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Sarajevo, June 28, 1914  

As he heard the shouting, Fredrik felt the weight of his body pulling him down. He stumbled on the slick stones thinking, not far now. Beyond the warehouses, the women waited with fresh horses and a disguise. Fredrick forced his burning muscles on as his lungs began to ache and legs quiver. If he could make it around the far corner into the dingy alleyway, Fredrik knew he would find safety. Far behind he could hear angry voices and screaming. At first, he felt swift running through the rough cobblestone streets of Sarajevo. 

He remembered Gavrilo Princip stepping forward, his wide smile beaming up at the duchess. The Royal couple made it so easy, slowing to wave and smile down at the waiting throng by the carriage. Gavrilo lifted the revolver. It made a popping sound. Fredrik thought the sound comical not unlike a child’s popgun. 

As the Archduke tried to mouth something, blood sputtered from between his lips. His wife turned toward her beloved Ferdinand eyes, over-large, then fell across the carriage seat facing down. The crowd lunged forward to grab the shooter. Gavrilo would do as he had been trained and swallow the poison capsule.

We did it! We really did it! The world will be a better place just as the Black Hand predicted. Fredrik knew he should not panic but when he saw the crowd close around the carriage he turned and ran. Fredrick wondered if Gavrilo was already dead. The thought frightened him. Frederik also had a pill but realized too late that he lacked the courage to swallow it. Frederik slowed to look back over his shoulder. 

Emerging from the smoky haze, a uniformed soldier spurred his snorting mount. Fredrik could see curls of breath rise from the large animal’s nostrils. The sight sent a cold shiver through him. He prayed for air, his legs aching as he crawled up and over the stone wall to cross to the cul-de-sac. Fredrik had always been a sprinter. His feet barely touched the cobblestones, and he could hear the clatter of horse’s hooves. Behind, a voice called out and then Fredrik heard a revolver pop. He realized we are already heroes back home.

The ground fell away, the air smelling of pine. Fredrik fell headfirst onto the cobblestones, somersaulting, then sprawling into the gutter. Rain water gurgled past, flowing into the sewer opening near his eyes. Twiggs and summer leaves caught in the grate. From his right armpit, something hot and sticky trickled down. A thick leather boot stopped at Fredrik’s shoulder as he felt himself being flipped onto his back. Fredrik lifted his head to look at the hole in his side. Blood spurted onto the white handknit sweater his mother had sent on Fredrik’s saint’s day. And then, he vomited. 

A voice declared, “Bloody son of a whore.”

Fredrik stared up into the face of the Austrian officer in time to see the butt of the rifle. 

Over and over the officer struck until the stones turned red like the poppies of the field. Gore merged with the rainwater to swirl into the sewer past Fredrik’s dull stare.

“Psst, psst. Lily? Lily? You here?” The two women stumbled past gravestones feeling their way along in the dark. The taller held arms outstretched as she felt blindly from one tree trunk to the next.

“God, Eva, please let’s stop. Lily is not here.”

“She will be. You’ll see, she’ll come. Lily?”

“No, no.” Claire Dubrowsky slumped to the ground and began to cry. She reached out to grab onto the hem of Eva Svec’s skirt. “It’s hopeless! I tell you. Lily would be here by now. They got her. I know they got her!” Fat tears trickled down Claire’s cheeks from behind her thick glasses. 

“Get up! I mean it! We don’t have time for you to act like a baby!”

“You saw what they did to Fredrik. And the others? Oh God,” Claire whined. “I should never have agreed to this. Oh God, please Eva. I am so tired.”

Eva turned, pulling the hem of her dress free from Claire’s plump fingers. “Stop it!” Bending down, Eva felt the crying girl’s head and grabbed a fist full of blonde curls. She pulled until Claire faced the moonlight. “I cannot babysit you and look for Lily all at the same time. Understand? Get up or I swear, I’ll leave you to those troops. Do you hear me?”  

“No!” Claire gasped. “I-I just can’t stop thinking about Fredrik’s face - what is left of his face.” Claire rose to her knees then stood trying to catch her breath.

Eva had grown sick of being saddled with this sniveling brat. She could not wait to find Lily Sybrant and pawn Claire off. Eva planned to ditch her. “Shut up! Hold my belt. Lily? Lily?” 

Claire and Eva stumbled through the old cemetery past tumbled down headstones and gravesites of souls finally at peace from the worries of this world. Moonlight made the sinking graves appear to tilt and zigzag amidst tufts of grass. Eva wondered how Lily had become separated from the group. Would she make it back with the horses? Though the night turned cold, Eva knew she would find her way out of this maze to her home in Serbia. Her family there could help Lily find her way back to Paris or even on to Canada. If only the two could get out of Sarajevo quickly. But first they had to dump Claire somewhere. 

A clump of trees at the cemetery wall looked like a good place to hide. Eva straightened and rubbed the small of her back. Lily will come and then we can take the horses and hurry. “We’ll rest in that thicket,” Eva nodded. “On top the hill by that wall.”

“Yes. Good. That looks good.”

Eva felt guilty for being so mean to Claire. She held the girl’s thick waist as they stumbled along a shallow culvert running down from the birch trees and through the brambles. Reaching the top of the knoll, the two pushed aside bushes to slip into a gap along the wall and the tree trunks. “You get some rest.” Eva said. “I’ll watch for Lily.”

“Yes,” Claire pulled her dress down over her legs and curled into a ball, resting her head on an elbow. She seemed to lay her fears aside. 

Eva threw her shawl over the sniveling girl who appeared to fall asleep almost immediately. An owl sounded overhead as Eva stared across the decrepit cemetery. She knew Lily would come had to come. Lily was the brave one, the smart one, the best of them all better even than the men folk. Lily would know what to do. Eva leaned against a tree trunk hidden behind bushes and watched as she played with the gold chain around her neck. Eva’s wedding ring swung from it. In the days ahead as the Black Hand fled, no one knew who they might be accosted by. Lily said that Eva should remove her wedding ring and hang it from a chain hidden inside her blouse.

Eva gazed up at the moon and tried not to worry about her young husband, Mischa. She prayed, toying with the ring, that God would keep him safe. The two would meet at the edge of the city with Lily and any of the other stragglers who made it out of the center as planned. The pale-yellow moon hung overhead, the color of her wedding bouquet last summer. Eva felt exhausted, tired of aching, tired of running, and tired of all the political arguing. She leaned her head back against the tree trunk and closed her eyes. Eva thought of this morning. Lily walked away from the group of men leading the horses behind. She had been an expert rider since Paris, the only one in the group who knew horses well. Lily had been tasked with leading them to this abandoned cemetery while the others headed into Sarajevo’s city center to dispatch the Archduke and Duchess. 

Eva opened her eyes to gaze across the knoll and down the headstones to Sarajevo below. The city looked especially enchanting from here, the view showing off the Miljacka River looking like a molten silver ribbon curving through the landscape. Above the shadowy buildings, the stars glittered in the clear June sky. 

