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                 Part One Saint Vladimir's Tears



 Chapter 1
                                         The Bridge

Five kilometers on foot,  damn army. It's great to be in the infantry. You 
walk everywhere. I'd rather drop from the sky in one of those gliders like we did 
in Holland. Walk, whose brilliant idea was this? I'll  probably walk all  the way 
across Russia and back. Fritz Schumann, the point man, was not happy. He 
picked his way along the forest floor using the shadows to hide. He was a hunter 
from the Black Forest  Region.  Although there were not  supposed to be any 
Russians  out  here,  it  was  better  to  be  safe  than  dead.  His  green  uniform 
blended with the evergreens and shadows around him. Behind him followed his 
squad  leader-Sergeant  Steiner-  and  the  other  eight  members  of  his  squad. 
Russia, hopefully this is the last one the Fuhrer wants. 

In the distance a lone howl broke the still  night  air.  Wolf  or  dog? Fritz 
thought his mind wondering. Behind him the others were strung out and moved 
like  a  twisting  snake's  tail.  Each  man  was  a  veteran:  veterans  of  Poland, 
Norway, Holland and France. Now it was Russia's turn. Russia with her vast 
forest,  onion  shaped  churches,  collective  farms  and  the  Red  Army.  The 
propaganda boys could talk all they wanted to about the godless Bolsheviks and 
poor Aryan stock. It was the Red Army this time, not the French. Russia had 
defeated Napoleon. Would Russia defeat the German Army?  The Fuhrer had 
said, “Six weeks.” Six weeks, it would take that long to just walk to Leningrad, 
but we're the Brandenburgers, the elite, nothing is impossible with us. It was our 
motto.

Fritz adjusted the weight of his K98 Mauser sniper rifle being careful not to 
bump the telescope out of alignment. He could see up ahead were the wood 
ended and fields started. Holding up his fist, signaled wait, and stopped. It took 
several seconds for his action to pass down the line to Karl at the rear of the 
line.  

Karl took the pause to rest he was carrying a MG42, light machine gun, 
and it was getting heavy. He leaned it against a tree. In a fight, the machine gun 
was devastating, but getting it there was a pain in the ass. He relaxed and as he 
did his eye caught something move off to his right.  

I hope it isn't another damn dog like France. The memory of surprising a 
watch dog on a farm came back; he saw himself coming around the barn corner 
and running into a large dog. Confronted by an intruder the dog lung to attack 
and Karl shot it. The sound of the shot alerting the French sappers nearby and a 
maelstrom of grenades and small  arms ensured, but worse Sergeant Steiner 
had not been pleased. 

Not this time, Karl reach back and undid his entrenching tool and pulled 
his  shovel  out  while  he  scanned  the  woods.  I  thought  I  saw  something, 



something watching me from the bushes, a pair of eyes. Creeping forward he 
raised the shovel to strike, then with a leap launched himself at the bush while 
simultaneously bringing the shovel downward in a powerful stroke. The shovel 
squarely hit a limb and chopped it into, nothing.

Günter, the next man in line, called out. “Hey Karl did you get the bush?” 
This  infraction  of  march discipline caused Sergeant  Steiner  to  exploded into 
action and covered the distance to both men in a moment. 

“What the hell game are you two playing? Günter, Karl you know better 
than to talk.  One more word out of either of you and I'll put my boot up your ass. 
Understood?”
Both men held their tongues and nodded.

“Private pick up your gun and get back in line. We did not come all this 
way to kill...scrubs!” He said nearly laughing.

As he passed the others he whispered, “We're getting behind, we need to 
pick it up. The bridge is still 3 kilometers away.” Steiner’s read his watch, 02:00, 
two hour left. With discipline restored the sergeant made his way back up the 
line and waved Fritz to move out.

 Fritz led them out of the forest into a field ripe with wheat, the tall stalks 
almost head high hid them from prying eyes. Twice he had to guess where they 
were, but finally he stopped and waited for Steiner to catch up.  After a brief 
check of the map and compass he pointed. 

Fritz led off again emerging from the wheat field shortly after and on to a 
dirt road. On either side where dark farm houses, nothing stirred, not even the 
occasional bark of a dog-it was eerie. 

On the road they began to make better time, but Steiner still wasn't happy-
like a sheep dog he went up and down the line insuring everyone was keeping 
up and quiet. Rounding a curve in the road a light could be seen through the 
trees silhouetting a large building.  It was the village church complete with one 
tall straight steeple-not the onion shape of the Greek Orthodox-it was Catholic. 

When the  squad was  a  good  fifty  yards  from the  building  they began 
passing through an ancient graveyard which spilled over either side of the road. 
Even in the dark it was easy to see many of the stone monuments had Maltese 
Crosses adorning their tombstones, the symbol of the Teutonic Knights. Some 
had life size statues of mail clad warriors kneeing in prayer, Teutonic Knights or 
Lithuanian? It was hard to tell in the dark. 

As they drew closer to the church a side door suddenly opened and a 
figure dressed in black appeared hurrying down the side of the church as if he 
was late. 

“Halt” called Fritz in Russian. The figure paused and seemed too hesitant. 
It was hard to blame him with the sight of ten armed men in the dead of night 
walking toward him-a lesser man would have fled. 

“Who are you?” Came the reply in Russian.



“Frontier troops comrade.” Sergeant Steiner said advancing on the man 
while the rest fanned out and took up positions in the graveyard. When he was, 
but a few feet away the man laughed and clapped his hands.

“Frontier  Troops? No,  my friends you're  Germans,  welcome.”  The man 
replied moving toward Steiner. 

Keeping his MP40, submachine gun, at the ready Sergeant Steiner saw 
the man was wearing a priest collar. “Yes, father we are Germans. How did you 
know?”

“First my son, no self respecting Bolshevik would be out on a night like 
this. He would be drunk.  Second, I recognized you uniform, even in the dark. I 
fought in the First War.  What brings you out on a night like this my son? What 
can I do for you?”

“Well, father, how far it is to the bridge?”
“The bridge, not far, about a half kilometer, your almost there. The village 

such as it is starts on the other side of our church, but there is a lane, which is 
quicker that leads down to the Inn and the bridge I will show you. By now the 
Communists troops will be at the inn drinking themselves to sleep.” 

Since the old man was agreeable Steiner continued. “Father what strength 
do they have?”

“About 30 men my son when I served with the army in the first war we 
were more...disciplined. Very unprofessional these frontier troops nothing more 
than thugs. Still, if you are after the bridge, they usually keep a four man guard 
and there are two sandbagged firing pits on either side of the river. Why it is on 
the far side I do not know unless they fear their own men escaping.  The others 
are drinking the night away. Pigs, all Russian pigs.” 

For a moment Steiner thought he would ask if the Priest was Polish, for he 
did seem to hate the Russians, perhaps Lithuanian, but a quick glance at his 
watch changed his mind. It was time to move on. “Thank you father, would you 
show us the lane you speak of?”

“Oh, yes of course follow me.” Now, quite animated the priest led the way 
through a garden, past his cottage and to a small wooded lane. The path was 
barely wide enough for  two men to walk down it  together for  on either  side 
bushes and trees crowded the lane. “This path my sons is used by the farmers 
to herd their livestock to the Riga Road. Now, I bid you a good night.”

