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      So there was the prison. It was small and cruel and all too German. And beyond it was the world every man thought he lost. If the war was hell, the prison wasn't very far from it, probably a floor or two. It was Christmas Eve, 1914, and the war wasn't over. It wouldn't be for a long time.

      So there was Sergei, the Russian prisoner. The one leaning by the side of the cabin, staring off into the distance with sad apple eyes. Not too long ago he was a musician–a damn good one–who could play anything and would perform for anybody, and even before that he was a boy who ran through orchards and ate peaches on a fine summer day.

      Then there was Hans. The German guard in the rear tower. The one with the pointed rifle and scarred lip. He too was a boy at one time, but he ran through fields of squash and potatoes. Eight months ago in the seminary, it was hard to imagine he'd end up here, but it happened. It was a new sense of confusion that came with new rules, new regulations and duties, but it happened, and Hans accepted it.

      And then of course there was the fence. It was barbed with wire and fully realized, and it just so happened to be the same fence Hans guarded all day and Sergei would climb over the next morning. It stood there for reason and division, and it wrapped around the entire camp like an adder, slowly choking everything inside it. Its intentions were straightforward and it did its job quite well, for those who tried to climb it died before they reached the top. They were swift deaths, remembered but not recorded, and all too common. Hans and the other guard in the adjacent tower made sure of it. Each kill was different, but the sounds were the same. The screams and thuds were always in accord. The other guard lost count of the exact number of men he killed while stationed in the tower, but Hans knew the exact number. Twelve.

      Then there was the notebook–that gray, cryptic little thing Sergei started in August then abandoned to a fire–which just so happened to be the same notebook Hans discovered after a night of heavy rain, and although it was badly smeared, Hans had been able to read every word, and he had done so for three straight days.

      And maybe it didn't make all too much sense, for it came in too fast and raw–so much so they didn't know what to do with it. Maybe they were both out of their minds. They had their reasons, and maybe the reason they felt so empty was because they were. Perhaps that's it, and if so, it's quite a simple story.

      Or perhaps, the others were right. Perhaps it was merely coincidental, an aberration spawned only by circumstance, and the war would go on with or without them. For in Germany and France, and in Russia down to Turkey, the guns still fired. These giant, heinous, faceless, time-honored things called countries. They had their reasons too.

      But until morning, it remained unadorned. Because until morning, Sergei was still a prisoner and Hans still a guard. Sergei a Russian, and Hans a German. Sergei twenty years old. And Hans twenty-four. Both had been told they would become men after the war was over. That was in the summer.
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      The morning arrived and the sun faded through thick clouds. It was another cold, gray day and the ground was covered with snow. The whistle blew and the prisoners were escorted out of the camp. The German guards then chaperoned the Russians into the woods where they continued their daily session of chopping tall and heavy pines.

      The Germans seemed to be in a festive mood. It was Christmas after all, and their usual staunch spirit was replaced with a certain ease, which could be seen in their clean-shaven faces. The Russians, on the other hand, and not surprisingly, showed no expression at all. Much was hidden in their heavy beards. They took to the trees and proceeded to hack and dig and lift and thrust with dull axes and saws. Each blast was good and godly, and they repeated this over and over again as sweat dripped down from their foreheads. The Germans could only smile back through grimaces as they marveled at the Russians’ strength, and the Russians acknowledged their patronizing captors with a silent contempt of their own.

      For Sergei, time in the forest meant a great deal. It numbed out the pain and made him stop thinking, at least for a while. It was a task, simple and pointless; but it was beginning to lose its charm. He carried his axe on his shoulder and looked for the right tree. He took his time and searched all around. The pines were old and thick. He went further along as the guard followed him, and for whatever reason the axe felt heavier. He smelled his clothes and the unforgivable stank of sweat and smoke and rotted cabbage. He sifted through, found the right pine, and gave it a good stare. Then he struck a first blow and dug out his axe. He landed another one and fell into the rhythm.

      Bit by bit, it got easier, but then the thoughts came back, and when they did they took over and swirled like the snow. He remembered everything. The words and faces. Anya. The mountain. The Old Man. The German. The cave and the wolves, and the promise he made to Nikolai.

      Nikolai. How could he have forgotten? It was only two days ago when Nikolai had done the most righteous thing Sergei had ever seen, when he’d taken out his axe and sliced open the guard's chest. He could still see the guts fall out of the German and steam to the ground, and he could still see Nikolai's grin when it happened. It was a childish joy, simple and pure. There wasn't any fear. And when Nikolai had been shot through the head and landed on the snow, it still hadn’t seemed real. In his mind he heard that crescendo over and over again, but it was Nikolai's crescendo. Not his own.

      The wood split and the shards flew. Then halfway in, Sergei lost his breath, bent his legs, panted, and then fell to the snow. He hung his head and the sweat on his face started to freeze. Then he heard footsteps, and a minute later another prisoner made his way up and shook his hand. The prisoner took to the tree and charged and chopped away. The man was bigger than Sergei. His cuts were clean and balanced, and when he grunted he made damn sure he was heard by everyone. Sergei was glad, but only momentarily.

      He got up and looked at the tree again. There was more work to be done, but it was manageable now. The prisoner smiled. They took turns. The limbs shook and after five minutes they heard a crack, and after a few more blows the pine fell to the snow.

      Then the prisoner shook Sergei's hand and disappeared. Sergei glared at the wood and looked for the sun, but it was not to be found. The whistle blew and four carriages arrived. The prisoners then carried the wood and loaded the carriages in lines of ten. It was an impressive day's work, much more wood than the Germans anticipated, and when they finished loading they made their way back to the camp.

      In the tower, Hans stood and overlooked it all. The tower was twenty feet high with a wooden ladder which led up to it. The shots came more slowly from up there. It was easier to pull, easier to react and re-fire, but each day the tower felt colder. It was a fearful cold filled with pain, and it was made worse by the wind. Hans kept his rifle poised and centered. The adjacent guard two hundred feet away did the same. Hans never talked to him.

      An hour passed. Hans grew tired and pale as he stared into the forest. He'd only been in the prison for two weeks, but it felt like two lifetimes already, and it didn't feel like Christmas at all.

      Resting on the ledge lay the notebook. He finished reading it in the morning. He’d been unable to resist rereading the last page. It really was too much, and he smiled each time. But he had to know for sure. He remembered the face and that day in the cave. If the author shared the same face, he'd surely know. It just had to match.

