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Mikke squinted, but his eyes refused to focus.

He blinked a couple of times, but they didn’t clear, so he rubbed them with the knuckles of his index fingers.

His eyes were dry and scratchy, and rubbing them with his dirty fingers just added pain to the mix.

Not that there was much to see past the piles of rubble. The moon was hiding behind the clouds as if it was afraid too.

His body felt so heavy, he could barely stand upright - not even buoyed by the emptiness of his stomach.

He settled his back on the bombed-out wall behind him and closed his eyes for a second just to rest them.

And woke up when his chin hit his chest.

It wasn’t really any wonder, he was only twelve.

Before The War, he’d be tucked up in bed, warm and sleepy, on a full stomach after a big cuddle from Mummy by this time.

Not filthy, tired and hungry. And not exactly sure where Mummy was. 

But his country was depending on him, so he did what was expected.

He kept watch for the enemy, hoping all the while he didn’t have to do anything more than run and tell the grown-ups.

He put up a brave face and talked big with the other boys, but he was very afraid there would be fighting, and he might get hurt.

Possibly even more frightening, that he might have to hurt someone else before The War was over.  

He could hardly remember a time before The War, a time before fear became his constant companion. 

Though he seemed to recall a house with intact walls and a smooth flat garden with scented flowers. There was Mummy and Papa. And there were cuddles, food and warmth.

He was fairly sure there was a soft teddy and a toy car.

And a warm, snuggly purring cat.

He was sorry he’d been in such a hurry to grow up.

To prove he was a man.

It’s true - you should be careful what you wish for. 

He crouched and picked at a scab on his knee as he strained to hear what was out there.

But aside from the distant bombing, slates sliding off what was left of the roofs into what was left of the houses, and the rattle of gunfire, there didn’t seem to be anything else.

He hissed as the dried blood gave way and tore open the new skin.

A drop of bright red blood bloomed in the dirt.

The townsfolk were quiet - assuming there were any left.

And there were no birds, no foxes, no rabbits, and no rats either. 

No night time insects chirping in the darkness.

Nothing, except somewhere out there, another sleepy boy or ten.

Who wanted nothing more to be safe at home.

It was only the big boys, full of raging teenage hormones that still wanted to be out on the front lines.

One time, maybe a hundred years ago, he’d been out riding his bike with Mummy, and they’d passed two troop trucks.

One going out with young, fresh-faced boys - fists pumping, whooping and hollering.

The other coming back with silent, dishevelled men, who sat with heads bowed, their bodies held upright by the guns they were leaning on.

A bit like Mikke now, only without the gun.  

He forgot where he was for a moment, and took a deep breath to sigh out, choking on dust and the smell of dead things.

He pulled his torn and threadbare coat tighter around his shoulders, but it didn’t do much for the chill in the air.

Though his teeth could have been chattering as much from fear as from the cold.

He heard something scrabbling across the rubble, and terror struck him rigid.

He didn’t know if it was a man or an animal, but he knew he wanted to run away.

Though he couldn’t make his legs move.

Now he knew what rabbits felt like, and there wasn’t even a headlight.

All he could do was hope he looked like a vaguely human-shaped pile of brick rubble in the shadows.

“Mikke,” someone whispered loudly, “Mikke.”

Oh, thank God. It was Anton.

“Here,” he whispered back.

Anton scrabbled a little further and plopped down beside him.

“You shouldn’t be here,” said Mikke.

“I know,” Anton said, pausing to rub some more dirt on his glasses in the hope of taking some off, “but I was bored, and a bit lonely.”

“Me too.”

They giggled at each other, and for an instant, it was almost like before The War when they used to sneak down to the brook to catch tadpoles.

And tell each other stories about the beautiful Angelika, who was two years older than them, and whom they both wanted to marry.

When the worst of their concerns was getting covered in mud and being late for dinner.

And that Angelika might prefer Dietrich who was the same age as her, and whose name sounded better next to hers.

Then a bomb went off somewhere, and the sky went red, and after a bit, they heard the roar and felt the boom thump into their bodies along with some bricks shaken loose from the wall.

Mikke sighed, and coughed, again, “I wish things were different.”

“I know.”

Anton scratched his left arm, the one his jacket was missing, the one gashed open and almost certainly infected by now. “I keep wondering how I got from wrestling and hiking in the forest with the Youth Club to here, now. Waiting for the enemy to attack.”

“I don’t know. It doesn’t make any sense.”

“I don’t remember choosing this.”

“We didn’t choose this,” Mikke waved his arm to include the bombed-out landscape, “but we did choose to join the club. It was like a gang, only better.”

Anton nodded, “I suppose when you
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