourteen, I made two promises to myself.

The first was that I would never ask my father for anything again.

The second was that I would become a soldier.

By then, my older brother, whom I call MM in this book, was already serving in the military.

I trained hard and dreamed of joining either the reconnaissance unit or the Air Assault Forces. I wanted to test myself. I wanted to become stronger. I wanted to be someone who could protect my family and my country.

So my father's words didn't make me happy.

Quite the opposite.

They became the final push.

The next morning, I got up, got dressed, and went to the military enlistment office.

Alone.

Without a draft notice.

Without anyone forcing me.

Because it was my own decision.

I remember that morning in vivid detail. Inside, I felt a strange mix of excitement, fear, and happiness. I had no idea what lay ahead, but I was certain of one thing—there was no turning back.

At the enlistment office, I was sent for a medical examination. Afterward, they offered me the chance to meet with the commander of a reconnaissance company.

I agreed.

The conversation wasn't long, but by the time it ended, I knew with absolute certainty that this was exactly where I wanted to be.

The commander made a lasting impression on me. He was calm, confident, and completely free of unnecessary bravado. Back then, that was exactly how I imagined a real officer.

As our conversation ended, he simply said,

"I'll see you when you report for duty."

I walked out of his office with a smile on my face.

All that remained was to wait for the day I would leave for service.

I had no idea that Basic Training awaited me, along with my first encounter with one particularly arrogant major, my first real tests, the training ground, and, eventually, war.

But it was on that day that the story you're reading truly began.
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Chapter 3. Basic Training
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"The Army doesn't care who you were yesterday. It cares about who you'll become tomorrow."

At the end of the month, I got a call from the military enlistment office.

"Report with your belongings."

Short. Simple. No further explanation.

My contract had already been signed, so all that was left was to say goodbye to my family, throw my things into a bag, and wait for the bus.

It was a strange feeling. Just yesterday, I had an ordinary life—work, friends, evenings out. Today, I was heading somewhere that would change everything.

When the bus pulled away from the enlistment office, most of us sat in silence. Some stared out the window. Some cracked nervous jokes. Others were already introducing themselves to the men who would soon become their fellow soldiers.

That was where my journey truly began.

We arrived at the training center for Basic Training. It was there that ordinary civilians were gradually transformed into soldiers.

I was convinced I would end up exactly where I had been preparing to serve.

But fate had other plans.

During the assignment process, one small incident changed everything.

As I was leaving the building, I accidentally brushed shoulders with a major.

He spun around.

"Watch where you're going!"

I was young, hot-headed, and never one to back down.

"I'm sorry, sir, but you bumped into me."

The major looked me straight in the eye and replied coldly,

"Well... I'll make sure your life here is very interesting."

I just smiled.

I didn't think he'd remember me.

I was wrong.

Later that same day, I appeared before the assignment board.

The moment I walked into the room, I recognized a familiar face.

The same major.

He didn't even try to hide his smile.

He looked through my paperwork, set it aside, and announced that I would not be accepted into their training unit.

No explanation.

No reason.

Just... no.

I walked back into the hallway and sat there for almost the entire day.

It felt as though everyone had simply forgotten about me.

By the time the training center had nearly emptied out, a lieutenant colonel happened to walk past.

He stopped.

"Why are you still sitting here?"

I briefly explained what had happened.

He listened carefully, smiled, and said,

"Come with me."

That's how I ended up in a completely different unit.

Looking back now, I can honestly say I didn't lose that day.

I won.

Our company had around sixty female recruits and only five male recruits among us.

Needless to say, there was never a dull moment.

Basic Training turned out to be far more interesting than I had imagined.

They pushed us hard almost every day.

Physical training.

Drill.

Tactical combat casualty care.

Combat engineering.

Live-fire exercises.

Our first grenade throws.

Our first marches.

Our first blisters.

Our first sleepless nights.

Some exercises stayed with me forever.

One of them involved sitting in a trench while a tank drove over the trench above us.

The ground shook
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