      As the prisoners marched back to the camp, the gate opened and Hans honed his gaze. When Sergei’s face came into view, it all came back to Hans like a flash of a freight train. He lost sight of Sergei and watched the prisoners return to their cabins, and afterwards Hans tried to keep his heart from falling out. It matched.

      Then a thought came to him. A thought whole and right. It came with fervor and crawled and stayed in his mind. He thought again and tried to dismiss it, but he failed. It was too right. It had to be applied. He looked at his watch. He had time, but it had to be now. He had to hurry. Then a voice broke his trance.

      "Hans? Hans?"

      Hans looked down the tower but saw no one. Then he looked behind and saw a smiling face climb up the ladder. It was Gerhardt, his fellow guard. He got up to the top and shook Hans' hand.

      "Merry Christmas, Hans. I'll take over for you. Go and see the others. They're waiting for you."

      Hans limped down the ladder, staggered towards the mess hall, and examined the dying light. There was enough time. When he opened the door of the mess hall, the other guards greeted Hans with smiles and pats on the back. He marveled at the Christmas feast on the table. Red ears and red faces were all around and the room was filled with smoke–smoke from pipes and cigarettes, smoke from cigars, and the smoke from the fire, which hovered and lingered among the lewd jokes and laughter.

      Then Hans noticed another table with the trays of appetizers of deviled eggs and stuffed mushrooms, sauerkraut and potato latkes, and pickled beets and cucumbers floating in their brines. Then the main course: smoked goose with all the trimmings.

      Hans addressed each man and shook all of their hands. He saw a familiar face glare back at him. It was the adjacent tower guard who was drinking schnapps and warming his hands near the fire. Hans approached him and extended his hand.

      “Pleased to meet you, finally."

      He shook the guard's hand then let go. It felt too soft.

      "Pleasure's mine” said the guard. "What is your name?"

      "Hans. And yours?"

      "Dietrich."

      They looked at each other long and hard. There wasn't anything left. They were too tired. Dietrich raised his glass. Hans did as well.

      “Pleased to meet you, Dietrich. Merry Christmas."

      "Merry Christmas, Hans."

      Hans shook his hand again then left. He avoided the other eyes, but since everyone was drunk, it wasn't hard to do. He made his way to the table, took some bread from the basket, placed them in his coat pocket, then made his way down the bar and took two bottles of schnapps and wine. Then he spotted his bunkmate, Kurt.

      "Hans!" exclaimed Kurt. "I'm glad you came. You are staying, aren't you?"

      "No. I'm afraid not."

      "For heaven’s sakes, why?"

      "I'm sorry, but I have work to do."

      "Work? My boy, it's Christmas."

      "It's important."

      "It must be."

      "I have a favor to ask you, Kurt."

      "What is it?"

      Hans leaned into Kurt's ear and whispered.

      "Now? Why?"

      "It's important" said Hans.

      "Which one was it again?" said Kurt.

      Hans whispered once more. Kurt took another sip from his glass and finished.

      "Consider it done, Hans."

      Hans headed for the door. He navigated through and found his way back outside. He was glad it was over.

      He moved towards the middle of the camp and headed towards his cabin. He got to his bunk, searched around, and placed various items in his bag, including matches, wine glasses, and forks and knives. But then he saw something he couldn't take his eyes off of. It was Kurt's violin. It made sense to borrow, just for the night. So he took the violin case and the bag, and headed for the door.

      He made it down and spotted the storage cabin about fifty feet away. He looked again to the fence, then back to the towers. The distance was what he thought it was.

      He went into the cabin and locked the door. It was damp and dirty with holes in its roof, and the only view of the outside came from a tiny cracked window. He found candles and lit the area as best he could. Then he found a table in front of a fireplace and two chairs filled with dust and cobwebs. He swept off the dust with a broom and started a fire with some paper and leftover wood.

      He placed the bread and the bottles on the table. Then he reached into his pocket, grabbed the notebook, and turned to the last page. He stared long and hard before reading. He pulled up a chair and sat down and let the words return. Those words. Sergei's words. He closed the notebook and stared at the fire.

      "It would be here and it would be tonight. It’s as good as any place,” Hans thought.
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      As the day ended, the Russians huddled together near a dim fire and warmed their hands. They didn't stay long. Some had already returned to their cabins. The rest stayed until they couldn't take it any longer. Only a half a dozen men remained. Sergei was one of them. He looked back to the fence, and let his dreams take over. He wasn't afraid anymore. It was just a fence now. He could do it now and get it over with. Why wait until morning?

      Sergei inched forward, closer and closer, but it still didn't feel right.

      And then as if on cue, Kurt and another German guard took Sergei by his arms and dragged him across the camp. His fellow Russian prisoners silently stared and crossed themselves.

      Sergei expected the firing squad. He pictured how it would look, albeit he thought it many times before. He imagined the wall and the red bricks and he couldn't tell if it would end right then and there, or by some sick measure, he'd have to suffer a few seconds more. It wasn't the bullets he was concerned about. It was the hard fall down to the pavement. That would do him all right. That was the real pain.

      Sergei closed his eyes. To his surprise, he was still alive. He found himself on the German side of the prison in the storage cabin on the far end. The guards let him in the door, closed it, and then left.

      A minute of absolute hell followed, and Sergei looked all over and adjusted his eyes to the darkness of the cabin. His hands shook. His heart pounded. Then he heard a voice. It was soft but stern.

      "Relax."

      Sergei peered and saw a shadow.

      “Relax” the voice repeated.

      Sergei looked again and Hans' face emerged through the dusk and into the light.

      "Good evening, Sergei."

      Hans made his way towards Sergei and outstretched his hand. Sergei refused. Hans withdrew his hand then hinted at the chair. He sat down and slowly waited for Sergei to do the same. He waited. Sergei didn’t move.

      "What do you want from me?" said Sergei.

      "I have something that belongs to you. I wanted to return it. Have a seat, won't you?"

      It took some time, but Sergei finally took the chair, sat down, and breathed slowly from his mouth.

      "Why am I here?"

      Hans reached near the fireplace, swiped his hands on a shelf, and retrieved the journal.

      "I believe this is yours."

      He placed the journal on the table then slid it across.

      "I read it all, and I figured I'd return it to its rightful owner."

      Sergei kept his hands at bay. His eyes grew wide, resembling a deer falling into deep water.

      "It was quite good. Some of it was beautiful. Other parts...well... It's your story."