Though lovely during the day, Sarajevo was especially beautiful at night. It rivaled nearby Belgrade with museums, theaters, and an impressive skyline. Sarajevo was famous for the number of cathedral domes and tall minarets spreading through the streets. A small city of 50,000 citizens, it had long been the cultural center of Herzegovina.

“Hurry, Lily. Hurry” Eva whispered before nodding off.

She awoke with a start. Overhead a bat took flight, its moonlit shadow cascading over the headstones below. Claire Dubrowsky snored softly at Eva’s side. The sky had begun to cloud up. Eva thought, rain tomorrow? Rain would erase any tracks. 

Eva felt the hairs along the back of her neck rise. The graveyard was still, too still. She leaned over to wake Claire when she heard it, a soft creak, like twigs scraping against one another. Eva stood to listen. There it is again. Beyond the trees. 

She pushed aside the bushes and crawled forward on her hands and knees before sliding down the culvert. At the bottom, Eva rose slowly to her feet and stepped forward. “Lily?” she called.

Claire stirred then rolled over, pulling the shawl Eva left behind over her shoulders. Fast asleep, she hadn’t heard the muffled shriek as a leather glove slipped over Eva Svec’s mouth. The figure picked Eva up by the waist and moved off toward the gravedigger’s hut. Eva struggled but the attacker had her mouth imprisoned with one hand while pulling backwards with the other. Eva’s eyes grew large as headstones passed by. 

Lily Sybrant stooped to rub her swollen ankle. The horses she tried to gather had spooked and scattered. She had chased them down except the bay. That had taken all afternoon. She had lost hair pins long ago to pine branches that scratched her face. Black curls fell loosely about her shoulders. The cemetery lay straight ahead, the night mostly spent. Yet nothing would prevent Lily from making the rendezvous. The others would be furious with her tardiness, of course, but controlling the skittish horses had been her job. Lily continued forward, worried about the tormented ankle. No time to dawdle, she thought.  

Yesterday’s events now seemed fruitless. The young students accomplished what their leaders planned but at too precious a price. The boys threw their bombs, but none came close to the Archduke and Duchess. So many had been duds. Yet in what seemed a miracle, Franz Ferdinand changed the carriage route at the last moment only to turn suddenly right in front of Gavrilo Princip’s second position. Without hesitation, Gavrilo aimed his pistol. It mortally wounded both the Archduke and Duchess. 

Lily had no idea if any of the others were dead, either by their own hand or caught by Austrian security troops. Most likely, one of the men had been tortured into revealing the safe houses and the apartment where Archduke Franz Ferdinand’s assassination had been planned. 

Early in the evening Lily scoured the old haunts to look for others with no sign of anyone. Just in case, two horses remained tied to a pear tree on the southeast edge of town. Lily picked up the small satchel buried in the last safe house yard. The few crowns it held would not get her back to Paris, but it would help Eva and herself to travel eastward and away from here. It was all she had left after the Black Hand sold her other belongings. The egg and jewelry left to Lily by Madeleine Houllette had long ago disappeared to help the cause.

Lily pulled her skirt hem up and drew it through her legs, tucking it into the waistband. If she didn’t have to drag the skirt through brambles or trip on it as she hurried along, walking would become easier. Lily bent back and pushed her fist into the small of her aching back as she thought, am I the only one left? She picked up the satchel of food and clothes she hid yesterday and began walking toward whoever waited on the other side of the graveyard wall. 

At the edge of the street, she tied three horses to a tree then walked toward the locked cemetery gate. Lily tossed her satchel up and over then climbed up. From the top of the gate the view of dilapidated gravesites was dreary. Lily hadn’t been scared since she walked past the bodies of Mischa and Fredrik hanging in the square. Their heads had been pummeled. Only their clothes gave away the identities of the two young friends. Lily had blended into the curious crowd trying to appear disinterested and aloof instead of heartbroken. The atmosphere of the crowd was charged with excitement as the day had turned ugly. 

Balancing on top of the gate, Lily felt alone. A small cottage, probably the caretakers hut, sat in the far corner of the graveyard - its roof partially sunken. Lily would have to investigate. She prayed that what was left of her little cadre hadn’t been stupid enough to hide there. The hut was too obvious. Further back Lily made out a knoll topped by thick bushes and a few trees. That would be a better place to hide and wait. The trees would shroud anyone from the full moon overhead and it had a view.  

Lily swung her legs over the gate then dropped down onto the overgrown grass. A sharp pain spread up her left calf, almost forcing a cry. Lily stifled herself with the back of her hand. She stooped, looking into the dark shadows ahead and rubbed the sprain as an owl in the thicket hooted.

Lily felt around for the satchel she had thrown over the gate then moved from tombstone to tombstone to make her way toward the hut. Its shutters hung askew from hinges. Lily pulled herself up against the windowless sill and peeked inside. Too dark to see anything. She would have to enter to investigate.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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Trans-Baikal, Siberia, Fall, 1916. Two years later

From the top of the ridge, the Old Believer gazed down on the frozen plain. His journey would take him far south of this lonely place. The sky, heavy with billowing clouds, worried him. Spurring his pony, the traveler headed back into the wind. The wilderness could be deadly. He could feel that in a few hours, the temperature would plunge far below freezing. As the old priest looked out upon the scenery stretching in all directions, his breath caught in his throat. 

Siberia had been his homeland his entire life. It was home to his people for many generations. And God willing, he prayed, it will be for many more. He crossed himself, slumped down into the saddle, and pulled the hood of his thick doeskin coat down over his face until only the tired old eyes peeked out through the opening. 

Today the earth would smother under the season’s first blizzard. Months ahead would be filled with hostile cold. Between the sun’s melting heat and the wind’s freezing gusts, the ground’s surface would become stiff and smooth crusting, creaking, and finally cracking until it splintered into tiny shards that cutting winds carried aloft. The land would lie dying under this ever-rising scale of ice.

The wild spring flowers had long since died as a lush blanket of taiga grass and blue-green moss hid below the surface of the frost at the roots. Only naked clusters of silver-birch trees, filled in the summertime with noisy magpies, stood watching like sentinels whipped by the wind. 

A fine white powder swirled in the air. The barren hinterland stretched as far as the eye could see in an unending monotony, devoid of noise except for the wind’s sharp whine. Frost blew over the lifeless terrain to echo in the cliffside above. Below this two-thousand-meter granite mass, the ground flattened into an immense plain. In the distance only a silver ribbon of track sliced through the landscape.

The Old Raskolnik knew there were few places on God’s earth as desolate as this. Only a rare few stood the passing of centuries without the insult of civilized man. Yet trains came more and more often along the tracks beyond. Newcomers brought tools and chopped down the few standing trees. Worse yet, the priest had seen them break open the earth to build shelters.

Animals once abundant here had become scarce, either caught for the fur markets to the west or running away to hide from the vibrating trestles. For them, this plain no longer held a future. Europeans came to claim it to lay more branch railway lines and string their humming wires above the tracks.