 Steiner saluted him and waved the others forward.
There just as the priest had said was the lane and it led them pass the rear 

of village houses and small shops. It was not long before they heard up ahead 
loud male singing. Steiner took glance at his watch 3:35; twenty-five minutes to 
the bombardment and they're still singing this late? Suits me, they'll  be drunk 
and never know what hit them. 

Peering through the undergrowth Steiner  studied the inn.  It  was a two 
story stone structure. Sturdy enough. The Inn formed a rectangle with its long 



side facing the road and bridge. In the rear was a kitchen with open ovens and 
four men in aprons were busy tending to an array of steaming pots. The aroma 
of cabbage stew and sausage drifted over to their hiding place. 

 As Steiner watched two men with dirty white aprons carried a large pot 
through the back door.  In front was parked a large Ford truck with canvas sides 
and along the  side facing  the  lane were  three  large  windows showing men 
inside laughing and singing. The front door was large and inviting with an open 
porch, windows on either side. The Inn will be easy, now the bridge. 

The bridge spanned about two hundred feet long was made of wood and 
had a chest high railing. Underneath a dark mass moved and just as the priest 
had  said  there  were  four  guards-two  standing  and  two  sitting.   Both  field 
emplacements  were  equipped  with  DR20 Russian  light  machine  gun  with  a 
round drum on top. Might be trouble… The two standing soldiers were in the 
middle of the span talking; one lit a cigarette while Steiner watched. Need to 
make this quick. 

Walking back to were the others waited he urged them to gather around. 
“Okay, the biggest problem will be the four on the bridge. They need to be taken 
out  together.   Fritz  find a good firing position.  I  want  the man with  the light 
machine gun nearest us dead. Go it. Karl, you and Ernst take the MG42 and set 
it with Fritz. When he fires I want you to take those sentries down. If you're lucky 
you might get the guy on the other side as well.  Dietrich take two men with you. 
I  want  you to go through the kitchen. Don't  let  anyone escape. Understood? 
Good.  The rest of us will make our way up to the windows were the comrades 
are having such a good time and provide them with some fireworks.” His remark 
brought a subdue chuckle from those around him.
 “It's 2:55. Five minutes to get into position before the barrage starts. When 
you hear our guns we go. Understood? Get cracking boys.”

From his  grenade  pouch  Steiner  took  two grenades  and  then  pushed 
himself through the ticket bushes along the lane. He moved slowly, deliberately, 
toward the inn keeping the dark mass of  the big Ford between him and the 
windows. Three of his squad followed him each with two grenades of their own. 
As they neared the inn the sounds of dancing grew louder and louder until a 
crash brought howls of laughter. Steiner hazarded a peek and saw some thirty 
men  laughing  a  two drunks  lying  on  the  floor  trying  their  best  to  stand  up. 
Steiner took one window and crouched beside it, his men filing in around him 
and they waited.

 At exactly 04:00 the western night sky brighten filling with twinkling lights, 
Operation  Barbarosa  had  begun.   Though  the  village  was  not  a  target,  the 
screams of shells going over them could be heard as they went on their way to 
the Cossack barracks 2 kilometers up the road. When they hit it sounded like 
rolling thunder. It was time.

Pulling the fuses, he stood and threw first one and then the other grenade. 



Beside him the other copied his action.  Off to his right a single crack came from 
Fritz's rifle followed by the roar from the MG42.  Steiner clung to the side of the 
building letting the explosion of  eight  grenades rapidly hammer the confined 
area of the common room. When it finished pitiful screams and moans wail up 
from inside. He rose running toward the front door with his MP40 at the ready. 
Time to finish this.

Two men burst from the front door running in panic and he mowed them 
down. Their bodies fell wedging the door open. Stepping over their corpses he 
fired a long burst into the huddled mass. At the windows his men emptied their 
guns as well and each fired until their magazines empty. It was slaughter.

From the rear of the building Steiner heard explosions as Dietrich's squad 
worked their way in through the kitchen area. The cooks put up no resistance 
and went down rapidly, all but one who somehow managed to lift a pot and hurl 
it  into  Jarl's  face.  Jarl  let  out  a  blood curdling scream as the burning liquid 
covered  him.  Dietrich  in  frustration  swept  the  kitchen  with  his  gun  firing  at 
everything, until nothing moved.

   Hearing Jarl's screams, their medic, Siegfried raced Jarl to drop down 
beside him. Finding a pitcher of cool water he doused the screaming man trying 
to cool his burned skin, while Dietrich eased open the back door pushing it with 
his barrel and to his left he saw a food closet. The corporal fired a burst into the 
door ripping it apart. Better safe than sorry. 

Outside Hans pushed passed his Sergeant and into the room searching 
the room for threats, but there were none. To the right of the common room was 
a  stairway to  the  inn's  second floor,  but  it  was empty.  Steiner  surveyed the 
carnage. The inn's common rooms were shambles-moans and cries came from 
a broken mass of humanity which lay on the floor dying.

As door eased open from the rear  revealing Dietrich,  Steiner  began to 
relax until an object come bouncing down the stairs. “Grenade!”

Hans  dove  on  top  of  the  dying  Russians  and  Steiner  ducked outside. 
When the grenade exploded dust and shards of wood flew everywhere. Hans 
yelped as a three inch long shard dug into his leg. Steiner waited for the dust to 
settle. In Russian he said. “Comrade, you got the Nazis bastards. They're dead.” 
Steiner and Hans positioned themselves so they could watch the stairs.  A man's 
legs appeared slowly descending with his pistol held out before. Steiner couldn't 
see his face, but he raked the exposed limbs with a burst from his machine 
pistol and was rewarded by seeing the man pitch head first down the stairs.  It 
was a Russian officer.  Steiner stood up and moved over to kick the pistol from 
his hand. 
      “Ziggy! Get in here. See if you can keep the bastard alive. Dietrich, Hans up 
the stairs.”

Outside the echo of gunfire said it all. Not all the Russians had gone down 
without a fight. The man on the far side was fighting back, spraying the lane with 



machine gun fire, and trying to suppress the Germans hidden there. I'll deal with 
the hero in a minute.

At the sight of Jarl wrapped in bandages he asked. “What happened to 
him?”

“Scalded by soup-sarge,” Gunter replied. 
“Günter, make sure we don't have any surprises from the dining hall. Ziggy 

see if you can keep him alive. I  want to integrate this man. I'm be up stairs. 
Wilhelm and Herman see if you can help the others with the Russian by the 
bridge-set up crossfire.”

Taking two steps at a time he was soon at the top of the stairs and entered 
a room on the bridge side. From the window he studied the scene below-one 
Russian machine gunner  was still  returning fire.  Another  wounded man was 
trying to crawl to him.  Behind him Dietrich entered the room. 

“Found some interesting  stuff  Sergeant.”  Dietrich  remarked holding  out 
what seemed like a golden egg and a briefcase. Steiner took the egg.  What is 
this? It  looks like a Faberge egg,  but  its  metal  and has works like a watch. 
Whatever it is will have to wait. This fight needs to be over.   Dropping the egg 
into his pocket Steiner went to the window and glanced down. He saw the head 
of  the  Russian  as  he  blazed  away at  the  others.  Brave,  but  he'll  die  soon 
enough.  Taking  careful  aim  with  his  machine  pistol  Steiner  peppered  the 
sandbags around the man.  