      Hans put his hands on the table and rested his back on the chair. Sergei could only stare.

      "We've met before. I'm sure you remember."

      "I remember."

      "Let's not get ahead of ourselves. We have all night."

      "What do you mean?"

      "I've invited you here to share supper with me."

      "Why?"

      "Because I want to."

      “Well, I kindly refuse."

      Sergei sneered, got up from his chair, and headed for the door. Hans frowned and picked up the journal.

      "I respect your decision. But you must remember..."

      Sergei stopped in midstride.

      "I've read every page. I know what you're going to do in the morning."

      Sergei let go his grip from the knob. Then he turned and stepped forward.

      "It looks like you have a question" said Hans.

      Sergei studied Hans’ face. Certain things stood out. The wrinkles on his forehead, his scarred lip, and his clear blue eyes. He seemed hurt, hollow, and resigned. Then Sergei found the words.

      "You like to torture yourself, don't you?"

      "Come again?" said Hans.

      "You've had me here for five minutes and I'm still here. You could have killed me a hundred times by now. But I'm still alive. Why?"

      Hans went silent.

      "WHY?" Sergei repeated.

      Sergei dipped his head then rolled his eyes. He knew he had him, but Hans acknowledged the fact quickly and nodded. Then he stood up and drew to the window.

      "You're right. I could kill you right now, but I don't want to. Not tonight. I'm tired, Sergei. I'm sure you are as well."

      Hans drew the bottle of schnapps then retrieved two glasses. He placed them on the table and sat back down. He poured the schnapps into both glasses. He took one glass and handed it to Sergei then returned to his chair. Then Hans took his glass and rested it on his knee.

      "Now comes my offer."

      "What offer?"

      "The offer I'm going to make to you. I’ll make it fair."

      "How's that?"

      "In the morning, when you try to escape, I won't shoot until you've made it over the fence. Call it a sense of fair play. But you'll have to live up to your end of the bargain."

      "Which is?"

      "You share this meal with me, and that you don't leave this cabin until dawn. That's my offer. I think it's fair enough."

      "So you’re trying to bribe me?" said Sergei.

      "No" said Hans. "I simply want to share this meal. This is my gift to you."

      "Then it's too early. Christmas is tomorrow."

      "You're in Germany, my friend. We open up our presents on Christmas Eve."

      "You can eat alone, you know."

      "I don't want to. Not tonight."

      The two men said nothing further for several minutes. They were both gray and broken. Sergei looked to the door once more.

      "You don't have to stay, but know this: I got you into this cabin for a reason. From here, you have more than a chance of making it over the fence. From your cabin you have very little chance. If you return to your cabin, you first have to make it through the patrol guards, then you have to deal with the dogs, and by then, if you're lucky, you have less than a half a minute to climb over the fence. That's not enough time. But you probably already knew that. But from here, you can make it. It's a clear break.  If you wait here until dawn, you'll have plenty time, but that's if and only if you stay here until then.”

      Hans sighed then lit his cigarette. He took a drag, offered Sergei one, then crossed his legs.

      “And I'll keep my word. I won't shoot until you make it over the top of the fence. Regardless of whether you stay or not, I'll be up in that tower at dawn, and you'll be climbing that fence. It's up to you, Sergei."

      So they sat in their chairs and sipped at their glasses and let the moment pass. They said nothing to each other as they watched the sun fade through the chipped glass of the window. They finished their glasses and turned their attention to the growing fire. Hans handed over the basket of bread, and Sergei took the bread and ate it slowly. The terms were accepted.

      "What are we having?"

      "Pardon?"

      "This meal I'm supposed to share with you. What are we having?"

      "Goose."

      "Goose?"

      "Yes."

      "Where is it?"

      "It's coming" said Hans.

      Sergei nodded. He was still baffled by the whole thing. He kept still and quiet, as did Hans. Hans closed his eyes and rested his arms on his knees. Sergei slowly did the same. He stared back at his journal, which was now tattered and stained, even worse than he remembered. He stared and stared, and tried to make what little sense he could. He flipped through the journal once more and examined the words he had written. It had only been last August, four months ago. He tried to remember. He read the words again and took them in whole. He started with the first page. Before the war. Before the war.

      "So this Anya of yours..." Hans said as he leaned in his chair.  "She must be beautiful."

      "Yes," said Sergei.

      He read the words over, took another sip from his glass, and then stared into fire.

      “Yes. She is."
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      I'm writing this to remember. So I can distinguish what is real and what isn't. So I can understand. This is a dying world now, Anya. It didn't used to be. But it's not a dead world. No. There's still value in it. There's much to salvage, and these words that I'm writing are my attempt to make sense of all this. I'm trying to remember it all.

      I'm trying to remember what I had, and how I ended up here. I'm trying to remember the good times before, so I can cope with the bad, and when it's time, when it all caves in, this little notebook will be the only vestige left of my sanity. And if I die before then there'd be a chance, albeit a slight one, of someone out there reading this, and if he's keen and able enough, he'll trace the pieces, and see where it all went wrong, and maybe then he can at least try to understand what happened, and maybe in the end learn from it. Maybe. That's my hope anyway.

      My memory is scant, but what I think about most is the last day I spent with you in the orchards. The last day home, before all this hell. That day, Anya. That sweet day that went on forever. That morning when we rode out in the carriage and stopped to climb every tree. You and me, my cousins and all the neighbors, gathered together to pick the ripe peaches in our dirty, ragged clothes. Those sweet peaches. They weren't pithy yet. They were full and hard and wonderful and they dropped to the ground in multitudes. I remember how they felt in my hand. How they smelled so wonderfully when I placed them in the basket. Those last of the peaches.

      Then I remembered the words you said to me: "Sergei, don't get old. Please, don't get old."

      And how we marveled at those giant trees that reached out to the heavens, and how green everything was, and how the sun felt in the warm air. And all the peaches we picked that day. All the hardy bites we took. And I can still see the juice running down your chin. I wanted to chisel a statue of you right there and then, and send it to Florence to replace the David. It felt right to do.

      Then I remembered how we climbed down on those old, shaky ladders. And how we glided, hand in hand, with that broken bushel that was filled to the brim. And how the bees conspired and swarmed and stung me. It hurt like hell, but my mind was at ease. A little sting like that makes you feel alive. And the biggest laugh of all was when old Bobrovsky's pants fell down and how red his face turned afterwards. I never knew who stole his belt, but I'd pay him a million rubles just to talk to him, just so I could smile again.