The people who inhabited the mountains to the north witnessed these changes too. This land belonged to them and to their ancestors who had long since vanished. The tribes who held it in trust for their people and their children grew angry. 

The Old Believer knew many things. It is too late for you, he thought as he watched the herdsmen in the hills, the iron machines that only came once a month would come more often now. These iron giants mocked the valley and the people living in its stark beauty. He watched the ancient ones on their small ponies as they held their herds in check. The Old Believer thought that there was no sadder sight. Nothing is lonelier than these futureless tribes, unless perhaps the sound of the solitary train whistles as they speed over the horizon. 

The Old Believer witnessed the future. He saw things. For some, the iron machines brought new beginnings while for others the sound of their lonely whistle tolled a death knell. He often prayed that progress would pass his mir by, but lately, the old man’s vision was filled with dread.  

Today he felt as gray as the sky. It had been an unusual trip, one the old priest longed to end. Village concerns forced him out into the cold. In all his years as a Raskolnik elder, he had never heard of banishing one of their own. The heartache of those left behind had been a terrible burden. It weighed heavily on him. How could this happen to his people, to those who placed their trust in him?

Alexei, the young man who brought shame to them all, had always been trouble. As a small lad, he became involved in acts of petty cruelty. Never did the beautiful child try to fit into the commune. He refused to join in mir festivities and always shunned work. Yet, hadn’t the Old Believer found the boy especially appealing? Hours teaching the lad to pray, to hunt, to fish, to know the plants of the region, had become the old man’s greatest joy. The Raskolnik priest had sinned in preferring Alexei’s company. Finding a special place in his heart for the boy, the priest favored him above all the others. No one knew. No one guessed, not even Alexei himself but the child had become the son the Old Believer could never have. 

The day came, however, when Alexei stumbled into the Mir in chains led by provincial officers. There had been a series of crimes in neighboring villages. The old man held his tongue, dying a little inside to see the youngster yanked along on at the end of a long chain from the back of a wagon. His large brown eyes pleaded with the old priest to intervene but there was nothing anyone could do. Alexei would be taken away to labor in the Sakalin Mines to the east.

The young man who returned to the mir last year had changed. Shaken and thoughtful, Alexei begged to be forgiven. The mir council agreed. No one was happier at his return than the Old Believer. Yet in time, each promise Alexei made, he broke. The curly-haired Raskolnik proved wilder than ever before. One incident after another caused the farmers of the area great concern. Finally, Alexei’s parents came to call on the village priest. They pleaded for his intervention. Alexei had grown willful and violent toward his mother. In a drunken rage, he beat her unconscious with his boot. 

The Old Believer called a meeting of commune elders. They agreed with the rest of the mir that Alexei must leave. As leader of the Mir, it fell to the Old Raskolnik to banish Alexei into the wilderness just as winter threatened. The old man spent several restless nights praying for forgiveness. He had sinned by spoiling the child and now by failing the man Alexei had become. Try as he might, the old priest continued to love him best. On the morning the young man was to hear his fate, Alexei ran away, disappearing into the hinterland beyond the mir.

From the time of the Great Upheaval, the Raskolniks knew to keep to themselves. Not since Peter the Great first banished them to Siberia to die had they spent time amongst unbelievers. But the Old Believers, the Raskolniks, did not die. They held onto one another and thrived, and while thriving discovered a freedom in the Siberian wilderness unknown to western Russians. Distance kept their religion sacred and traditions pure.

Three days ago, two provincial officials summoned the Old Believer to Irkutsk. Alexei sat in one of the cells, his hair and beard thick, wildness playing in his eyes. The young man looked like a caged bear. Alexei smirked up at the Old Believer, thick brown curls hanging across his brow as the smell of liquor hung in the air. Only the eyes revealed any fear. Did Alexei realize this time there would be no second chance? Did he know they would never see one another again? 

Alexei faced a short and brutal life with nothing to save him from the elements but a slow and merciless death. The beautiful young man would be sent to a labor camp in the far north where his days would be spent below ground scratching at seams of choking coal. His nights would drift one into another as Alexei remained chained underground to other dead souls just like himself. In the end, his feet and hands would swell and crack from the bitter cold while his lungs filled with black dust. Alexei’s fate would be payment for the priest’s sin. 

The old man watched Alexei through the bars of the cell. They had little time to say goodbye. The Raskolnik prayed. He begged God but in the end all he could do was reach out to touch the young man’s cheek. Alexei looked up, laughed, and spat at the old priest. 

The day quickly grew colder as the priest rocked along deep in thought from the top of his pony. The trail peaked as the hill began to steepen downward. A lesson learned from the shepherds of the unforgiving plains, the old man had turned the thick doeskin hide of his coat inside out to warm his skin. The old Raskolnik gave into sad thoughts while moving in rhythm with his mount. 

Suddenly the horse neighed and jerked to a stop. The old priest lifted his head and peered out from the hood. A few paces up the trail, a lone rider sat facing the vast empty plain below. The elder Raskolnik straightened. Turning to him, the stranger peered back. 

The Old Believer was stunned. A woman. Her face, like the Buriate ivory carvings he remembered seeing as a child, appeared smooth but hard, the color of dried parchment. She looked him up and down, then spat tobacco on the ground, mumbling something under her breath. The woman’s outfit marked her as a Buriate shepherdess. Two sable skins hung from the side of her saddle. Unlike the Buriate menfolk who wore their heads shaved with only a single que, this woman’s Asian features were framed by one black braid on each side of her face. The symbols of her village skillfully adorned her deer leggings, fur cap, and thick doeskin coat.

The trail made it impossible for the Raskolnik to pass until she moved her mount sideways, and this woman would not move out of the way for anyone. The priest stared, feeling awkward. With a cold fixed stare, she hissed a vile sounding chant, sat higher in her saddle, and pursed her lips in what looked like a threat. The woman never once averted her eyes. Out here, the shepherdess was the old man’s undisputed superior.

The idea that a woman, any woman, could hunt or care for livestock was an outrage to the Old Believer. Still, he remembered hearing of these women when he was a youngster. They dressed and worked like their menfolk, growing as harsh as the land they lived upon. The Old Believer knew only mir women who remained indoors under their husband’s supervision. Never would women from the mir stare directly into a man’s eyes.

For a moment, the two travelers sat next to one another in uneasy silence. The priest could not understand her language and wondered if she had ever heard his. As he followed the woman’s intense gaze, the old Raskolnik realized that she was staring at something below on the frozen plain. The old man surveyed the vast landscape. Nothing. His vision had been growing poor. Suddenly, something moved. The priest squinted, blocking the breeze with his palm. The sight turned his blood cold. 

Picking its way across the relentless plain, a tiny figure plodded then stumbled. For one horrible moment the Old Believer thought it might be Alexei, but knew that was not possible. A long trail of footprints in the dusty frost receded behind the traveler into the distance. The old man realized that wherever this figure had been, he would not return. And where he went, he would never arrive. The lonely traveler stumbled on to die in the blinding cold.