Caught in a crossfire the Russian threw his hands up, he was done.  The 
Germans stopped firing. Hans waved him over and he got up waling toward the 
Germans. 

“Dietrich, send someone down to Karl and Ernst. Tell them I want that MG 
up here.  Tell Fritz to set up I expect a counter attack.” 

He glanced at his watch. 04:11, it had only taken eleven minutes to secure 
the bridge. Not bad. Steiner lit another cigarette and slapped a fresh clip in his 
gun.  In  the  distance  watched  the  flashes,  poor  Russians  their  getting  a 
pounding. Hard to believe anything thing would survive the rain of death, but it 
would.  Better be ready-sooner or later the Cossacks will be coming.

Behind him he heard someone trudging up the stairs. “Wolfgang, you up 
here?” Steiner pushed to his feet and threw down the butt and crushed it out 
with his foot. 

“Yes, Fritz I'm up here.” Steiner walked toward the stairs. Fritz waited for 
him  and  together  they  descended  to  the  common  room  where  Ziggy,  their 
medic, meet them.

“Sorry, the Russian officer died, shot hit his artery, and couldn’t stop the 
bleeding.” 

Steiner shrugged. It had been worth a try. “Gunter, go out and collect the 
prisoner. Start him cleaning up. What a mess.” Steiner walked to the front door 
and took in the yard.  Dietrich and Hans had pulled the canvas top up on the 



Ford, truck revealing a Maxim machine gun in its bed. The 14.7mm machine gun 
was all prepared including the belt locked in. On the seats of the truck were a 
score of Russian rifles.  A lot of good they did them in the truck. 

“Dietrich, turn the truck around. Put it  close to the bridge. Maybe if  we 
keep the flaps down, we can surprise anyone paying us a visit,” Steiner said, 
lighting another cigarette. 

“Sure thing, Sarge.” Dietrich remarked. The big Berliner never seemed to 
bother  with  military  protocol,  but  he  was  a  hell  of  a  fighter.   Hans  started 
checking a crate in the back of the truck and struck pay--dirt-a crate of Russian 
potato  mashers.  Eagerly,  Hans  began  stuffing  them in  his  belt  because  the 
Russian  grenade  had  more  powder  in  it.  “Hans  bring  me  a  few  of  those. 
Wilhelm, go inside and lend a hand cleaning up. Anyone check the bridge for 
demo charges?” Steiner asked as he took grenades from Hans. Several heads 
nodded “no” around him. 

“Johann, Hans, go check the bridge.” 
Seeing Karl  and Ernst  approach carrying the machine gun,  he pointed 

back toward the upper story window of the inn. “Set it up there. Ernst, the ledge 
would be a good place for your antitank rifle. Something might come down the 
road and give you a chance to use it,”  Steiner said,  raising his voice to his 
parade--ground level  so everyone could hear.  “Grenadiers should be here in 
about an hour. Until then we secure this bridge, understood?”

As the others moved to their positions, Steiner lit his third cigarette and 
offered Fritz one, who took it.  “Fritz, I want you upstairs. Get your scope out and 
see if anyone is coming to pay us a visit,” Steiner remarked, puffing out a smoke 
ring.  

“Not bad,” Fritz responded--lighting up. “I'll check the road.” 
      Steiner pretended to swing a punch at him. Fritz laughed and headed in 
the direction of the inn. 
 We've been together  since...the summer of  “39”--seems a lifetime ago. 
One more round.  It's coming together. Another campaign, another war, off to a 
good start,  but  how will  it  end this  time? Steiner  blew out  another  puff  and 
watched  his  men.  Dietrich  pulled  the  truck  next  to  the  bridge  with  its  rear 
pointing east.  Hans supervised the Russian clearing off the dead, and Wilhelm 
pretended to be a sentry, complete with Russian helmet.  At a distance, he might 
fool somebody until they saw his field green tunic and Iron Cross.

  Yes, my ambush is shaping up. He threw down his half finished cigarette 
and began walking back toward the inn.  Johann, having checked the bridge for 
explosives, was busy making a firing position beside the inn. 

 Inside, Steiner found Gunter and Ziggy babysitting the prisoners, and a 
pitiful lot they were; they were half-naked, wounded and now prisoners.  Steiner 
shook his head, nothing here and climbed the stairs to see Fritz.

Fritz sat on the window sill peering through his scope, one foot dangling 



over the sill.  Snipers, Steiner glanced at his watch again--4:24am. 
“They’re coming,” Fritz commented, dropping back into the room. 
Steiner took out his binoculars and studied the road. It stretched away for 

a half kilometer until a stand of trees blocked his line of sight. On it were three 
shapes moving at a good clip toward them. Cars? Too small for tanks...   He 
adjusted his glasses until he could make them out clearly.  Armoured cars? They 
look lik antiques. Probably some old British relics, left  over from the glorious 
revolution. Leaning out, he shouted to those below. “Company; looks like three 
armored cars.” 

Turning toward Karl and Ernst at the other window, he said. “Ernst, see if 
you can take lead out. Kar,l get the second one.”

Ernst picked up the heavy anti-tank weapon and rested it on the window 
frame and adjusted his sights.  Beside him Karl  aimed the machine gun and 
checked the belt feed. Below, Hans, hearing Steiner’s warning, half walked, half 
ran,  to  the  German  side  of  the  bridge  and  dropped  into  the  sandbag 
emplacement. Hans pivoted the light machine gun around. Then the cars were 
there.

The lead car came on, whipping around the last turn and heading straight 
for the bridge.  Fools, they think everything is still theirs.  It was clear the driver 
thought so too; he made no evasive maneuvers and headed for the wooden 
bridge. When the car was less than 75 feet from him, Ernst fired. The heavy 12 
mm round punched a big hole just above the driver's slit. The car swerved hard 
left and rolled over several times before stopping.

The second car “driver”  just behind first  jerked his wheel right  trying to 
avoid the wreck of the first, but instead slammed right into it, all the while Karl's 
machine gun in the struck the stopped car repeatedly. Soon the second car was 
smoking; it was shredded.   

The third driver, seeing the fate of his companions, made a hard right, his 
tires cutting deep into the loose dirt of the road and sending a wave of it to mark 
his progress. Surviving the turn, he gunned it and headed for cover, the small 
turret-mounted machine gun spraying the inn's walls.  For a moment, it looked 
like the third car would make it, until Dietrich tossed up the flap and began firing 
the heavy Maxim. The car was riddled by the big rounds and rolled to a stop.

For a moment nothing moved. Hans rose to walk forward covered by the 
others. At the first car, he tossed a grenade into it. Instantly, it burst into flames. 
He repeated the action until all three were burning, smoke obscuring the bridge 
as the cars burned.

Steiner yelled down. “Anyone hit?” When everyone showed him thumbs up 
he continued. 
  “Reload and get ready. I'm sure this is only the start.”

“Fritz see anyone?” Fritz shook his head.
Taking advantage of the momentary lull in the action, Steiner walked over 



to the table in the room and spread out the captured maps and studied them. 
One map was of the frontier showing the cavalry camp. A brigade symbol was 
beside the camp. A brigade sure, I hope those guns shaved numbers down.  He 
ran his finger to Riga--the first prize.