      And how that day turned to night, when the breezes came in and cooled us down, I remember we built fires, as the whole town gathered and sang. I remember the flames, big, bright red and beautiful, and the smiling gay faces in the light, and the music that they begged us to play all night. I must have played my violin for eight hours. I have the blisters to prove it. Some of the songs I still don't know how I remembered. Degraded songs. Dreadful songs. And the dancing went on and on. And that's all that mattered. God existed then. At least for that night. Because in the morning, I knew it would all die.

      When I put on this hideous brown uniform that I'm wearing now, and left the cabin, and when I said goodbye to you, my mother, and my sisters, and kissed you all, and when you gave me that preserve in that small glass jar, I wanted to cry right there, but you didn't allow me. No, Anya. You and my mother are the strongest women I know, and I love you both. There are no others who compare.

      Then I remember I waved back at you from the carriage, and how you disappeared as we rode past, and I was at a loss for words. They offered me an audition in Kiev in October. I had months to prepare. I memorized it all. I knew every measure by heart, every beat and rest. I was sure I'd get accepted, but it was just my luck that the War started the next day, and after that, nothing in the world mattered, and off I went to fight and protect my Motherland. I still can't believe the timing. It doesn't make sense at all.

      Now I'm here, riding in a carriage with strange young men like myself, huddled together, crowded here with heavy hearts, sent out to far lands like millions of others to fight for Mother Russia and the Czar, to fight and die like only Russians can. We should be so lucky.

      All I see now are trails unknown, and forests I'll likely never see again. I can't believe I'm here, Anya. I can't believe anything anymore. I'm not painting a bleak picture just so I can prove a point. I write what I see, and what I see is an endless, agitating horror which is only at its beginning, and it pains me that I can't do anything about it, but what pains me the most is that I miss you already, Anya. I miss everything.
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      These last few days have been unbearable. We've been transferred from carriage to carriage. We kept moving, but no one said where we were going. Afterwards, we transferred to the train station.

      When I arrived at the platform, I saw a crowd of men. There must have been a thousand in all. They were all young, filled with boisterous energy. It was an enormous thrill for them. Many of them never been on a train before. Some weren't even fifteen years old.

      A football game broke out. Then the train arrived, and sounded its horn, and we all let out a good cheer. These eager young faces with not a care in the world with the romance of war still palpable, still glimmering in their eyes. I felt the utmost pity for them.

      I was uneasy on the train. It was crowded and the smell was awful. The men had beaming smiles as if they had just come from the fair. I heard them snicker amidst the chugging and rolling of the train. But, then again, there were sad faces too, young and full of angst–faces you would only see at funerals, but young, far too young to even comprehend. I guess they just missed home already. I fell in between the brooders and the wanderers and joined the remnants of the unsure. Nothing made me feel more alone. I sang a song to myself to quell the pain: "The Hills of Manchuria". I know you never liked it, Anya. I know it never suited you, but it felt right for the meantime, and it fought its way in my mind and it shielded me from this horrendous company.

      The ride was terrible. The bumps and the sliding back and forth took a toll on my rear and my lower back. I leaned on the window, fell asleep, and dreamt of nothing. I was too tired to do much else.

      When I awoke in the morning, I noticed the train had stopped in the middle of the forest. I trampled with my bag on my shoulder and could hear the men grunt and yawn as we exited the platform.

      It didn't seem real, neither to them nor to me. Their eyes were still beaming and a giant swarm of cigarette smoke hovered in the air. They said we were in Romania, and I wasn't going to argue otherwise. I don't think anyone could.

      "Oh Mother Russia" I heard one fellow sigh “we never knew you."

      We were ushered in and told to wait, and afterwards we were put into squads of a hundred men each. None of us had any formal training, and it showed. The lieutenants screamed at us for the smallest of things like posture and untied laces. Some of us didn't have laces. Then at noon, we were divided again into a platoon of twenty. Then we waited again for further instructions. All were confused, the lieutenants especially. Finally, we formed a line with four men to each row. Then we marched for two miles.

      Everything felt rushed and unsteady, but as the afternoon proceeded, it became a much more disciplined, moving catastrophe.

      First, we saw the Imperial Guardsmen, mostly comprised of Cossacks. They were few, but I, like everybody, held them in the highest esteem. They were young men but they looked ancient as they rode on their fine horses and trampled through the muddy ravine. Their uniforms were intact and their whips and lances and sabers ever present. Each of them possessed a presence that was inherited and strong. They were formidable, but good-natured. They had a slightly elevated sense of themselves. It was extreme at times, and their confidence dripped from their noses, but they needed it. They needed this delusion in order to hang on and stay the course. They commanded respect from everyone and we gave it to them in droves. We cheered and we cheered as they rode on. They were living in different times, sacred times, and they accepted the fantasy with all its terms and conditions, not realizing or caring what was in store for them.

      Although I'll admit, they seemed a little more tired now. In all those pictures I've seen I never imagined I'd see them in flesh. I never thought I'd see them move as they did, gallant and grand with clumps of mud catapulting behind them. But we were still jealous of them, for they left their impressions. Their mean, dignified demeanor was contagious. Afterwards each man took the moment and pretended to be the tallest man in the field, and erected himself like a statue with honor and respect. Then the Cossacks galloped away and I lost sight of them, and I wondered long and hard if I'd ever see them again.

      "For the Czar and God!"  I heard men cry as they rode out.

      I wish I knew just one.

      Then there were those who pretended to be Cossacks, whom everybody, including themselves, referred to as "The Goddamn Phonies." They were cavalrymen too, tough and scornful, but they were brittle and hollow inside. And it showed. It wasn't their fault. That's how they were born. They were well intentioned and friendly, but the real Cossacks preferred to kill them first. Cheap imitations that merely tried their hardest and never quarreled otherwise; that's all they were.

      Then there was us. The kids. The bastard misfits. Unshaven and dumb as shit. But we outnumbered everyone ten to one. We stayed on the ground at all times and brought up the rear, and we smelled the worst by far, which was our title to defend, even though it would never be contested.

      And so we marched again. We marched through the fog. It was a thousand pities a second. I kept in time, and I found it easier after a while. I was used to marching. I marched all the time in the parades, the harvest festivals, and in New Years. Become one with the unit. Dress to the right. Keep in time. Pay attention. Loosen up. Dress to the right. Keep in time. Pace down. Pace through. Eyes forward. Fit to a T or maybe an X. Maybe it was all an illusion, but if it was it was a damn good one. I very much liked it. It was better than sitting down forever, waiting for some pretentious man to crawl to the podium and wave a stick. At least we were moving, moving at our own volition, and I fell in love with the cadence.

