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The four men closed in like a pack of wolves, cornering their prey in a coordinated flanking maneuver. The little bugger tried to run, but the soldiers had fought together enough to work in tandem, stepping closer to one another to close gaps and frighten their target in the right direction. Though the war as a whole continued to horrify and nauseate Jack, he had to admit he was enjoying this.

At last, the hare fled into the makeshift trap and Bernie closed its door. A cheer went up through the hunting party. They had seen the small plump creature scampering around the cabbage field by their trench for days, and at last the thoughts of freshly cooked meat that hadn’t come from a tin became too much to bear. MacKinnon harvested a decent head of cabbage to go with it. The lads all clapped each other on the back and discussed the lovely stew they could make for Christmas dinner.

“It’s all M&V in the end,” Percy pointed out. “Doesn’t matter if the meat is beef or rabbit, or if the veg is carrot or potato or cabbage. M&V is M&V.” He sighed wistfully to the darkening sky, his breath a hazy mist rising to join the clouds. “What I would give for a nice blueberry pie...”

Jack groaned along with the others and gave Percy a teasing shove. “Blueberry pie? For Christmas?”

Percy rolled his eyes. “Well, I’m already sick to death of plum pudding. And the cold. So what if I wish it were summer? And that I were tired from spending my day picking blueberries instead of draining slush out of the damned trenches?”

“Don’t talk like that,” Bernie said, “or our heads will all be so full of fancy we’ll barely notice when a bullet goes through ‘em.”

“If I die dreaming of having a summer picnic in the park with Ellie and eating pie, that’s fine by me,” Percy said. He gestured to the landscape around them, the ground frozen and pockmarked with artillery craters and the trees scorched and leafless. “Better than thinking about how I’m stuck here, freezing my toenails off in a place whose name I can’t even pronounce.”

Jack couldn’t argue with that. He didn’t think it would get this bad. Home by Christmas, that’s what he’d been told. Put the Kaiser in his place and earn yourself some glory. Jack hadn’t even done it for the glory. He didn’t sign up because he wanted to shoot people or because he wanted medals to display over his mantle and tell his grandkids about. He did it because he thought if there were enough of them on this side of the war, the Germans would realize they didn’t stand a chance and just give up. Of course, that was a silly thing to think, he understood now, but at the time it seemed enough reason to join up. Despite all their optimism, Christmas had come and he was still here, wishing the worst of his worries were about how much of his mother’s cooking he could eat throughout the holidays without bursting.

“At least the shooting hasn’t been as bad today,” MacKinnon remarked. “Fritz has been awful quiet.”

They picked their way back to their trenches, winding through the passageways to the front to hand off their catch to Phillip, who had the cleanest knife skills in their division and would likely have the skin made into mittens by the end of the night. Henry was at the periscope, squinting into the twilight gloom. He took his glasses off, polished them on the lapel of his coat, and put them back on, only to squint harder.

“What’s going on out there?” Bernie called up.

“Lights,” Henry reported. “The Boches have lights up along their trench, looks like.”

Everyone in the trench muttered to one another in confusion. “Is it a trick?” MacKinnon asked. “Trying to make us think they’re giving away their position so we waste our bullets on the wrong spot?”

Henry pressed into the periscope hard enough it was a wonder his glasses didn’t crack. “No, they’re...they’re Christmas trees.”

“What?” Jack gently pushed Henry out of the way to get his own peek through the periscope. Sure enough, perched along the German line as far as Jack could see, the Germans had set up little Christmas trees complete with candles. As Jack watched the one directly in front of them, he could make out an arm passing in front of some of the candles before another little light added to the peculiar display. Jack rubbed at his mustache curiously. “What are they on about?” he murmured.

A hundred and twenty yards across No Man’s Land, Wulfric’s Oberstleutnant lit the last of the candles on their Tannenbaum. The daylight had almost completely faded, making the small tree stand out all the more.

“Just you wait,” Petr grumbled. “The damned barbarians will shoot them down for target practice. They have no respect for the holiday.”

“Even the English can’t be that uncultured,” Julian said. “They’ve barely shot at us for two days. Maybe they’re having their own Christmas services and they’re too busy to fight.”

Wulfric rubbed at his cheeks. He tried to make it look like he was either scratching an itch or warming himself, and not like he was forcing away the sting of oncoming tears. He had no tears left to cry, hadn’t for nearly a week. That didn’t stop the urge from ambushing him over every little thing when he least wanted it. Whether it was the notion of the English desecrating such an innocent and treasured holiday tradition, or more likely the anguish and sorrow that Edmund wasn’t here to see it, it didn’t matter. He could not be seen weeping tonight.

Soft song rose in the trenches. “Stille Nacht”—“Silent Night.” It was almost a plea as well as a reverent celebration. Please keep this holy night still and quiet. Wulfric hadn’t felt like singing, but the spirit of the moment drew the melody from his lips regardless. He mumbled along, more humming the tune than anything, and once again felt the urge to cry at the fact that Edmund’s voice was not among the choir.