Blang. Fritz's rifle fired. Steiner jerked around.
“Horsemen--about a platoon.” Fritz remarked and fired again. 
Steiner  went  to  the  window  and  whipped  out  his  field  glasses.  Sure 

enough, about 30 horsemen were coming, but this time someone was using his 
head. One group was dismounting to form a skirmish line and the other  was 
preparing to charge. Charge! Back behind the riders two groups of men were 
sticking something in the ground--mortars. 

 “Fritz, you see the mortar men?”
“On it.” 

          Bang.
This time the enemy wasn't going to make a fool’s rush. They were going 

to hit them with everything at once. It was the same thing he would do.  The 
mortar's first round landed 20 feet from the truck. Short. For Dietrich that was 
enough;  he  started  shooting  at  the  skirmish  line  of  a  dozen  riflemen.  The 
soldiers dropped prone and began to shoot back.

 Wham! The next mortar round was long. They had the truck bracketed. 
Dietrich had no doubt the third round would be right on top of him and grabbed 
the Maxim, leaping out of the truck. Just as Dietrich and the Maxim sprawled on 
the ground, the third round hit right where he had been. It blew off the canvas 
top, and the tailgate went spinning in the air. It had been close.  Half crawling, 
half running, he dragged the heavy machine gun toward the inn. 

From his position upstairs, Karl began spraying the dismounted riflemen 
and was rewarded by seeing several stop moving. Ernst, working now as Karl's 
loader, kept the belt feeding into the gun. 

In a screaming wave, their sabers over head, they charged. The Germans 
watched spellbound as  the  riders  charged and gathered steam.   It  was like 
watching something from an old movie, but old movie or not, “we need to stop 
them,” Steiner thought taking aim and firing at one of the horses. It buckled and 
dropped, throwing its rider out over its head.

Wham, a mortar  round hit  the roof  of  the inn blowing tiles and lumber 
everywhere. This could get dicey.  Out of the corner of his eye Steiner saw a 
figure in field green rush out to the cab of the truck and climb in. The big diesel 
roared to life. It was the medic, Ziggy. He's gone nuts. 

Ziggy pushed the pedal forward and began turning the big Ford around in 
a race with the rider who would make the bridge first. Karl switched targets and 
began firing at the horse soldiers. 

A second mortar round hit the inn; its explosion knocked Steiner and Fritz 
off their feet. “Time to skedaddle, Fritz!” Steiner yelled, rising to his feet.  Steiner 



stole a glance at the scene below before he raced out of the room. The line of 
horsemen wasn't more than ten yards from the bridge. It appeared they were 
going to make it. 

Outside  Ziggy  lined  the  big  truck  up  with  the  bridge  and  gunned  the 
engine. As the Ford's tires touched the wood beams of the bridge, three riders 
clattered onto the other side. Behind them a pair of riders tumbled out of their 
saddles and fell heavily on the ground. It began a race, the rider against the 
damaged  truck  dangling  a  broken  canopy  behind  it,  like  a  child  carrying  a 
blanket. 

From somewhere a fourth armored car joined the fight, this time staying 
well back behind the advancing line of soldiers, its machine gun spraying first 
the defenders at the bridge and next the truck. Johann caught one in the chest 
and pitched forward, dead before he hit the ground. Wilhelm was hit in the act of 
throwing a grenade and managed to heave it away before dropping face down 
just as the next mortar round hit the front of the inn, throwing Steiner and Fritz 
down the stairs and  knocking the wind out of them. 

On the bridge, Ziggy drove the truck straight into the rider knocking one 
rider, and his horse through the rail into the river. On the other side, two riders 
took a swing at him as they passed.  Then the riders were across. 

Hans rose up from his emplacement with the Russian machine gun and 
mowed down the lead equestrian just as the second hit his helmet, squarely 
knocking him out. Hans dropped like a rock. Lying on the grass, Dietrich drew 
his pistol and fired directly in the man's face. The man toppled out of the saddle 
and on to the ground. Dietrich watched the man fall and rolled up to grab the 
Maxim. With a Herculean effort Dietrich set the Maxim up right and went back to 
work  sending  a  hail  of  bullets  across  the  river  at  the  advancing  line  of 
skirmishers.  

Men starred wide-eyed at Ziggy, who continued to drive straight for them. 
Those whose wits would not  let  them run died; the others ran for it.  It  was 
chaos. 

Free of threats for the moment, Dietrich pivoted his machine gun around to 
take careful aim at the remaining armored car.  He fired and missed the car 
completely as it started backing up to escape. As it did so it crashed into the 
side of a house caving in the outer wall, which abruptly collapsed crushing the 
car under its weight. “Whatever works?” Dietrich muttered. 

With the demise of the car, the Russians were finished and they broke and 
ran.  Two riders unable to  free themselves from their  dead horses held their 
hands up. Dietrich and the reawakened Hans waved them forward. It had been 
a near thing for the Brandenburgers.

Steiner surveyed the wreckage; it was a mess.  Fritz went past him outside 
and using his pistol,  put the poor struggling horses out of their  pain. Steiner 
followed. Outside the bodies of three Brandenburgurs lay: Johann, Wilhelm and 



Jarl--who despite his burns had gone outside to fight. Johann, Jarl, and Wilhelm 
had died;three more to add to the dead.” Dead comrades always depress me.  
We'll all die before this war is over? “ Steiner thought.

It took Steiner several seconds before he realized someone was talking to 
him.

“Herr Sergeant, are you listening?” 
“What? Father, what can I do for you?” Steiner replied, surprised to see 

the priest at all. 
“This morning, did you see the French?” The priest asked anxiously. He 

waited for Steiner to reply. 
“French? No, Father only Russians,  but  tell  me what did you see.”  He 

remarked buying time. Is this guy nuts-French, there are no French here.
“Yes, my son, shortly after you left me. I returned to the sanctuary to pray 

for our deliverance from the communists. While still  at my prayers, I heard a 
sound of drums, drums beating out a march. I thought this was strange so I rose 
and went to the door of the church and looked out. At first I saw nothing. The 
morning mists were so thick. Yet, I could still hear the drums clearly, even over 
sounds of your battle.”

“I thought I was seeing things.  Ghosts, but they were tall figures dressed 
in dark blue coats with shakos on their  hats.  Before them marched a dozen 
drummers and behind the drummers, a standard bearer was carrying an Eagle 
on a pole and beside the Eagle a tricolor flag--a French flag--leading a long 
column of troops. Intrigued and wanting to see better, I went outside closing the 
door behind me and hid in the shadows.  Before me passed rank after rank of 
infantry, cavalry and artillery. It  was an army, an army from another age and 
time.”

“I pinched myself, thinking surely this was a dream. I had fallen asleep and 
was  dreaming  of  Napoleon’s  invasion.  Until,  I  saw  the  horseman.  He  was 
nothing I could have imaged even in my dreams. A tall figure, ramrod straight in 
the saddle and dressed like a Marshall of France, his black charger pawing the 
earth. He must have sensed me watching him, for he turned toward my hiding 
place. I could see his eyes, blazed with hellfire.” At this point the priest stopped 
his narrative to cross himself before continuing. 