      The Sergeants kept us marching. We would have made it to Paris if they wanted us to. We marched twenty miles a day through the rain and mud. I waited for the snow, but it didn't come. There was only pouring rain and mud. When the day ended, we made camp and retired for the night. It turned cool and damp and got colder. The leaves dropped fast and the trees shed and became naked as skeletons. I heard the church bells ring and it almost made me cry. But what bothered me most was the fact that nobody questioned why we were fighting this war, and I thought that was rather odd. Because Serbia was at war with Austria was the line. But why the Germans wanted to fight on two fronts to conquer all of Europe? How and why didn't matter. When it was going to end. That was the real question. It sprawled in my mind like a mediocre symphony that just went on and on. No merit expressed, no beauty, not even a crude explanation, just noise for the sake of making noise. A hellish cacophony. The boots marching on. That's all I heard. That's all there was. Granted, soldiers aren't the smartest bunch, but you would think they would question things from time to time, but they didn't. At least not this lot.

      We marched on. Hours passed. We kept marching. The next day would be the same. So would the next.

      When we got to camp, we were forced to deal with another cruel reality. We were short on arms. There were simply not enough rifles to be handed out to everyone. That's what the Sergeant said to us anyway. So every third man was given a rifle, and I was one of the lucky ones. I wish I were kidding you, Anya, but it was true. It was damning and disgusting. The whole division thought it was a joke, but no, it was real. It was a real order. It was a real reality. We had no more provisions. Rifles were at a premium. Men and boys were expendable.

      The protocol was that if a man who carried a rifle was killed, the man next to him would grab the rifle, carry on and continue fighting. Now I don’t mean to say that the other men wanted me dead, but they certainly put more focus on me that's for sure. I saw the unlucky ones give me a good stare-down as they sharpened their knives. It was hard to believe these were my countrymen. I held only one other rifle in my life, my father's, but this one felt heavier. It was steel I wasn't accustomed to. The bullets were small and piercing. I ran them through my fingers and loaded them into the canister, while the other men watched my every move.

      "You lucky bastard" I could hear them want to say.

      "You lucky son of a bitch. I hope you die quick."

      I couldn't blame them.

      At night I looked for friendly faces to engage in conversation with, but there weren't many left, so I kept to myself. Then I noticed two men who stood out like sore thumbs. Their beards were enviable, heavy, thick, and strong. The exemplars. The soldiers of debauchery. Igor and Sasha. They were both short and cruel and neither of them carried a rifle. They played a horrendous game of chess that went on forever, and each night they'd make one move each. They played chess as good as I'd ever seen two drunken peasants play. They were indeed grand masters. I watched them closely and smiled every time. It was something of a stupid miracle that no one yet was blessed to see.

      In three days time, they made two moves each. They were poetic moves, calculated and sound, made with such concentration and grace, which no being, spiritual or otherwise, could ever duplicate. Much was on the line for both of them–too much. It was cosmic, written and composed by the grandmasters themselves–a symbolic gesture, crude and enigmatic, with such purpose, and profound in every way, and when their moves were finally made, they left the board and consulted each other by a bottle of vodka. The rest of the men were restless and bored of their antics, but I found it quite a charming distraction. They did this solely for show. And I fully understood why. At least I pretended. I thought of their origins, and it made sense to me. They must have played each other before in another periods of history. Perhaps they were the brother kings that history forgot to remember. They must have played this game before in deserts and jungles, or perhaps under the sea. And each time it was a different game with different things at stake. Sometimes pride. Sometimes the world. There were never any visitors nor spectators, but when they finished, the winner reaped the spoils, and such were kingdoms and castles and different types of gods, but in reality, the outcomes would never matter, for they would always set up the board and play again. I was glad there were two, for if there were only one player, it would be quite a boring game indeed.

      I overheard their conversation. It was quite emotional.

      "These goddamn Austrians" Igor began.

      “Nah” retorted Sasha. "It's these Germans you have to worry about. Horrible bastards."

      It was time to drink and drink we did. I looked all around and found no sober eyes. The drinking was obsessive and welcomed. These soldiers finally knew each other, and because of that solidarity won out like it should have in any land. Many men drowned their feelings with terrible vodka, others with brandy. I tried both. It was one of the last warm nights I remember. It must have been a southwest wind. It was peaceful.

      And when I was ready to close my eyes and head off to dream, a man tapped me on the shoulder and informed me I was invited. I looked around and he simply pointed to a nearby fire. I approached the fire then looked all over, and there in the shadows with grinning faces I found my hosts: Igor and Sasha.

      Somehow, some way the rumors of my musicianship spread through the men, and they wanted me to entertain them. There was no other reason. They shook my hand and told me to sit. They called me "Music Man" and repeated it over and over. "Come, Music Man." "Yes, Music Man." "Wonderful night, isn't it, Music Man?" I greatly accepted the title. They were bored out of their minds. There was no other reason. I was hesitant to play at first. Then a group soon gathered, and they glared at me like befuddled dogs. They gave me cups of vodka and sat me down. The first cup did nothing. It went down harsh like thunder. I wasn't impressed so I asked for more. After the second cup, I was becoming a little more aware. The perceived slights wore off. After the third cup, everything became legitimate and felt a little less hard. After the fifth cups, I wanted to give them all a hug, and after the sixth cup, I wanted to kill them all. But it was settled then and there, and after the seventh shot, I finally found that Holy Spirit that everyone had talked about. It was quite charming at first then became all too demanding once it grabbed hold.

      More men crowded the area, and more eyes fell upon me. It started to resemble a perverted bible story, but it felt right just the same.

      Then I heard a voice yell out, "Play, you son of a bitch!"

      They heeded and growled, and what passed through each man's hand, and eventually ended up in mine, was the crudest looking violin I'd ever seen in my life. It must have been made by a retarded, blind, gypsy child. They gave me a bow, which was mildly better constructed, but not by much. Their patience dwindled. They yelled like bears and their shouts grew louder.

      "Play, you son of a bitch! Play!"

      So I did.