“They are running?” She spoke perfect Russian. “They come out here to die?” The shepherdess looked over with no expression and added, “He will be dead soon. I have seen these men before. I will wait a little longer, then get his rifle. They are weak but carry good rifles.” 

The Old Believer looked at the shepherdess’s placid face. She had the eyes of a hawk, eyes that picked out more detail than he ever could see. Yet they seemed devoid of feeling, black and dead. The Buriates settled this land centuries ago. The valley the two travelers looked down upon had probably been taken from her village by the railroad.

“Pitiful,” he whispered, “even if I could see well enough to find my way down there, he would be dead before I could save him. But you-”

“He follows the same path as his machine. Let him ride it.” She spat more tobacco across her pony and turned to look defiantly at the priest. “If he is too stupid to ride, I will not save him.”

The Raskolnik pointed a brittle finger westward. “These men are running from things far worse than the cold.”

The two once again sat in silence watching the figure stumble and fall then slowly rise and move forward again. The Old Believer wondered who he was. Where did this figure call home? His family would never know how far he had come or how he had disappeared. On foot in the bitter cold where even animals had gone into hiding, the traveler struggled alone across the plain. It made the priest heartsick to see yet he could not bring himself to look away. The shepherdess would not help, and he was too blinded to quickly find his way down there.

Finally, the old man spoke. His words soft at first then growing with intensity. “There will be more.” The Buriate woman watched and listened as the old man faced the west, speaking like the wise men of her village. “These men have seen the evil waiting beyond. It is like a swelling sea and soon,” his voice trembled as he gestured to the western horizon, “far too soon, a wave of them will come crashing through to burst upon us all.”

He turned to face her. “Their violence will smother this land and all who live upon it. None of us will ever be the same.” The old man shuddered to see the look on her face, his voice trailing off to a whisper. The wind howled across the cliff as if to punctuate the bitter words the old priest spoke. He felt sorry for them all.

A blizzard headed their way, the first of a long season, yet it was not the dangerous weather that made the two strangers shiver. They sat together watching the solitary figure until a light snow began to fall. Beyond the gathering storm clouds and the deadly silence, a larger storm brewed. Quietly both travelers turned their mounts and, without looking back, headed off in opposite directions.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3
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Siberia, Summer, 1918. Two years later

Stefan Kodel spent his eighteenth birthday trying to prove he was a man. Today, panic had decimated the troops as he witnessed the wicked lunacy of retribution. The realization of what his regiment, these fine young fellows, had done sent Stefan fleeing into a dull consciousness. It had been a birthday Stefan Kodel would remember but for all the wrong reasons. 

In the night shadows, the woman resembled a lump of dirty rags. Stefan looked at Gus stupefied. The old sergeant’s tired features were hidden by a veil of inky smoke rising into the purple haze. “Go boy! Be quick. We haven’t much time.” The woman twisted out of Gus’s reach, crawling toward the dark. She grunted as her knees gave way. “You deaf? Hurry. Go!” Gus reeled around, striking Stefan across the face. “Quit your blubbering boy. It’s too late for that!” Gus’s gravel voice and leathered face softened as he said, “It’s too late for us all, son. Go. She can’t wait much longer.”

Mouth agape, Stefan rubbed his cheek and looked down at the heap lying in the ditch and then back at Gus Becvar, his sergeant. Stefan turned and raced up the incline, boots digging into the loose soil as bits of gravel cascaded down onto the two figures below.

Nearing the crest of the hill, the earth gave way. Stefan reached out to steady himself, fingers searching in the dark - they found twisted razor wire. Two barbs impaled his fingers clean through. They stuck tight. Pain sliced into Stefan’s stupor. The private held his wrist and whimpered, blood seeping down his forearm. The air remained cold, making it hard to breathe. 

Quickly, Stefan wrenched the trembling fingers up and off the barbs. Stefan put them to his mouth, tasting blood, warm and familiar. He stood, turned and froze in place. Running the length of the hill, barbed wire separated him from the camp. On the other side, the view, impossible to comprehend, scattered, broke, and dissolved into orange and black. Stefan had not planned to return here ever. It had taken him most of this day to break free and now here he was again. 

Fringing the horizon, fires glowed lapping at the leaden sky. Agonized cries punctuated the flat earth as everywhere the ground was sloppy with blood. Corpses lay in heaps. Some bodies writhed like worms as the smell of burning fat reached the private. He thought, it is hell. Worse than anything in over three years of fighting on the Eastern Front. 

The taste of his own blood made Stefan double over and fall to his knees. For the third time today he retched, beads of sweat building on his brow. Stefan had nothing left to give, his insides long since empty, only the bitter taste of bile settled on his cotton tongue. From behind, he heard Gus Becvar threaten.

Stefan tried to think of the woman, tried to imagine what she looked like. Imagine, out here? A miracle really. With a shiver, his mind returned to the camp. What would have happened if they had found her earlier - earlier in the panicked frenzy? He wanted to wretch again. Stefan tried to stop the images but they came fast. The private began to see and remember what he and all his comrades had done today, his birthday. Stefan got to his feet. He thought, it cannot be true.

He ran on shaky legs, tears streaking his filthy cheeks, salt burning his parched lips. Stefan moved with grim determination faster and faster down the length of the barbed wire. He would run for Gus, for himself, and for the boy he used to be. Most especially Stefan would run for her. He would run and try not to remember.

But he did.

Waves of smoke drifted through the fence bringing the sound of death close. In his bitter grief, Stefan prayed for this fantastic sight to end. Bodies and bits of bodies lay strewn about at odd angles, some in piles, some alone. He recognized patches of POW uniform, the stripes so very like the ones he once wore. Amidst the smell of acrid smoke, men he once called brother piled the dead in neat rows, too many to count.

An image burst into his brain. He saw his own fixed bayonet stabbing, slicing, sticking. He heard screams, grunts, his own voice howling, cursing in an animal-like growl.

Heart pounding, legs beating in rhythm, Stefan turned the corner of the camp fence and ran head long into a column of soldiers shuffling out of the gate. Some looked at him through tears. Most trudged silently by, heads bowed, shoulders down. No one talked, no one dared speak of the unspeakable, to give a name to what they had become today. Blood streaked, filthy, dirty murderers all, they looked to Stefan more like frightened beasts than the mighty Sixth Regiment. He halted in the midst of the men he’d grown to love. Stefan stood in their presence and allowed the memories to wash over. What happened this morning, the private realized no one would ever forget. This day would haunt them all for the rest of their lives. 

Stefan stood with arms hanging at his side, remembering he had been amongst them. The firelight blazed upon the other legionnaires’ features. Kodel forced his way into the throng, brushing past the line of young faces once alive and now so vacant. The column of pathetic boys passed by staring blankly ahead. 