“At the edge of the church yard, not far from where we meet, he turned his 
horse toward me and made to enter the grounds. As his charger's hoof touched 
down, the charger reared. I assume being a beast from some dark place it could 
not set foot upon holy ground. For a moment the mount continued to rear and 
claw the air with its great hooves, before the rider gained control and calmed it. 
Turning in his saddle, he drew his sword and saluted me.” 

“With this gesture he rode off in the direction of the front of the column. It 
was then I got a good look at him. Both the rider and the horse had the look of 
death on them.  Their  flesh was decayed. I  made the sign of  the cross  and 



quickly thanked our guardian saints, again.”
“Behind the infantry came a battery of six large cannons, twelve pounders 

I believe they’re called. I continued my vigil, content in the knowledge this great 
host of zombies couldn’t enter the church grounds. I wrapped myself in my robe 
and fell asleep by the door. When I awoke it was dawn and they were gone. 
Curious, I hurried to the road and looked both ways, nothing, yet I found this.”

 The priest handed Steiner a brass emblem. It read “34th Ligne.” Steiner 
turned it over in his hands: brass all right and written in French. This makes no 
sense, no sense at all.  It will just have to wait. I have a war of my own.

“Thank you Father,....  I  will  keep a sharp watch for these Frenchmen. I 
didn't see them, and they didn't pass this way.” Steiner replied, looking west and 
seeing  dust columns in the early rays of the morning sun. He smiled at the 
priest.

 “Father, you will excuse me. I need to attend to my war.” 
Turning he shouted to his men.  “Look alive boys, the Third is coming.”

                                              Chapter 2
                                             Ghost Tank

From somewhere someone had  found  a  flag  and  had  hung  it  out,  an 
Imperial  German Naval ensign, from a second story window marking the inn 
secured.  Steiner shook his head. Probably, Dietrich's idea of a joke. The big flag 
greeted a pair of motorcyclists who appeared first. The riders waved and kept 
going over the bridge. Behind them came more of the Recon platoon of the 3rd; 
a Puma armored car and a Panzer II tank.  Then about 100 feet back followed a 
platoon of Mark III tanks with their commanders standing in the turrets.  Several 
waved. 

 As the tanks clattered over the bridge, a command car came into view. A 
major sat in the front and, seeing Steiner, instructed his driver to pull over as a 
platoon of half tracks raced by him. Seeing the major, came to attention and 
saluted. 

“Report, Sergeant.”
“Herr Major, sir. Village and bridge secured: three dead.”  For a second he 

toyed with the temptation to share what the priest had told him, but decided it 
was not a good idea. German majors had a dim view of ghost stories. 

“Good, very good, orders are coming up the column for you. See you in 
Riga. Driver, rejoin the column.” At the next gap, the command car pulled out 
and headed east; overhead a pair of Bf-110's, fighter bombers, roared by.



Steiner  walked back to  the inn  where  his  squad had lounged.  Dietrich 
offered him some sausage and black bread. He ate. “Well, it is hurry up and 
wait, as usual. Ziggy, what the hell were you thinking when you drove that truck 
over the bridge? You could have gotten killed. Then who would have taken care 
of us?”

Ziggy looked at Steiner and held out a small leather bag he kept around 
his neck.  “No, sergeant, my shaman bag won't let me die. Besides I'm too pretty 
to die.”

At his remark everyone broke out into laughter. When Steiner caught his 
breath he laughed. “Charms, magic, whatever. I'd hate for you to get yourself 
killed. I'd never be able to train a new medic.” 

“Okay,  we've got  a wait.  Hans and Günter,  take the first  watch.  In two 
hours wake me. I am going to get some shut eye. I suggest the rest of you jail 
birds take advantage of this time. No telling when they'll throw us up front again. 
Remember Holland?” Holland. It had been no stop mayhem for 72 hours until 
they simply crashed.

Steiner rose and looked around for a spot. The charnel house of the inn 
was unappealing, and he had slept more hours out in the open than he cared to 
think about in these last few years. By the lane he saw a shady spot. Good. He 
walked over  and lay down using his  map case for  a  pillow.  Soon even the 
rushing by of vehicles and the chatter of the men did not disturb him. He was 
fast asleep dreaming of Frauleins and beer. 

“Where  is  your  officer?”  Demanded a  loud,  rude  voice. “It's  a  dream,” 
thought Steiner, slightly awake. Unconsciously, Steiner adjusted the map case 
and  tried  to  go  back  to  sleep.  He  was  in  that  state  somewhere  between 
alertness and sleep. 

“Are you an idiot,man. I asked you a simple question? Where is the officer 
in charge!”

Damn,  it’s  not  a  dream,  thought  Steiner  pushing  himself  into  a  sitting 
position. The sun was a lot lower than two hours. It was late afternoon. Fritz had 
let him sleep again-- damn his hide. As his eyes began to focus, he saw a kubel 
wagon and a half-track parked by the inn. A tall officer with blond hair and a 
black trench coat stood towering over Fritz. The man must be two meters tall, 
but to Fritz's credit he was not giving the man an inch. Arrayed behind the officer 
was a squad of giants also clad in black. The soldiers were in a line so straight 
Steiner could have used it as a plum line. SS what the hell are they doing here? 

He rose, picked up his submachine gun and purposefully pulled his clip out 
and  replaced  it  with  a  fresh  one;  then  loudly  snapped  back  the  selector 
chambering a round into his gun. Hearing the sound the tall officer pivoted and 
glared at Steiner. 

For his part Steiner began walking straight for the man and scanned the 
Brandenburgers. Outwardly, they looked like soldiers taking a rest; yet to his 



accustomed  eyes  he  saw they  were  all  in  positions  to  add  their  support  if 
needed.  He advanced on the officer until he was standing right before him. Fritz 
eased back and casually held his rifle. 

“Are you in charge here?” The officer scowled. 
Glancing at his rank Steiner could see the man was a captain and from his 

collar insignia, a member of the Death's Head Regiment. Nasty piece of work; 
that insignia looks like it’s made from bone. Wonder if it is human bone? 

“Yes,  sir,  I  am Sergeant  Wolfgang  Steiner,  1st  company,  1st  battalion, 
section Heidi, of the Brandenburger Regiment.” 

“Good Steiner. I have orders for you to accompany me. There is a problem 
which requires special attention. We leave at once.” 

“Oh we do, do we?” Trying to buy time, Steiner answered “Sir, may I see a 
copy of your orders? I was given instruction by Major Marks to await here.” 

Keeping his eyes fixed on Steiner, the captain held his hand out behind 
him.  His  orderly  quickly  handed  him an  envelope  that  he  in  turn  offered  to 
Steiner.  “By  all  means  read  Sergeant  Steiner,  he  said,  making  the  word 
“sergeant”  sound loathsome.

 Steiner took his time and pulled out a single page deliberately.  It  was 
written on paper that  almost felt like skin to his fingers. The orders had the Seal 
of the Reichfuhrer himself, old Himmler.

To anyone reading this letter,
You are to  render all  assistance to the bearer  of  this letter.  I  charge you to 
provide transportation, guards, funds, or whatever is necessary or in your power 
to provide. 
                                                      Signed
                                                      Reich Marshall
                                                      Heinrich Himmler

Steiner  stared  at  the  signature  for  a  minute;  ordinarily,  he  would  have 
protested:  as  Brandenburgers,  they  were  members  of  German  Intelligence, 
Abwehr, therefore not subject to orders from the military or the SS organization. 
The signature said it all.  It would be difficult to side step this one.  “You have my 
attention, sir. What can I do for you?”