      I knew what they wanted. A waltz wouldn't do. Anything slow and misty would make them throw me off the ledge. It needed to be up-tempo, fast and terrible. Nothing else would do. My hands were warm enough. The violin was terribly out of tune, but it didn't matter. The sound of live music, no matter how awful, gives a feeling, especially to the numb. They danced and they danced. I was glad I remembered the tune. It was like a ghost. It wouldn't leave me. I guess there are some things you really can never forget, even if you want to. I played all night, until I simply couldn't play anymore, but by then most of the men were asleep. All except Sasha, who kept staring at me with those red, bitter eyes. I returned the stare, and I wanted to stab him in the back with my bow. We sneered at each other for the longest time, and then out of exhaustion he gave up and fell asleep.

      Then in the morning–or maybe it was a dream, I can't remember–I saw a sight golden and delightful. It was the Cossacks, galloping across the countryside. We cheered and hollered like we had when we first saw them. But it was only then that I knew something was wrong. It was the timing. It was the world. Dear God, it was over. It was a changing world that came in too fast and one that they no longer comprehended.

      And then came the day. The day I finally saw war. My stomach grew sick. My mind went numb. My winter began.

      It started with the horses. They seemed slower, their movement transformed to a calm retarding crawl as the dirt and stones flew and landed, forming into mud. And when they disappeared, it was more of a slip than a fade, and it wasn't pleasant. It sounded like canes hitting the pavement. Grizzled heroes about to be forgotten. Still, there was something exquisite about it. Their time was over and they knew it. They swept on through the mud and pressed forward. It was a miracle they hadn't drowned already.
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      The cabin was cold. The fire was dull. The wet wood didn't help. Sergei sat back in his chair. Hans tended the fire. He thrust the poker into the heart of the wood then turned it. He added pieces of dry branches, set them up top, and raked the leftover coals. He reached for the small iron kettle and poured water into it. He turned to Sergei.

      "Coffee and tea?"

      "Coffee. Please."

      "I'm offering both."

      "Just coffee."

      Hans shrugged his shoulders then put the coffee grounds into the kettle along with two heavy lumps of sugar. Sergei watched Hans and noticed that he kept very still in his chair. He looked back at the door, watched the light come in from the bottom crevice, and waited for the kettle to boil.

      "It needs to foam." Hans turned and smiled. "When it starts to foam, it's ready."

      When it was ready, Hans placed the kettle on the table. He reached below and retrieved two gray metal cups. Sergei watched the stream rise. He squinted, and then studied his journal and the burn marks on its edges. Hans lit another cigarette and watched Sergei flip through the pages.

      "I don't remember half of this. It's all a blur” said Sergei.

      "I found it three days ago near the fire. I finished reading it today" said Hans.

      "How do you find time?"

      "Pardon?"

      " I mean... How do you find time to read? Up in that tower?"

      "I find time...Here and there” said Hans.

      He took Sergei's mug and filled it to the brim with coffee. He filled his glass too, though not as full. Then he handed Sergei the cup.

      "Do you pray, Sergei?"

      "No. Never did. Never will."

      "Why's that?"

      "I just never did. What about you? Do you pray?"

      "I try."

      "Does it help?"

      "Sometimes."

      "What about the other times?"

      Hans couldn't respond. Sergei waited and waited, but Hans made him wait a little longer. Sergei wanted to repeat the question. The other times. When the prayers weren't answered. When all went wrong. Sergei wanted to know. Hans looked away then back again. He expected Sergei to have harder eyes, but they weren't. They were soft. Hans stood up and returned to the fire.

      "Forgive me" said Hans.

      "For what?" said Sergei.

      Hans didn't answer. Sergei didn't repeat. Hans remained silent and flat. He took another drag from his cigarette. They stared at the fire. They were both in their coats. The room was still cold. Sergei drew closer to the fire to warm his hands. The wood crackled hard and Sergei took the poker and pierced and stoked the heavy, wet wood. Hans watched him carefully. Then Sergei put the poker back in its holder, let go of it, and returned to his chair.

      "Everybody has their own tempo. Yours is your own" Sergei finally said.

      His face was a little brighter now. The fire was finally growing. The smoke rose to the chimney.

      Hans got up and moved close to the window and stared outside. Ice formed on the glass. He peered deeper and saw that it was snowing once more.

      Sergei stared at the poker long and hard. He bit his lip. He had it right in his hand, but it hadn’t occur to him at the time. It made sense to him now. It was sharp enough. If it could pierce through wood, it could pierce through Germans. It had to be quick and deep, though, and the timing had to be right. He studied the poker again and inched closer.

      And Hans seeing this, moved away from the window, crossed his way to the fire, and in one movement took the poker away, returned to his chair, and gave a smile. It wasn't reciprocated.

      Sergei gave in. The inevitable, obligatory conversation was all that was left. It was up to him to make it interesting. He hadn't much of a choice.

      "So how did this start for you?" said Sergei.

      Hans thought for a moment, then said in a hushed tone, "Tannenberg."

      "You were at Tannenberg?"

      "Yes."

      Hans took a sip of his coffee. It burned the tip of his tongue. Sergei blew into the cup then set it down on the table. Sergei stared at him for a long while as the silence continued. Then Hans stood up, moved to the window, stared outside, and fogged the glass with his breath.

      It came back.

      Hans stared at the window. The reverie crept in. Then it took over.

      "Do you remember the first man you killed?" asked Hans.

      "No. Maybe. I don't remember. Why do you ask?"

      "I'm curious."

      "Do you remember yours?" asked Sergei.

      "Yes. Yes. I do."
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      And in a moment's time, Hans slipped into his past and was back at Tannenberg. Each step came back to him, each sound, each hurried pace. His crisp uniform. His bulky, pickelhaube helmet. The shots from the front. The dirt flying up. The ceaseless shells pounding the ground. The smoke. The gray. And the blood that spewed and streamed like rivers. The fear. The thrill. It all came back.

      It started with the morning when the orders came–to catch the Russians and outflank them from the south, and in a matter of an hour they did just that. Hans couldn't remember where he was when he heard that Tannenberg would be it, but when he got there, he knew this is why they trained so hard so many times. The vision was there. It was German, and it was glorious. There were confident faces all around. Hans could see the individual pieces of the German army work in beautiful unison, but he didn't have much time to marvel.

      The charge erupted seconds later, and the Germans captured the Russians in droves, outflanking them from their rear. Hans killed his first man with a shot to the head from fifty feet away. It was direct and felt too easy. Then the adrenaline took over. The charge ended and the Russians retaliated and sprayed the area with bullets and shrapnel of their own.