Beyond the gate Stefan broke free of the barbed wire and began to sprint. Ahead, the row of barracks lay in a heap of orange embers. Stefan yelled for the major but heard only an eerie stillness and the crackle of subsiding flames. Medek! He would bring sanity to what had been an insane day. 

Stefan thought of the woman and began to search through half-burned structures in the hopes that the regiment’s young leader would be there. Major Medek was not amongst the rows of battered barracks. The major was not amongst the workers hauling corpses from the wreck of twisted fence. What had once been a POW camp, housing Austrian, Hungarian, and German soldiers, now spread before Stefan Kodel as a testament to horror. 

The private once again called out for the major. Medek was surely the best of them. He would make things right. Two men rummaged nearby in a crumpled heap of cinders and ash. They stopped to look over as Medek’s name broke the spell. Stefan recognized the smaller one. A lifetime ago the two had run the streets of Prague together. Stefan tried to speak but the boy’s vacant gaze left a prolonged and dreadful nausea. The two averted their eyes.

A row of latrines stood near the back fence. At the end of the last column, leaning against a door, Stefan made out the white ash of a glowing cigarette moving back and forth in a wide arch. The private recognized the characteristic lanky silhouette. He approached. The major’s lack of interest caught Stefan off guard. 

Major Medek’s khaki tunic was bloodied and torn, his brown curls matted wet and sticky against his scalp. The major leaned against a barrel, campfires accentuating deep circles under the eyes of a hunter. All his life Stefan wanted to do brave and wonderful things, to be proud and graceful like this man. At this moment, Stefan Kodel saw the awful truth. Bewildered and silent, the young officer stood before Stefan looking little more than a man child, vulnerable, and alone.

Rudolf Medek stared motionless except for the tap of a riding crop beating rhythmically against his knee-high leather boot. Once in a while, the major pulled a drag from his cigarette and banged his head back against the flimsy latrine door. Where had the haughty elegance gone? If Stefan didn’t know better, he would have thought Medek drunk.

As the private paused before the major, only a slight flinch of his jaw showed a change in the officer’s brooding demeanor. The riding crop continued to tap, as the over-large eyes burned in the haze of oily smoke.

“Sir?” Stefan straightened. “Sir?” He tried again. “Please sir.”

The riding crop continued to tap.

“Sir. Please. You are needed, sir.”

Tap, tap, tap.

“Major Medek?” Determined to remain calm, Stefan announced, “It is an emergency.”

Medek grimaced, then inhaled heavily and let smoke seep from between his lips. “Emergency?” Rudolf Medek repeated in a monotone. He tipped forward, running what appeared to be blood-stained fingers through his hair then looked over at Private Kodel. The young officer’s eyes looked wild, warning Stefan to be careful. Medek straightened, a dark chuckle twisting his mouth. “Emergency?” he murmured.

Tap, tap, tap...

“Kodel, sir. Private Stefan Kodel, sir.”

Tap, tap, tap...

“What is wrong Kodel? Is this not emergency enough for you?”

Tap, tap, tap...

“Sir, I-I. It’s a woman. I think she’s French, sir.”

The riding crop halted. Medek mumbled something over and over, but Stefan could not hear what he said. Instead, the major’s lips moved as in a silent prayer, “w-o-m-a-n- w-o-m-a-n.”

“Please sir, she’s hurtin’ awful bad. You’re the only trained medic here.”

The haunted eyes focused on Stefan’s face as if trying to remember what the letters meant. “French woman? Here?”

“Yes, sir. Please sir. Gus, I mean Sergeant Becvar, says we don’t have much time. Sir.”

Suddenly the major was up and moving. He headed toward the front gate of the camp, leaving Kodel behind. Stefan ran past the staggering figure to show him the way. The two passed a maze of horror. Stefan watched the major over his shoulder and led the way. Though everything ahead appeared to shock with horror, nothing Stefan saw could shake his belief in this man. 

Stefan turned ahead and ran headlong into a horse lying on its side amidst an overturned cart. Kicking in fright, the creature struggled to rise only to shriek in pain and topple back again. Above it, dangling from a tree branch hung the twisted blackened body of a prisoner. The corpse lolled back and forth, seeming to glare at the two through hollow eyes. Both men stopped to stare up as the prisoner’s body twisted like a slow top overhead. 

Stefan grabbed the major’s tunic sleeve, stumbled forward, side-stepping the struggling animal. Open-mouthed, Major Medek gazed overhead. He seemed mesmerized like a startled, child. Medek stared at the corpse then looked down to the horse. The major removed his pistol from the leather holster on his hip and shot once, putting the animal out of its misery.

“Okay?” Stefan asked, panic dying in his throat. Medek quit resisting the prodding turned and followed Stefan silently across the exercise field toward a gap in the barbed wire where the ravine ran along the far side of the camp. Gus waited down below. If only Stefan could remain calm. If he could do that, the three men might put the camp and its horrors behind them. Then and only then, might the major come out of this stupor.

Just this morning, Stefan’s group had run for miles to find a safe place to hide, with Major Medek cajoling them into the fight. He had been able to lead Stefan and the others in and out of impossible violence with only the dawn to show the way. Now, Major Medek, Gus, and Stefan, were alive but barely functioning, alive but never again all right - not after today.

Stefan pulled the major’s tunic until they reached the fence. Bending between the twisted wire that tore at their uniforms, the two finally stood above the ridge outside of the camp. They stepped into a thicket of bushes and paused, their breath raspy.

“Stefan? Stefan?” Gus’s gravelly voice rose from the blackness below.

Medek stared down, a look of confusion on his face then sat back on his buttocks and slid down the incline. Stefan followed behind scattering dirt down the culvert. The private could hear Major Medek breathing as they moved faster and faster into the dark ravine. Halfway down a cleansing breeze met them, helping to drive away the stench of death as the two worked their way down side-by-side. 

When they reached the ditch at the bottom, Gus, Medek’s wizened staff sergeant, rushed forward. The sergeant’s cap sat precariously back on the knob of his bald head, sweat trickling in grimy rivulets across his wrinkled brow. “Major. She’s over there.” Gus Becvar said, pointing.  

“Dead?” Medek stared off into the distance, his voice hollow.

Mouth open, Gus Becvar glared up at the major, reality dawning on the haggard sergeant’s face. “Hovno, shit!” He snarled then turned to Stefan. “He’s in shock!”

“No!” Stefan answered then turned on his sergeant and said angrily, “He’ll be fine, won’t you Major?”

Gus shook his head, peering into Medek’s face. “Fine? You fool!” Gus turned to face Stefan. “He looks fine to you?” 

Stefan stood tall, tears racing down his cheeks. “You shut up! Just shut your yap! He’ll be fine. You’ll see.”

Gus shook Stefan by the shoulders.

Stefan blubbered, “He’s all we got, Sergeant. Medek’s all there is.” The private turned back to the major, his voice softening, “You know what to do, don’t you Major Medek?” Stefan pulled the riding crop free of the major’s hand. “You know, don’t you? You always know what to do.”

