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      U.S. Army (Ret.) Brigadier General Harlan Curtis Bruton, Commander of Grant and Lee Military Academy, stared down at rows of hushed cadets seated stiffly in metal chairs in the Hall of Heroes auditorium.

      The hardwood floors were shiny and worn from years of marching boots in military drills, honor guard funerals, and graduation assemblies. The walls were decorated with battle ribbons and regimental flags going back to the Civil War — plaques honoring famous graduates, and citations from Winston Churchill, Franklin Roosevelt, General Dwight D. Eisenhower, General Omar Bradley, General Douglas MacArthur, Field Marshal Montgomery, General Charles de Gaulle, and General William Westmoreland.

      It was a chilly March afternoon at Grant and Lee. A dusting of snow lay on the ivy-covered, red-brick citadel overlooking the deserted parade grounds. The barren limbs of the towering elms bordering the parade grounds reached for the sky like bony arms.

      "Cadets!" General Bruton barked, his chest adorned with rows of campaign ribbons from World War II, Korea, and Vietnam. "The score . . . is tied,” he said, spacing his words for dramatic effect, "after three days of fierce competition . . . on athletic fields . . . and in academic examinations.”

      The auditorium's ancient loudspeakers screeched, but the cadets held their erect postures. Their hair was clipped, their dress uniforms pressed, their boots shined, their eyes bullet-straight ahead.

      General Bruton glared up at the balcony, where a frantic audiovisual aide, a freshman cadet, flipped switches and punched buttons until the screeching stopped.

      The general cleared his throat, making a sound over the loudspeaker like a lion coughing. "We are down to the final competition . . . the world history examination. Junior cadets . . . are tied with senior cadets . . . The winner . . . will claim the distinguished Pershing Trophy . . . for the year."

      The only sound in the cavernous auditorium was the howl of March winds brushing the citadel's stained-glass windows. 

      "Do you hear me?" he shouted.

      "Yes, sir!"

      A chorus of cadet cheers rocked the auditorium. "Juniors! Juniors!" junior cadets shouted from the right front of the auditorium. "Seniors! Seniors!" senior cadets echoed from the left front.

      The general raised a hand bearing a West Point ring and looked back at the two cadets seated behind him on the stage before a row of flags: American flags at both ends, flanked by the flags of the military services with battle ribbons, the state flag, and the flag of the academy. Senior Cadet Gerald Tarrant was to the right, sitting stiffly in his dress uniform. He was devilishly handsome, six feet tall, with piercing dark eyes and closely cropped black hair resembling a shoe brush.

      Junior Cadet Preston Aragon was seated to the left. He was shorter and leaner, with a blond crew cut, fair complexion, gentle eyes, and the lithe body of a tennis player.

      "Cadet Tarrant, are you ready for the final question?" 

      "Yes, sir!" he answered, chin jutted out like a boxer in his corner. 

      "Name the reigning European monarchs who attended the funeral of Edward VII in London in May 1909, on the eve of WWI."

      A wave of whispers rippled from cadets who recognized the reference from the prologue to Barbara Tuchman's Guns of August, which they'd read in their twentieth-century history course. Cadet Tarrant narrowed his eyes and held his breath as beads of sweat popped onto his forehead. After several seconds, he exhaled. "Czar Nicholas II of Russia," he began slowly. "Kaiser Wilhelm II of Germany . . . King Alfonso of Spain."

      March winds howled. The cadets remained hushed.

      "Is that your final answer?" General Bruton asked, looking down his reading glasses at the answer to his test question.

      "Yes, sir!"

      "Cadet Aragon, the same question."

      Cadet Preston Aragon, in wire-rimmed glasses, hands in his lap, looked relaxed as he began. "King George V of England . . . King Haakon of Norway . . . Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria . . . King Ferdinand of Bulgaria . . . Grand Duke Michael of Russia . . . Prince Rupprecht of Germany . . . and a host of grand dukes from Mecklenberg-Schwerin, Schleswig-Holstein, Saxe-Coburg, Hesse, Bavaria, and Baden."

      The general stared in disbelief. "Amazing! That is . . . the correct answer! Junior cadets win the Pershing Trophy!"

      The junior cadets erupted in cheers, waving their military caps, their shrill whistles breaking the tension. "Juniors! Juniors! We're the champions!"

      The general strode to the cadet contestants, shaking the hand of Cadet Tarrant first. "Fine display, cadet."

      Then he walked over to Preston. “Impressive, Cadet Aragon. You certainly know your world history. Congratulations."

      Cadet Tarrant's face was sour as he watched the general pump his opponent's hand. Then, the general walked offstage, and Cadet Tarrant turned to his victorious rival. 

      "I don't like to lose, you scum cadet," he said, his breath so foul it might have come from an overturned log. "Particularly when people are watching. You'll pay next time."