The tree remained standing. The men continued the song, every verse they knew, as though it were indeed the only thing keeping the war at bay and if they stopped the shooting would begin again. Eventually the song did end, and the men braced themselves. Wulfric flinched at a distant sound coming from the direction of the English trenches. However, the sharp repetitive noise was not gunfire, but applause. A few brave and curious men poked their heads over the top of the trenches. Wulfric joined them, lifting his head up higher than the rest and intentionally leaving his helmet behind.

It was difficult to make out as night continued to settle around them, but there was an occasional flash of metal or the shadow of fabric as the English sat on the edge of their trench, waving their rifles and coats as they cheered. A single word was clear at this distance: “More! More!”

Oberstleutnant Meier grunted a short laugh. “So, the English want a Christmas concert, do they?” He gestured to the men to ready themselves. Reflexively, they snapped to attention with a click of their heels. Then, waving his arms like a conductor, he led them in the cheerier “O Du Fröhliche.” This time the men sang with all their hearts, determined to be heard by the enemy. Julian even scrambled to pull out his violin, which had miraculously survived amongst his possessions and which he sometimes practiced in the bunker with a bit of cloth stuffed under the strings to muffle the sound. By the time the verse ended, he had it balanced on his shoulder with the bow poised. Meier nodded, and the rest of the verses had instrumental accompaniment.

The cheering was louder from the English. The metallic clang of a ladle hitting the bottom of a pot added to the din. Before the Germans could begin their next hymn, the English retorted with their own song. It didn’t sound like a Christmas carol, more like a drinking song. The words were indiscernible, and likely were just as chaotic in their trenches as the Germans could hear from theirs. Still, the Germans applauded back for them.

“See?” Julian said with a grin. “Music can tame the savage beasts.” Unbidden, he took up his violin again, climbed one of their ladders so the music could travel farther, and played “Eine Kleine Nachtmusik,” the piece he had been practicing all these weeks. He had a ways to go before he would ever be called upon to play for the Kronprinz, and the bow squeaked harshly against the strings as he fumbled some of the faster and more complex measures, but it brought up the spirits of everyone within earshot. A few of the men even danced together in an overdramatized parody of a formal ball. Wulfric chuckled, though the moment was once again made bittersweet by the knowledge that one of the dancers was missing.

Jack had joined the dancing over in the English trench. There wasn’t much space, but they arranged a sort of line dance where men would partner up then skip merrily together however they chose down the narrow corridor of their compatriots while the others clapped in time to the music. Jack was paired with Albert, who was a good eight inches shorter but insisted on taking the leading position. That wasn’t important. Jack was beyond delighted to be part of this strange and wondrous moment.

When the music stopped, they all laughed and cheered. MacKinnon banged on his pot again. Lieutenant Colonel Jones risked climbing partially out of their trench to ensure this wasn’t a ruse to draw them out, and when he returned safely he quickly ushered Rupert Hawkins up in his place. The cheering hushed into excited whispers and susurrous shushing as every man stared at him, grinning madly in anticipation. Rupert drew a deep expert breath, and in the baritone that made him a local celebrity back home, sang the Toreador Song from Carmen. When the chorus’s part in the song came up, those familiar with the piece sang along, though few knew the actual words beyond “Toreador! Toreador!” so they simply sang the word over and over to the tune.

Rupert descended with a bow at the end of his performance. The other men clapped him on the back and congratulated him on showing Fritz they weren’t the only ones who could bring a bit of class to this conflict. Rupert drew himself up with a tilt of his chin, as though he were in costume on stage basking in the admiration of his audience, and not at the bottom of a frozen muddy trench in a flea-ridden uniform.

“Seemed appropriate,” he said. “The song is about excitement in the face of a fight, even when the big bull—” Rupert jerked his head in the direction of the Germans. “—has knocked down every fighter before you. And, of course, to remember that love is waiting for you when you emerge victorious.”

The men with wives and girlfriends nodded, some wistfully, some cheerily, some hesitantly. Jack had no sweetheart at home. When asked, he said it was because he considered women to be silly creatures, and maybe if he found one with more than an ounce of sense he’d settle down. If he ever did find a sensible woman he got along with, hopefully she would be sensible enough to accept he would never really fancy her and to publicly deny any rumors that might arise about him.

But the one good thing about the war was that Jack had his fill of male companionship and comradery. If he needed to huddle close with another man for warmth, the other man would thank him for it. If he wanted to be playfully flirtatious it was easily laughed off. Hell, he had once kissed Billy Thompson clear on the mouth in front of everyone after coming back alive from a raid and the others chalked it up to scattered nerves, which was only partially true.

The Germans retaliated with more singing. The violin didn’t accompany them this time. Jack rubbed at his mustache. What was going on over there? They had a tree with candles, they were singing, someone had a violin and could play it passingly well, and no one had shot at each other since this morning. Father Christmas could show up in No Man’s Land right now and it would only be marginally more bizarre than imagining the Germans in their pointed helmets having a jolly holiday. He wished he could see for himself what was going on, but surely if he tried then Fritz would spook and he would have to sprint back while dodging machine gun fire. He rubbed his mustache again. If only there were enough magic in this Christmas miracle to see him safely across.

The Oberstleutnant stomped his foot as Julian continued to plead. “I won’t have you taking unnecessary
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