Gus helped the private pull Medek onto his feet and led him over to the woman lying in a heap at the end of the ditch. 

Stefan kept repeating, “He’s fine. You’ll see.” 

The woman lay on her back whimpering. The sound seemed to alert the major. He bent and looked into her face. How long had it been since any of them had seen a woman from the west out here? 

She cowered, covering her eyes with the back of her hand and then she began to moan. Without hesitating the major lifted her up into his arms, turned, and moved off into the darkness away from Stefan and Gus. They stood watching as each graceful step away from the camp seemed to bring their leader back to them.

“Private Kodel, find a wagon. Bring it ‘round the hollow over there.” Major Medek yelled over his shoulder. “Up there, where the forest runs along the creek.” He pointed with his chin. “The sergeant and I will be in the clearing. Hurry!” His voice had changed. It was resolute, the voice Private Kodel had been longing to hear. Without hesitation Stefan Kodel and Gus Becvar followed Medek’s orders. Gus walked behind the major while Stefan turned to climb the incline to the camp again. 

Near the edge of the ditch, a row of birch trees broke free into a clearing. Medek looked up overhead where the night sky began to clear. He and Sergeant Becvar walked silently ahead. The woman in the major’s arms had grown calm, her whimpering ceasing altogether. The two men gathered speed, crossing over train tracks into the meadow beyond. The major stopped to glance around then turned and headed toward a clump of bushes in the distance. Below an oak, he bent to deposit the woman onto the ground.

He stooped to cover her with her own shawl. She was silent. Medek sat slowly next to his patient and began to run his open hand over her belly. He paused, leaned back and pulled the long and twisted hair from her cheeks, straightening it at the side of her face. It was the first time any of the three men had gotten a good look at this creature. 

Gus gasped in the moonlight and said, “Imagine in this hell such an angel.” 

Medek lifted her limp forearm into the air to check her pulse. “She’s fainted.” The major turned to look up at Gus. “Sergeant Becvar, wait for the others by the road. Private Kodel will be coming along the trail up there on the other side of the track.” Medek pointed into the distance. “Bring the wagon over when he arrives.” 

For the first time that night, the pale-yellow moon crossed through the inky smoke to highlight the surroundings.

“Yes sir."

As Gus trudged off across the field, Medek turned back to the woman. His hands shook. The major paused and breathed deeply before daring to touch her. The baby had already begun its journey down the birth canal. Medek pushed softly against the smooth surface of her lower pelvis as a bubbling motion met his touch from underneath. He thought, unbelievable, a baby out here.

The woman’s eyes opened as she fought. Medek pushed her skirts aside to force the  clothes out of the way. He pulled the under garments down so he could feel for signs of the impeding birth. The woman hissed a warning and then called out in pain. 

Medek admonished, “Doktor.” The birth, too far along now to be delayed, needed to be sanitized. Out here in her weakened state infection could be fatal. He had to improvise. The major reached into his tunic and pulled out a flask. He yanked the stopper free between his teeth and poured what little liquor he had left over the birth canal opening and his hands. 

From what the major could see, the woman, though healthy looked thin. She began to twist and gasp under his touch. Major Medek moved into position, sitting against the tree trunk and facing her. He listened to the crickets in the meadow as he caressed her belly. The full moon overhead played peek-a-boo with a tuft of cloud that broke free to periodically obscure the light. He would use what light he’d been given. Across the field an eerie glow met Major Medek’s gaze. The camp still burned above the ravine. 

A harsh cry interrupted his thoughts. The woman tried to fight, to rise onto her elbows. She called out in French and then English. “Stop, stop. Oh God, it hurts.” She tried French again then Russian. Her eyes looked crazed, her mouth taut and then she fell back and howled mightily into the night air. Just as quickly all went quiet. Looking wildly about the woman shivered and quit resisting, tears trailing down her cheeks. 

Medek tried to comfort her with what little French he’d learned at Charles University in Prague. She spoke proper French but had a peculiar dialect. Medek bent to soothe her brow, speaking softly the few English words remembered from school. “There, there.”

The woman swung out wildly, catching him squarely on the jaw. She began slapping at the major like a child, shrieking, “Get away from me! Don’t you dare!” Her breath seemed thin as she forced the words out in gulps. “Oh God. Oh God. It’s coming. Oh God!” She murmured in English, “Oh God, I saw what you did!” She stared wide-eyed in pain and cried out, hands grasping clumps of grass on the ground at her sides. Too tired to fight any more, the woman finally gave in to the major’s touch. 

The baby came slowly at first. The birth stalled several times as if the child wisely hesitated to enter such a world. Yet the baby girl seemed to react to Medek’s prodding. As he lifted her head free, Medek surprised himself with a hearty laugh. This baby was nothing less than a miracle. She had saved Medek from what lay back at camp. The major cleared out the baby’s soft pink mouth and placed her in the shawl at her mother’s breast. Medek knew it wasn’t possible, but the baby looked oddly pleased with herself as if happy to meet him. She stared through the darkness as if to absorb Medek’s guilt.

The pale-yellow moon darted through the tree tops overhead like one of those jack-o’-lanterns the major read about. His medical school training had not been forgotten. He smiled at the child and then stared down at his hands. They no longer shook. He could still do good, perform an act of kindness. His hands no longer felt like they belonged to a stranger.

Mother and child slept soundly bundled together in each other’s body warmth as Gus and Stefan approached with the cart. The three men stood together gazing in silence at the sweet scene. As they watched in awe, the woman’s thick black lashes fluttered. Her vivid green eyes opened, reflecting the image of the moon above. This creature, this beautiful Madonna, holding her baby daughter, pink, round, and innocent, looked up at the three men. Three wise men? Medek wondered.  

The woman’s small delicate lips opened and whispered one word - one word growing louder and louder until it finally sliced through the night. “Murderers. Murderers. Murderers,” she hissed in English.
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Chapter 4
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Trans-Siberian Raiload, Summer, 1918

Lily named the baby Emily.

She knew nothing about children and even less about babies. When she woke on board a train with a woman fussing over her, Lily felt relief. Rose Swoboda cooed to baby Emily. She seemed a natural at this nursing thing. Rose had two children of her own, a boy of ten named Petr, and a girl of five named Maria. Little Maria had large frightened grey eyes that peeked out from behind the folds of her mother’s skirt. The child never spoke except to whisper in Rose and Petr’s ear. Lily saw her own fear mirrored in Maria’s eyes. 

“There. There, little one.” Gus Becvar’s fingers looked like fat sausages as he played with baby Emily’s pinkie. The old sergeant leaned over Lily, smiling down at the baby in her arms. The corners of his leathery eye lids crinkled as he said, “She’s so big and it’s only a couple of hours since her birth.” 

Lily pulled the blanket over her shoulders and tried not to think about last night. She turned her back to the sergeant. 