“You and your men will accompany us forward.” 
Looking at the wrecked Russian truck and then back at the captain, he 

said. “Transport?”  This time Steiner had failed to call the captain “sir,” but he did 
not notice. The captain gazed to his left and right taking in the destroyed truck. 
He spun around.  Just then on the road a group of trucks were passing by. In a 
whirlwind the captain half ran, half walked to the road. He brushed aside the 
walking infantry and stood in the center of the Riga Road with his hand up like a 
policemen. A driver seeing this mad man slid  to a stop. 



“Out,driver. I am commandeering your vehicle. Pull over by the inn.”
“Who are you, sir?” The driver asked.
“Captain Ludwig Von Hessel,  SS Special  Corps.  Now move, I  am in a 

hurry.”  Without further argument, the driver pulled over to park beside Steiner. 
As he got out he turned to the captain.

“Sir, I would like a receipt for my truck.”
Von Hessel snapped his fingers and his orderly brought him a writing pad 

and pen. In moments the driver had a receipt.  He looked at the note, came to 
attention and walked away with the column. 

“Anything else, Steiner?”
“No,  sir.Brandenburgers,  mount  up.  Günter,  stay  here  with  our  dead. 

Hopefully, I’ll be back for you shortly. If anyone asks, tell them where we are. 
Fritz, take the wheel. The rest of you maggots, in the back. Dietrich, I'm afraid 
you  are  going  to  have  to  leave  the  maxim.”  He  paused  and  lit  up  another 
cigarette just to annoy the captain, who turned on his heel and purposely walked 
to his car.  Steiner strolled to his side of the truck and got in.

Fritz  had  climbed  in  and  turned  over  the  big  Opel  engine.  Next,  he 
strapped his rifle into the holding clamp on the dash, being careful not to bump 
his scope. Snipers were very particular about their scopes. Ahead the captain 
had  climbed  into  his  kuble-wagon  while  his  men  got  into  their  half-track. 
Everything was ready, and the captain waved his hand forward to urge the group 
go. On the road the infantry made way for the three vehicles. 

After  about  ten minutes,  Fritz  looked over  at  Steiner.  “What  the hell  is 
going on?”

“You know as much as I do. Why the SS would want us is a mystery. Let 
me show you this letter our good captain gave me and forgot to retrieve in his 
haste.  I'll  watch the road,” Steiner  said,  taking the wheel  and steering them 
along while Fritz read.

As Fritz read the letter, Steiner studied the flotsam of war next to the road; 
abandoned artillery, enemy dead, bloated horses everywhere, and the smell. It 
was always the same: the stink of the battlefield.  There were some German 
vehicles as well.  Some had recovery crews already working to salvage what 
they could. One such vehicle was a Puma armored car with a large hole in its 
side-- must have been at least a 75MM, maybe bigger.

Fritz took back the wheel. “Some signature you have. So we're really in 
the shit here aren't we?”

“That would be my guess. Looks like the Russians made a stand around 
here.”

“I don't suppose you have an idea why us?” Fritz remarked, keeping his 
eyes on the road.

“No, Fritz, it doesn't make sense. There are plenty of troops around here 
who  could  clear  a  crossroads.  Hell,  there's  a  whole  division  of  Panzer 



Grenadiers. No, something else must be going on. If I read the captain's insignia 
right, our friend is not only a captain but a wizard. Old Herr Himmler keeps a 
tight leash on them.” 

“Remember Holland?” Fritz asked.
“Yes.”
“Remember those...ghosts we saw near the canal?  We thought nothing of 

it at the time, until the next morning when we found a whole SS company dead, 
all over the street-- slaughtered. At the time you and I thought it was the Dutch 
underground's handy work. Then a group of SS higher ups, who looked like our 
friend here, showed up and gave everyone the third degree. Major Marks had to 
practically shoot one to get us out of it. I hope we aren't mixed up with these 
guys again.”

“Same here, but I'm afraid we are.”
They drove on in silence for a while, each man thinking about that night in 

Holland.  Time passed and the sun started  setting in  the West.  Day one of 
Invasion of Russia was ending. It had been a smashing success; the Red Army 
was reeling backwards from the heavy body blows the German war machine 
had given it. Ahead was yet another nameless village, this one a chaotic mess 
of road traffic. From the looks of the wounded along the side of the road, the 
fighting had been fierce and recent. Their convoy stopped to let a gun mover pull 
a big artillery piece across the road. Looks like a 150, so even the big guns are 
redeploying. We are moving fast.  Steiner took advantage of the stop, got out of 
the truck to stretch his legs and light up his last cigarette. Resting against the 
wall of a house to enjoy his smoke, Steiner greeted a grenadier who rose from 
the ground to light one, too.

“You are heading up with fancy pants?” 
“Afraid so.…Why?” Steiner answered.
The  man  appraised  Steiner  and  saw  his  Brandenburger  ribbon. 

“Brandenburger. My hats off to you; you guys are okay. I was in Holland when 
you captured that dam canal bridge. After that it was a cake walk for us into 
France.  SS.  I  have  no  use  for  them:  butchers  most  of  them,  not  soldiers. 
Anyway, after we took this town our unit mopped up and someone else  pressed 
up  the  road.  Something  is  going  on  up  there.  Troops  been  passing  by  all 
afternoon. I even saw a platoon of Mark III's head up that way, but none came 
back. Scuttlebutt  says the Russians have some monster tank up there--even 
tried to kill it with 110s. So far nothing has worked; I guess you're the next try. 
Good luck. Hope you can take care of it.” The soldier remarked.

By then Fritz waved Steiner back into the truck.  The captain was ready to 
move again.  Steiner  got  in and closed the door, waving back at  the soldier. 
“Thanks for the cigarette and the tip. Bye.”  Back in the truck he shared with 
Fritz what the soldier had told him.

“Could be, Fritz. From all this congestion, I'd say whatever is causing it, 



isn't too far up the road.”
Just beyond the village they had passed thought, on either side of the road 

they saw vehicles stopped with their infantry sitting walking beside them. No one 
was advancing, everyone seemed to be waiting; waiting to head east again. In 
the twilight, Steiner saw tall bellowing black smoke was rising out of the wrecked 
tanks and vehicles ahead, giving the landscape a surreal appearance. 

The captain and his party—once they passed the front line— drove ahead 
for a while, steadily getting nearer to the burning vehicles. Then without warning, 
the  SS  pulled  off  the  road  into  light  woods  and  dismounted.   The 
Brandenburgers followed suit, parking beside them.

The SS captain walked forward a few paces and stood waiting while his 
men assembled behind him. The Brandenburgers unloaded and fanned out into 
a  semicircle  around  them,  weapons  pointed  outward.   Behind  Steiner,  Fritz 
whispered, “Show time, then turned the trucks engine off, grabbed his rifle, and 
got out. Steiner got out and made his way over to the captain.