      Hans took cover underneath a large fallen tree. He squatted down, fell to his knees, pointed, found a target, and then fired. As did his comrades. They kept close and fired as a whole unit. They were no longer strangers to war, and they took their first dance with eager, frantic eyes. They showed their discipline and stayed in their position until the artillery arrived and cleared the way.

      Another round of Russians led a charge and piled over the land. A whole mass of men in brown coats flooded the woods and came in like lightning, but the Germans were ready for them. The Russians dwindled and their charge ceased before they even got halfway. And Hans and his unit fired round after round. They could have waited until the end of time, but when that last hapless Russian went down, it was something of an unbelievable feeling that went through the unit. The feeling was a pounding in their hearts and a seething through their teeth. It was uncontrollable, and all were caught by it. They felt it in their bones. This was the force of will that they trained so hard for. They kept their positions and fired.

      Then as the morning ended, the cannons finally arrived, and the friendly sounds of shells blasted whatever was in their way. They sounded off in succession. They were unnerving at first, but when each burst shook the ground, it strengthened the blood and resolve in each man. They granted the entire German army beautiful gifts of time and space.

      Hans always marveled at the guns. The construction of them. The geometry. The swiftness and accuracy they held. But most of all, he admired their cleanliness. The polished bronze shined like a golden god of death.  Even in the seminary he thought about them, and drew them in his notebook. He was awed by their power. The iron and the steel, and the wood and the wheels, and the horses, all working in unison. And now they were here. Never in the history of the world had men seen such power. Godlike in every way, and now they were finally here. For the kingdom and the power and the glory.

      And blow after blow, the picture of what was happening became clear, so much so that some of the soldiers began to laugh. The demented smile passed from one man to the next like a contagious illness. The sky darkened, and everything seemed broken.

      "These Russians want to die in filth. Let them. See if we care" a soldier cried out.  “We’ll see them to good rest."

      But Hans ignored the revelry. He focused on the next target, which was anything that emerged from the heavy gray smoke. Nothing came. Ten minutes passed. Then a half hour. Nothing but smoke. Hans kept still and locked in focus while he listened to the cannons roar on. Then they stopped.

      The area was cleared. All heads turned to the rear, and when the trumpet blared and the command was executed, they flew in for another charge and Germany took its glory, at least for that day. Hans looked back. His comrades were all smiling. Their faces covered with dirt and blood, and to them it was what they’d waited for: to smell the foul stench of glory. They couldn't get enough. The charge went on. Hans raced through the woods and kept firing. And bodies kept falling.

      The remaining Russians fought valiantly, but they were simply outnumbered, and in an hour an endless fog of smoke and subsiding fires blanketed the entire landscape.

      Hans trampled over thousands of bodies, some corpses, some not. He walked in a trance. His nerves were completely shattered. He tripped over one body and fell face to the ground. The corpse was German not Russian. He searched around and felt something soft, warm and long. It was the intestines of another corpse, and as Hans squeezed it, the blood oozed out, forming a small pool in the dirt. Hans managed to his feet and saw the corpses' pale faces smeared in dirt. He pressed on through the fog and the gray of the field.

      And from there, Hans caught the last charge of Russian cavalry. Cossacks and all. They clamored to a head, riding and rushing forward through the heavy fog. But in a half a minute, they were all mowed down by machine gun fire. The silence was replaced by shouts and hollers, and exhilarated shrills and ungodly howls of his German comrades.

      "So ein Tag, so wunderschön wie heute. So ein Tag. So schön wie heute." Tannenberg was defended. A victory to remember. So ein Tag. And so another day.

      News reports of the Germans blasting in heroic speed through Belgium barely three weeks ago were now repeated here in Tannenberg, and the posts would read: "The Germans outflanked the Russians severally that day, and in two days time with swift precision, decisive victory was won." Ludendorff had prophesied it, and it came true. The day that would live on in the hearts of many. The day the machine prevailed.

      And when the smoke cleared, the mystery of what was beyond the tree lines was revealed. It was land that sloped for many miles with straight, narrow paths down the valley. It was beautiful land, old and firm. It was good land, honorable land, and worth defending in every way.

      The next morning the cleanup began. Dead Russians were piled into stacks and later buried, and the captured Russian prisoners poured into wagons. The nearby villages burned in that beautiful autumn dawn. There was more resistance towards the afternoon, and it mostly came from the Russian peasant children hiding in trees and nearby riverbanks, but they were soon relegated, and the evening for a change was calm and uneventful. As Hans passed through, he heard the cries of villagers amongst the dead, and from the banks of a stream he saw little Russian boys throw rocks at the passing hospital wagons. He pointed his rifle at them, but didn't fire. They bolted through the forest and disappeared.

      More Russians prisoners, most of them wounded and half dead, were escorted away, and the remaining German soldiers yelled and screamed, pointing and laughing.

      "Look at those beggars!”

      “Why do they look so glum? We're bringing them culture! Ungrateful dogs."

      The Russians glared back at their captives with disdain. They were tossed into carriages. They were merely brown, gray, and black figures now. Finished and ready to die. Forget Christmas. The war would be over by the end of the month. This was truly the sign of what was to come. This time blood would turn into gold.

      But Hans was still in a trance. His hands still trembled. He needed a quiet space. He needed to pray. He thumbed through a Russian bible that he found on the ground. He flipped back and forth from the Testaments, New and Old. He tried to find a passage that would quell him and stop his hands from shaking, but nothing did.

      A soldier, whose face he knew, but remained nameless, patted him on the back. The soldier offered Hans a cigarette, and Hans accepted it with a nod. Then the soldier disappeared, and Hans lit the cigarette, and dropped the bible to the ground.

      An hour passed, and Hans made it back to camp. From there he saw familiar faces of men, gathered together, resting and sitting in the dirt. The soon to-be-saints. Fonzel, Garen and Oskar to the left and Izaak, Baldrik, Meinhard, and Sigfried to the right. They were all drinking and smoking cigarettes. They looked tired but their faces glowed. They were still enraptured by the victory. And then of course there was everybody's friend, leaning besides a birch tree: Monfred the asshole. Truth be told, he wasn't really that much of an asshole. He was actually quite kind. He was a tall, waxed-mustached fiend with a short strut that gave off the impression of extreme arrogance, and his devious smile could be seen from miles away. It must have been genetic.

      Hans tried to find the solace, but it wasn't there. He nodded his head to all the men then tried to depart. Then Monfred approached him with a tap on the back.