Lily received help with baby Emily from strange quarters. Some of the Czech and Slovak legionnaires who fought during the day dropped by to hold the baby at night. They goo-gooed and made silly faces as though things remained perfectly calm outside the boxcar. Images of horror from the massacre overwhelmed Lily every time one of them came near. The worst was their commander, the medic.  

Petr, the ten-year-old, seldom paid attention to Lily or her baby. Instead, he trailed behind Stefan Kodel the private Lily met the night of Emily’s birth. Petr followed the private like a puppy, mimicking the young soldier’s every move. Kodel treated Petr with affection as if hoping to teach the boy how to be a man. Something Lily thought the young private knew little about.

“What’s that?” Petr pointed to the rucksack on Private Kodel’s bunk. A brown bottle nosed out of the top. Stefan smiled wickedly,

“Oh,” the private glanced at Lily in the corner bunk and winked, “Just a bit of warmth for a cold night,” he answered. 

“Really? Can I have some?” Petr asked.

Rose Swoboda interrupted. “Private Kodel, would you mind taking Petr outside to watch the gymnasts practice? I’ve heard they are preparing a sokol.” Rose ran her fingers through her son’s brown curls and smiled down into Petr’s eager face. But she glared harshly over her shoulder at the private and said, “No drinking.”

“Of course not, Pani Swoboda. Come on Petr,” Stefan Kodel pulled the liquor bottle from his rucksack and shoved it under his bunk mat. “A sokol, huh? Hum. I’d like to see that.” As the two hurried out of the boxcar doorway, Stefan Kodel continued to chatter, describing his prowess on the rings. Sergeant Becvar tipped his cap and took his leave behind the other two. When the men had disappeared from view, Rose pulled the massive boxcar door shut. 

Lily watched the young mother. Rose was attractive, smart, capable, and very pregnant. Lily felt sorry for her. The irony, of Rose and Lily’s similar situation had not been lost on either woman. Rose turned to Lily, Maria peeking from behind her skirt. Rose said, “The baby is getting fussy. Is it time to nurse?” 

Lily nodded. “Yes. Yes, I think so.” She lifted Emily to her breast and said, “I don’t think Private Kodel can handle another nursing session. He always stares with this embarrassed scowl.” Lily sighed, “This is all so absurd, all these men and me here like this. How do you handle it, Rose?”

“Oh. I think of them as my saviors. If it weren’t for these soldiers, we’d all be dead. Still,” Rose tucked the baby’s tiny feet into the shawl she had given Lily. It was beautifully decorated with images of flowers on a black background. Lily had never seen anything quite like it before. Rose added, “I’ll be nursing soon enough. Private Kodel is harmless, and he’ll just have to cope. I don’t know what Josef and I would have done if Major Medek hadn’t taken us on board back in Ekaterinburg. We had been traveling with Maria and Petr for weeks.” 

Private Stefan Kodel, the Swobodas and Lily lived in a Russian boxcar called a teplushka. They were not the only ones. There was an American reporter, Carl Ackerman, who reported on the progress of the Czech and Slovak soldiers in the “Mighty Sixth Regiment.” He was a middle-aged, bespectacled man who spoke Russian and Czech like a native. He even conversed with Lily in French, but English was his native tongue. 

Ackerman’s communiques appeared in a New York newspaper, the Herald, on a weekly basis. He would disappear for days at a time only to reappear again to report about battles occurring outside of their train. The enemy were local henchmen and soviets. 

After the Swoboda’s joined the evacuation of soldiers who left the Eastern Front to travel eastward through Siberia toward the Pacific Coast in Vladivostok, it was Carl Ackerman who solved one of the era’s greatest mysteries. The American reporter found proof from a dacha on the edge of Ekaterinburg had housed the ex-tsar, Nicholas Romanov II and his family. Ackerman broke the story that they had all been assassinated by the very troops Lenin and Trotsky sent to protect them. Ackerman told Lily and Rose that in Russia peasants believed the murder of a tsar placed a long and mighty curse on the entire nation. Russia would pay a heavy price in the years ahead. 

Normally their train hurried along to its regular click-clack; click-clack, heading eastward at a clip but not today. The teplushkas sat motionless along a branch line off the main Trans-Siberian track on the outskirts of a town named Tumen. Even though Lily’s Russian served her well, she was unfamiliar with the word teplushka. As she had traveled across the steppe, Lily had been learning both Slavic languages, Czech and Russian. She also began to memorize the names of villages, but she never heard the name Tumen.

The boxcar Lily lived in was a roughhewn affair with no privacy. She hadn’t left it in two weeks. It had been Private Kodel, a vociferous gossip, who kept her informed on what occurred outside. In the days following Emily’s birth, Lily tried to hate this young man but found she could not. Instead, she was drawn to Private Kodel and his sergeant, Gus Becvar, who also shared her boxcar.  

Kodel was a trickster, an orphan who scammed others and kept his wits about him. He told Lily all about the Legion. How it was made up of Czech and Slovak soldiers fresh from the eastern front. Men who escaped toward Siberia on board over one thousand trains now scattered across the Trans-Siberia Railway from Kiev toward the Baikal Mountains. Lily’s train traveled at the lead of all the others, battling local militia to open the tracks for the other legionnaires to follow. According to the private, this honor meant that the Sixth Regiment would sustain heavier casualties because they had to push through soviets trying to stop the Legion’s progress. 

The men spoke in hushed tones of yet another American who lived on their teplushka.

Lily looked over to the bunk in the middle of the boxcar. It seemed ridiculous that in such a crowded group, William Duncan’s possessions, his camera, bible, and bedclothes, sat undisturbed. It was as if the American YMCA associate was expected to step on board at any moment. Duncan had been missing in action for over two weeks. He went missing the day before Lily had been found in that ditch. Lily knew William Duncan would not return. He was surly as dead as the ex-tsar.

“Uncle Duncan,” as everyone seemed to call him, had traveled from a place called Minnesota to be with this army with no country. He had been a YMCA aid worker who volunteered to come serve in this inhospitable place. Private Kodel said there were other YMCA workers drifting around villages throughout the Siberian Far East. It was very dangerous work. Rumors persisted of a group called the Red Cross, mostly female nurses, who had also volunteered to be out here aiding orphans and widows. 

Rose nodded her head sideways to indicate the bunk covered with camera equipment and said, “Uncle Duncan, that’s what we all call him. You know, like Uncle Sam? He and a handful of legionnaires found several bodies in a field a couple of weeks ago. They turned out to be Czechs and Slovaks who had been butchered. Duncan and two of the other soldiers continued searching for survivors. That was the last time anyone saw them. No one has had the heart to put away his things.” 

Lily felt her face flush. “Do not speak to me of butchers, Rose. I saw what these troops did on the day Emily was born. Private Kodel is one thing. He’s just a kid himself, but these men are not all well-meaning saviors.” Rose glanced away as Lily continued. “That night I witnessed- I saw what your legionnaires were capable of. That camp-” the words died in Lily’s throat.