“Sergeant, let me tell you our situation, Up ahead is a Russian tank called 
a KV1. It has blocked the road all afternoon. Our spearhead has thrown tanks, 
artillery, and planes at it to no avail. Survivors have reported knocking out the 
tank numerous times only to have it  continue to fight.  They are reported as 
saying the tank gives off a strange green light. I have one major reporting he 
thinks  the  tank  is  haunted.  That  is  why I  am here  and  you  are  here.  Herr 
Himmler has a special interest in matters of the supernatural. I am here to deal 
with ghosts. You, Steiner, and your men, are here to kill this tank once and for 
all.] In the back of my half-track are satchel charges, grenades and ammo for 
your men. Take whatever you need. When you are ready,  we will  move out. 
Understood, Sergeant?”

“Yes, sir.”
 Looking at his men gathering around, Steiner added. “You heard the man: 

draw  you  supplies  from  their  vehicle.  Captain,  how  do  you  suggest  we 
continue?”

“You  Brandenburgers  are  the  professionals;  I  was  hoping  you  could 
suggest a plan?”

 Meaning you want us to die first so you'll get the glory? Steiner thought. 
God I hate these toy soldiers

“Certainly sir, .I suggest two lines. My men and I will advance through the 
woods here on the right. You and your squad stay back about 20 paces. When 
we make contact,  I'll kill the tank and you can deal with...the Ghosts, sir.”

Captain Von Hessel was so excited he failed to hear Steiner's sarcastic 
“sir.”  “Very good, very good Sergeant, continue.” 

Steiner turned toward his men. What a group. Dietrich looked like a Me
Fritz started out picking his path, using as much of the surrounding cover 

as  he  could,  followed by Steiner.  It  was  getting  dark.  The long  shadows of 



twilight made the trees seem menacing as they advanced.  After a while Fritz 
stopped and knelt down. He gestured to Steiner using his fingers-- two men on 
the  ground,  up  ahead  to  the  right,  Russians.  Steiner  acknowledged  and 
crouched down to scan the woods-- nothing.  He took out his field glasses and 
scanned. This time he saw two Russian soldiers waiting, in ambush. To Karl and 
Ernst he made a cutthroat sign. They drew their knives and slipped off, angling 
off to the left. Time seemed to stop as the woods got darker. Just as it appeared 
the impatient SS captain would come up and give away their  position,  Ernst 
gave the signal.

Fritz started again, picking his way forward, moving from tree to tree. With 
each step it got darker and Steiner almost walked into Ernest as he crouched 
beside a tree. Ernst caught his sergeant then pointed toward Fritz.

Fritz was on his stomach peering through his scope. Steiner crawled up 
beside him and used his glasses.  In a break between the trees was a huge tank 
bathed in a weird green light. The light shimmered. “You think the Russians use 
phosphorescent paint?” Fritz whispered.

“Not that I know of: who'd want a tank that glows in the dark? Man that is a 
big tank:  makes a Mark IV look like a dwarf.” Steiner said. He swept  the area 
around the tank. On either side he could see where the Germans had tried to 
get by. There was even the tail section of a downed plane, its iron cross clearly 
showing.  Steiner  waved  the  others  forward  and  waited.  As  they  gathered, 
Steiner watched the glowing tank. Considering the weird aura, he noticed two 
things: its turret swiveled constantly as if the gun was searching and the body of 
the tank did not move. Could it move?
 When everyone was up, he motioned for them to close around. Using his 
knife he drew in the dirt a crude map of the crossroads.  Slowly, he described 
the tank,  its  position.  “Ernst,  Karl,  get  into position to  the south of  the tank. 
Dietrich,  Hans,  Fritz,  with  me.  Wilhelm takes  the  North.  I  want  everyone  to 
unload on the tank. I know your efforts won't hurt the tank, just give us covering 
fire--lay it on. The rest of us will rush it from the middle and see if we can get 
those satchel charges under it. Wait for my signal,;[semicolon] I will fire a flare. 
Give us some light. Then let everything go.”

He watched them leave. Before the Low Countries there had been twenty 
of them. Now, there were only eight. They had lost three more today so far, he 
reminded himself. Glancing behind, he saw the SS waiting, their captain in the 
center of the line pacing back and forth with his pistol drawn. The man looked 
tense: probably never been in combat. Better make sure Von Hessel knows the 
plan--at least enough to stay out of the way. Steiner waved Hans over. “Hans go 
back to Captain Von Hessel. Tell him we're preparing to engage, and when he 
hears the shooting,  to  come forward.”  Hans smiled and headed back to the 
captain. 

God what I won't do for a cigarette right now, Steiner looked at his hand; it 



was shaking slightly  from fatigue or nerves?
When Hans returned to the center group they moved out, crawling the final 

distance. It was dark, but the green light of the tank got brighter. Once, the turret 
stopped and pointed directly at them,[comma] causing a moment of panic and 
then moveed on, only to return and point where Steiner lay as if it had singled 
him out. Just when Steiner was about to jump and run, the gun moved on. 

Time seemed to stop. Slowly, he loaded his flare pistol. Around him Fritz, 
Dietrich, and Hans tensed, each holding a satchel charge or grenade, ready to 
pull the fuse. Steiner waited until the gun was facing away from them then fired 
the flare. As its red glare began falling earthward, Ernst fired his antitank rifle. 
The big 12 mm round ricocheted off the turret with a clang and was followed 
quickly by a machine gun peppering the armor. From the other side, Wilhelm 
added his submachine gun to the noise. It was time. Dietrich and Hans rushed 
forward, hurling their charges. One landed on the front deck and the other on 
the side. Everyone went prone.

The twin blasts hammered the tank. Chunks of hot armor flew into the air 
around them, but the tank still remained. Even before the dirt had settled the 
turret pivoted and fired over the Brandenburgers’ heads into the woods. Odd, we 
attacked but it shot at the SS. 

From the screams, someone had been hit. Steiner took his satchel off and 
looked at Dietrich. “Who wants to live forever?” Steiner got up and rushed the 
tank. He dove under it, pulled the fuse and half crawled half rolled out. As he 
raced for the cover of the trees, the 76 mm gun fired overhead again. The shock 
wave washed over him. Fritz and Dietrich leaped up and dragged him to cover. 
What the hell is it shooting at?

This time when the heavy charge went off the tank lifted off the ground. 
When it fell back to earth, it was clear the tank was done for— the chassis sat 
sagging in the middle. The tank fired again; great holes were torn in its chassis. 
How in the hell is it continuing to fight? Now what? Thought Steiner. A blue figure 
appeared standing in the hatch, it glowed. Steiner felt the hairs begin to stand 
up on his neck.

Unnoticed,  Captain Von Hessel  and his orderly crept  forward until  they 
were only a few meters from the tank.  Von Hessel started to chant, and from his 
finger tips erupted a burst of light, which bathed the tank in orange. The green 
light and the orange seemed to be swirling as if in a melee. As they did the blue 
intensified until a figure of a man could be clearly seen, a man dressed in the 
uniform of a Prussian Guard officer of the Napoleonic wars. Just as Steiner was 
about to say, how much crazier can this get, the tank fired its heavy shell cutting 
the captain in half and exploding behind them felling a tree. Von Hessel's orderly 
vomited. Steiner stared at the captain’s severed corpse lying at his feet. 