      "How many, Hans?" Monfred whispered.

      Hans didn't respond.

      "Hans? How many?!"

      "How many what?"

      "How many did you kill?"

      "Twenty."

      "Twenty? That's all?"

      "Twenty one.”

      "Well. It's early. "

      "It's early" repeated Hans.

      "You still got your balls?" asked Monfred.

      "Yes" Hans answered.

      "Good" Monfred said, patting Hans on the back once more. "Very good."

      Hans left the men and moved back to the field. He passed through the corpses. While smoke still hovered in the air, he went back to the ravine and made his way through the village. After a mile, he halted and found a small chapel still intact. He moved through the weeds and went inside.

      The chapel was empty. Hans dipped his hands in the holy water and blessed himself. The chapel was rife with the smell of incense and tiny specks of sunlight broke through the stained glass windows. It was dark, with only a few candles lit near the statue of the Virgin Mary. It was cold in there too, refreshing and bare.

      Hans peered down the aisle. His boots were heavy and muddied. He lumbered to the first pew, knelt, blessed himself again, and sat down. He closed his eyes for a moment. He nodded and agreed that this was what he was longing for, and now it was all in accord. As he prayed, a voice chanted:

      "The Good man would always be rewarded. But not in this world."

      He struggled to remember. He knew he heard it before. Maybe in a badly written homily. The Lord had spoken, but He said no more.

      Hans prayed and whispered.

      "Why? Why only here?”

      He sputtered his words and pulled his hair. He ran his hands through his hair as mournful, sorrowful Jesus looked down upon him. The spikes still fresh on his palms. The crown of thorns thick and unkind. There were no birds in the sky. They were nowhere to be found.

      "Lord bless me, now. I can't feel anymore."

      Hard and fast footsteps came from the stair head. It was a priest yawning and clearly hung-over, but as he saw Hans deep in prayer, the priest exited softly through the back door.

      "I can't abandon you any longer. Please don't abandon me. Please. I want to feel you again."

      Hans felt the blood pulse through his veins. It felt the same way it had in the seminary. A quiet mediation, that quiet talk with God. But he wasn't ready yet. He studied the Stations of the Cross that were on either side of the chapel. He followed the story from One to Fourteen. The Condemnation. The Story. The Faith he once knew. All the characters and the fear on their faces. Pilate. Simon. The condemned Son of God. And the crowd. The crowd who embraced Barabbas and paraded him back home. It all made sense. Man at his worst, who would somehow be redeemed.

      And of course the Roman Centurions. Hans came from a family of soldiers –his father and grandfather before him, and he always imagined that his ancestry went all the way back to the Centurions at Golgotha, the Place of the Skulls, where Man at his worst never felt so real. He saw it in their eyes.

      "All hail the King of the Jews.”

      What could he prove?

      And the Centurions who looked back at all this. Hans always wondered about their stories. To think it all changed that day because of an earthquake and a lightning storm, and a dying Jew on a cross who spoke in beautiful allegories, who loved this world and wanted to teach, but was nailed to a cross and left to die. And the onlookers in the crowd, what was it they saw that day that changed their mind? Had they changed? Had they grown to be righteous men afterwards? Or did it pass them by? For it's simple to assert that what they knew was Rome, and they granted their lives to it. But this? This? This was indefinable. Because the sacrifice was made, but it was only seen by those who were there. Christ had to cross over not only this life, but also the hell beyond it. He had to cross it, conquer it, and reach the other side, but the fact of the matter remained the same: no one saw that bravery, they only pretended to understand it, and maybe some did believe, but they were guilty, guilty like all the rest. The message was simple: Love Thy Enemy. Still the hardest thing in the world to do.

      Hans' eyes filled with tears. He wiped them away and got back up. Then he headed to the back of the chapel, and his feet landed with heavy thuds. He sat down on the edge of the last pew and ran his hands through his hair once more.

      Hans looked at himself in his uniform. He couldn't pray. So he thought. Then he went further back in time, to when he was a boy, and the Midnight Mass where the whole town squeezed together in the chapel. A chapel like this one. Small and intimate. And from there he found himself back as an altar server, holding a lantern filled with incense, standing there with the rest, inhaling the smell of musk that came from the wood. And the opening prayer with the organ sounding, and the slow march towards the altar.

      “Hark the Herald Angels Sing. Glory to the New Born King."

      It shed tears like no other hymn, and it didn't take long, for the choir was in full force that night, and it became harder to separate the sacred from the sentimental.

      And as Hans made his way up the steps to the altar, he turned and saw a familiar face sitting in the first row of pews. It was Herr Weis, the Old Man of Prussia, eighty years old, but still dressed in his uniform with all those stars pinned to his chest. He was still there, still hanging on, seeing through all souls.  Hans stared at his bald head and that large red blood patch near the side of his eye. And as the Old Man smiled at him, Hans knew something was wrong. It was different this time. There was something in Weis' eyes that said it, as if he weren’t there, as if he knew it would be his last Christmas.

      “With angelic host proclaim.”

      And mass continued, and the bells chimed, and the Sacrifice beset, and the homily went on like every Christmas. And indeed it was the same story, for what else could it be? It was about the Family traveling to Bethlehem, and Joseph and Mary heading to a manger, and behold: the Savior was born. And as Hans looked back at the Old Man, he noticed him staring up to the atrium, and the picture of the Family gathered amongst the beasts and straw.

      "Christ is born in Bethlehem."

      Then a week later, on New Year's Day, Herr Weis died, and the whole town gathered once more on a cold damp morning. And there the casket lay in front of the altar, covered in wreaths and medals. And there Hans made his way up to pay his last respects with his brother, as they knelt down and gave a silent brief prayer.

      Then Hans again took himself back to the day he received the letter. That afternoon when everything changed. That afternoon when he met his fellow seminarians. They too received the same letter. And tomorrow they would be men. For the German high command required all males to serve, even seminarians. The Fatherland knew their sons were capable. Hans was no exception.

      So there he was, back in Königsberg, set for basic training where he cut, dodged and fired and did exactly what he was told with grace and precision. And in eight weeks, Germany's soldiers were primed and ready, for they were officially trained men, who walked and talked like real soldiers. And as the drums blared on, and the medal service commenced, the Sergeant with his grizzled face finally smiled, and pinned a medal to Hans' chest, and Hans remembered the Sergeant's words. It was only five seconds in his
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