“I know. I know.” Rose interrupted. Her voice dropped to a murmur, “It was a horrible thing.” She wiped her brow and settled onto the bunk next to Lily, then pulled Maria onto her lap before beginning again. “It was horrible. Horrible. That entire week had been a nightmare for all of us.” Rose fell silent as she fingered Maria’s long blond curls. The child looked up at her mother her brow knitting. Rose said, “I am heart-broken at what happened, Lily. We all are. Becvar, Kodel, and Medek saved you and Emily that night. Finding you out there? Well, it was simply miraculous.”  

“There can be no excuse for what I saw, Rose. No excuse.” Lily hissed. 

“Yes, yes, I know. Such a thing. Josef told me what he saw too. He had been repairing a bridge over the river that the local militia dynamited. We couldn’t move forward until it had been replaced. Josef came back at sundown to find the men in a rage rampaging through the Hungarian camp. They wouldn’t listen. What they did that night was-”

Lily interrupted. “I’ve seen many things these past years but never anything like that.” 

“You must understand, Lily,” Rose continued. “That week we had come across an entire village.” The words seemed to stick in Rose’s throat. She fell silent, her eyes filling with tears. Maria frowned then touched her mother’s cheek. “Men are strong but not forever. They were like children. The village elders had been strung up from the telegraph poles, naked and horribly mutilated. The village, every woman and child, dead.” Rose shivered. 

Maria sighed, “Mama?”

Rose lifted her head. “We stopped to offer the local warlord medical care for safe passage through his area. This village would have been under his control. After taking our food and medical attention, he showed us the POW camp he had raided. He had encouraged the inmates to rob and pillage his own villagers, anything to get spoils.” Rose retrieved a handkerchief from her skirt pocket and blew her nose before replacing it. The two women sat quietly as the boxcar grew humid in the July heat.

Rose Swoboda stood, placing Maria at her side and cleared her throat. “We could all use some air. How about it, Lily? Will you come with Maria and me? It is a lovely day outside.” Rose spit into the hem of her skirt and wiped at Maria’s face. “Emily seems content enough.” 

Lily swung her legs over the side of the bunk. “Yes. I would love to get out of here. It has been too long.” 

Rose pushed open the sliding van door then positioned steps out onto the ground below before lifting Maria down. She turned, “I’ll take Emily from you after I get down. There.”

When Lily hopped off the step, she took Emily from Rose and placed the baby in the shawl then fashioned it into a sling. It looped around her neck, crossing at her chest. The summer sun pierced Lily’s eyes. Ahead, the boxcars curved along the track as the train, surrounded by green meadowland spotted with red poppies, sat still. 

“The air is so fresh.” Lily breathed deeply. The meadow surroundings were majestic. A slight breeze carried the aroma of baking bread from the kitchen cars at the center of the train. The two women walk away, their skirts dragging along the pebbles of the roadbed. Soon they stepped off the path and into green grass, cows sauntering out of their way. In the far meadow, men jumped and tumbled. 

Lily stopped to watch, her palm shading her eyes to shut out the bright sun. She asked, “Is that where Petr and Stefan Kodel are?” 

“Yes. At least, I hope so. With Private Kodel you never know. He’s quite the scoundrel. Grew up on the streets of Prague. I try to keep my eye on him. Kodel means well but always has an angle. With Josef so busy helping rebuild sections of the railway line, Kodel’s friendship means a lot to Petr, an older brother of sorts. Still, who knows what the private gets into.” Rose pulled a long grass free before nibbling on the end. “Mustard,” she said, appearing to be pleased with herself. In the corner of the neighboring field, soldiers sat in rows on boxes. Rose turned back to Lily and said, “You are looking at some of the world’s great musicians. Thank God, so many have their instruments with them.” She smiled to herself as the orchestra began to play in earnest. “Sad really. Now they play for cows in the field or an odd peasant who happens by.” 

The music made the small hairs on Lily’s neck stand up and goose-bumps rise along her arms. Even baby Emily seemed to react from inside the sling. She cooed. The closer Lily moved toward the musicians the more she could hear a melody she could not identify. It reminded her of ballet class in Paris when she had been a schoolgirl at the conservatory. Tchaikovsky? Like the men tumbling in the far meadow, these soldiers seemed remarkably adept.

Rose continued explaining, “Many had been in the emperor’s orchestra back in Vienna before conscription. The world always referred to members of Franz Josef’s orchestra as Austrian, but most of the empire’s artists, musicians, writers, painters, have always been from the provinces. Czechs, Slovaks, Hungarians have always been the unsung heroes of the Hapsburg Empire.” 

“These soldiers started the war fighting for the emperor, right? What are they doing out here? I don’t understand.” 

“Oh Lily, that is a very long, sad story. During the war the Austrians and Hungarians abused the empire’s minorities. So much so that many fled across the trenches and into Russia to fight for the Allies. The Allied leaders promised independence of their homelands if they helped win the war.” Rose stared ahead, nibbling at the mustard stalk and playing with her daughter’s hair as she said, “The Legion is known as an army without a country, an accidental army. When Lenin took over the Russian government with the Bolsheviks in Petrograd, these men were left on their own. Tens-of-thousands had to find a way out of Russia. They could not go west where the Germans waited to execute them as deserters, so they headed east. Many had been counted amongst the Tsars best rifle brigade.” 

She had a peculiar look in her eyes. “Now we are all hoping to reach the Pacific Coast port of Vladivostok where Allied ships wait to get us out.” Rose spoke of the many challenges ahead. “Kodel and the others place their faith in Major Medek. They hold him in great regard.” Lily listened though she found the hero worship galling. “He’s always in the lead pushing the troops forward. It’s said Major Medek is the first up in the morning and the last to bed at night.” 

Lily spoke with cynicism, “I have no regard for that man. I saw what his men did. Of anyone, he was responsible!” Lily hissed, “And Rose, do you not think it wrong that we are packed together so tight in the teplushka?”

Rose glanced over and said, “Lily, the other boxcars house anywhere from ten to sixteen men, almost double our teplushka.” Rose bent to look at her daughter then touched the little girl’s cheek. When the two women reached the nearest fence, Rose leaned against a post and reached out to Lily’s shoulder. “They are remarkable men, but you’ll just have to get to know them.” Maria dropped her mother’s skirt and began to prance in place.

Lily wanted to cry. None of this made any sense. The last time she heard such lovely music was over three years ago in Sarajevo. She had been to a dance with Eva Svec. Today in the mountain sunshine, Lily found herself heartsick. “I am so glad you are here with me Rose. You are such a great help.”

“I’ve been terribly lonesome with my husband working all the time. I feel I never see Josef anymore.”

“Josef isn’t in the Druzina, rifle brigade? That is the Czech word for army, right?” Lily smiled. 

Rose nodded, “Your accent is very good. Yes, that is the correct word. Josef was an engineer working for an automobile company when the war broke out. He has never been a soldier.”

“That explains why I have not seen your husband in a Legion uniform.” Lily said.
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