      Preston looked into his cold black eyes. "There will be a next time . . . Jackal," he spit out, using the nickname cadets called Gerald behind his back. As commandant of the cadet corps, he inspected them in formation, always finding fault—a cap slightly off center, shoes without a regulation shine, a shadow of facial hair missed in the morning shave. No upper-class cadet was more despised than the Jackal.

      Three months later, Cadet Preston was rushed to the academy's emergency room with bruised ribs, head injuries, and scrapes after falling from a ledge during graduation week's hike up Mount Sherman, which overlooked the campus.

      A senior cadet witness said Cadet Preston had slipped and fallen. A junior witness reported that Cadet Preston had been pushed by senior cadets who had hidden in a crevasse.

      At the hearing, Cadet Preston was asked how the accident happened. "Sir, I was walking on a ledge one moment, and the next thing I knew, I was lying on a different ledge."

      "Were you pushed?"

      "That's not for me to determine, sir."

      The academy judicial board ruled that the fall was an accident.
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      Two years later, Gerald and Preston were enrolled at Ramenshorn University. Preston's academic record earned him a scholarship, and Gerald was awarded a partial scholarship from the New York law firm where his father was a partner.

      Preston enrolled in liberal arts, taking courses in philosophy, history, and German, which he had studied at Grant and Lee. As a condition of his scholarship, he worked in the library.

      Gerald enrolled in the political science department, declaring a major in pre-law. He was elected to the campus student council and was vice president of his fraternity.

      Gerald and Preston avoided each other on campus, but when their paths crossed, it was a replay of the tense competition in the Hall of Heroes for the Pershing Trophy.

      "I got your number, weasel," Gerald snarled, his chest puffed out like a game cock. "Don't cross me . . . you'll pay for it."

      "You're a bully and a liar," Preston responded. "Your past will catch up with you, and I'll be there. Count on it."

      After Gerald's first year, his father arranged for him to become a summer intern with a defense contractor in Washington, D.C., so he could learn the intricacies of lobbying Congress and the Pentagon. The second summer, Gerald was hired as a junior aide to a top defense lobbyist.

      By the end of his sophomore year, Preston had saved enough money working at the library to spend the summer backpacking through Europe. He stayed in youth hostels, camped with students, and stayed with families he met along the way. He read German well enough to work his way through the works of Schiller, Goethe, and Mann, as well as the memoirs of Otto von Bismarck about the unification of Germany in 1871.

      At the end of that summer, he was hitchhiking from Bavaria during a weeklong rain and almost missed his flight back to the U.S. Cars whizzed by him, and he ended up taking a bus to Frankfurt, where he spent the last of his money on a cheap hotel so he could dry out his clothes and get a couple of hours' sleep before his flight.

      When he boarded his flight, he collapsed into his seat, drained by fatigue. As the flight attendant went through the safety lecture, he fell asleep. When he awoke, groggy and stiff, he stretched, yawned, and looked around to see when they would be served a meal.

      "You slept restlessly," a woman said from the window seat beside him. She was an attractive young Asian with a moon face, a porcelain complexion, and dark eyes as gentle as a doe's.

      Preston's voice cracked in embarrassment, "I'm sorry . . . did I bother you?"

      "Not at all," she said, smiling. "But I've never sat beside someone who looks like they just fell off a bus from Istanbul."

      Preston looked down at his soiled shorts, wrinkled pullover, and scuffed hiking boots. "Aah, you're right. I look like a gypsy. But it wasn't Istanbul. Munich, as a matter of fact. It was sunny and hot a week ago. I got caught in thundershowers the day I left."

      "I was on the train from Geneva to Berlin during the storm."

      "What were you doing in Berlin?"

      "Staying with friends I met studying in Switzerland."

      "Interesting. What were you studying?"

      "Computer science. I'm a sophomore at Stanford."

      "I'm a junior at Ramenshorn, studying German and European history. I was traveling in Germany, learning the language, and hanging out with European students. It was the best summer I've ever had. I've been eager to experience other cultures and languages since I was ten."

      "Then you should study Chinese. Our civilization is thousands of years old. The Chinese were advanced in science, astronomy, navigation, and shipbuilding centuries before the Europeans."

      "I didn't know that," Preston said, craning his neck to look for a flight attendant. .

      "You must be hungry."

      "Famished. In fact, I haven't eaten for two days."

      "They served dinner while you slept."

      "Damn! I'm starved."

      "Let me treat you to dinner, then," she said, lifting the blanket from her lap to reveal a tray with chicken, pasta salad, a dinner roll, and a chocolate chip cookie.

      Preston's eyes lit up. "That looks fabulous!"

      "I didn't want to wake you when they served dinner. But you looked like you'd need it when you woke up."

      Preston laughed, his eyes twinkling. He put his hand over hers on the armrest. "You're my guardian angel."

      She blushed, looking down at their hands. "You're too
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