A heartbeat went by, then another; first the orange faded and disappeared, 
then the green.  Only the blue figure remained, and it appeared to walk right out 



of the tank toward Steiner and his men. On an impulse,  Steiner rose calling out 
in  German,  “Herr  Obsert,  we  are  Brandenburgers.”  The  blue  apparition 
appeared to study Steiner.

“Jaegers?” It asked in German.
Steiner, thankful he was still wearing his old field green from the French 

Campaign, answered. “Yes, Herr Obsert. Jaegers.”
“Is your unit here to relieve me and my men?” The ghost asked. 
Not knowing what else to answer, Steiner said, “Yes, sir.”
“Good. It  has been a long time. I must catch up with the column. Your 

orders  are  to  keep  the  crossroad  open for  the  Third  Corps  from Riga.  Our 
sovereign has changed sides again,  and we are  chasing the Frogs back to 
France. It’s about time we put an end to the Corsican Ogre.” The ghost saluted. 
Steiner snapped to and returned the salute. From out of the woods across the 
way, other blue apparitions appeared; a small troop of them formed around their 
colonel  and  together  marched  away,  leaving  the  Brandenburgers  with  the 
crossroads. 

They  all  looked  at  each  other.  “This  damn  war  is  getting  crazier  and 
crazier.” Fritz spit, taking a long pull from his special canteen.  

“Yes, it is. Take a look at that tank without its ghost. Dam things been killed 
ten times over. What the hell is going on? I need a smoke.” Steiner remarked 
taking a sip of Fritz's special canteen, the contents burning all the way down his 
throat. God, I've got to find him something better than this rot gut. 

From behind them, the SS troops wandered out, still shocked: their leader 
had been cut in two. Most of them had witnessed the exchange between Steiner 
and the ghost. They gave the Brandenburgers a wide distance. It suited Steiner. 
One young storm trooper lost his lunch at the vision of his dead captain. 

Time to get this show back on the road. Steiner looked at them.  “You got a 
field radio?”

Captain Von Hess' orderly turned and answered him, his face ashen from 
witnessing his commander’s demise. “Yes, back in the Captains car, sergeant.”

“Good. You show me. The rest of you, stop looking at the captain. He died 
a brave man. You need to set up for an ambush. Russians won't  be long in 
coming back. My squad is finished here, and we're going back. Get the captain's 
body covered!”

 “Corporal, show me the radio. I need to report the road is open.  After 
which I think I'm going to need a good pull on your water Fritz.” 

Damn, it's been a long day. Steiner was parched. When he reached the 
small park of vehicles he searched for water and found a Jerry can half full. 
Tipping it  over,  he filled his cup, drained it,  then again. His men filed in and 
followed suit. 

The corporal lifted the radio out of the car and placed it on the trunk; then 
seemed to hover. Obviously, the death of his Captain had shaken him, yet he 



wanted to get as far away from these uncouth soldiers as possible. Some of 
which were not even good Aryans. Steiner waved him to go. The man practically 
jumped  into  their  half-track  to  drive  off.  When  he  was  gone, it  left  the 
Brandenburgers alone.

“Glad those jokers are gone. So, who you going to call, Sarge?”  Dietrich 
said,setting up the radio and turning it on. 

Steiner was too tired to glare. Besides it won't do any good with Dietrich 
anyway.  He started setting the dials to the regimental frequency. “Come in Thor, 
this is Heidi, over. He repeated the call several times before being rewarded with 
a response. 

“Heidi, go ahead this is Thor.” It was Major Marks.
“Thor, obstacle at crossroads has been...taken care of. You are free to let 

the hounds loose.”
“Very funny, Heidi. This is Thor. Thank you. Now pull your ass back about 

a  kilometer.  There's  a  stable  on  the  right.  Stay  there.  I'll  come  to  you. 
Acknowledge.” Marks replied.

“Understood,Thor. Out.”
“Heidi, watch for the hounds. Try not to shoot them.”
“Ah, lads you heard the man. We are to get our asses to the rear and 

since this nice kubel wagon and truck have been provided for us, we shall ride in 
style. Corporal, my good man, shall we go?”

“Hans bring the truck. Let’s get out of this place before we meet any more 
ghost.”  Steiner  finished  and  sat  down  beside  Fritz, his  hand  feeling  on 
something in his pocket. It  was the brass plate from the French shako. He'd 
forgotten all about it. Prussians, French, what was going on? That war had been 
more than over a hundred years. Fatigue began gripping him, and he struggled 
to stay awake. In the night sky,  the rising moon provided illumination on the 
road. It had been a long day. 

As they bumped down the tree lined dirt road, Steiner thought he could 
see  slotted  headlights  coming  toward  him.  Didn't  waste  much  time.Must  be 
motorcycles. They were coming too fast. 

A squad of four big BMW’s raced by and was followed by three armored 
cars with their commanders standing in the turrets. They waved. “More meat for 
the grinder.”  After a gap a radio truck came escorted by three half-tracks full of 
infantry.  Ahead, Steiner saw campfires and groups of men around them; men 
were  hanging  around  the  field  kitchens,  laughing  and  joking  as  well.  The 
invasion was going well.  The soldiers were happy. 

Fritz stopped at a barricade complete with field police and a Mark III tank 
with its 50MM cannon trained at the barricade. 

“Papers,” said the closer of the two men; Steiner made a show of placing 
his MP40 on the dash and slowly reaching in his pocket. When he handed them 
to the police he studied them.



“You are Sergeant Steiner.” It was a statement not a question. 
“Yes.”
“I have orders to let you proceed.The stables are right after our camp. You 

cannot  miss it.  Major  Marks will  meet  you at  the stables.  Continue.”  Steiner 
saluted.  Fritz  drove  past  the  field  police  and Hans driving  the  other  vehicle 
followed him. It was hardly five minutes before a long fence and a large grassy 
field appeared with hay stacked in it.  Steiner saw a big house and stable behind 
the  fence.  Part  of  the  house  had  been  burned,but  the  stable  appeared 
untouched.  Fritz pulled into the yard and stopped beside the stable. Behind him 
Hans parked the truck. 

As the men began falling out, Steiner waved them over and said,“Well, 
looks like home sweet home, if you like horse manure. Gosh, I can smell it from 
here. Before we get all comfy, I want to set a two---man guard every two hours. 
Who knows, there might be some of those damn Russians still around. You can 
make a small fire. I guess, with the 3rd in front of us, hell they know we are here. 
Men, while you get things sorted, I am going to take a look in the barn despite 
the smell. Fritz you coming?”

Together they entered the stable. It was large, probably owned by a rich 
boyer before the revolution. There were 24 and from the look of things recently 
used. Grain sacks were still on the floor and odd parts of tackle. They walked 
the length and back. Contented no one lurked in the shadows, they came back 
out of the barn to sit by the campfire someone had started. 

 Already a pot  was steaming over a small  blaze and a combination of 
soldiers’ stew bubbling over the fire. Hans offered Steiner some black bread, 
and he tore a hunk and bit into the bread. It was stale but tasted divine.

 He was hungry and asked Fritz for his special canteen to wash the bread 
down.  Soon the bubbling mass was ready to try. Using his cup he dipped out 
some of the stew blew on it taking a sip. Meat? Where did they find meat?  Well, 
it’s warm. Draining the cup, Steiner let the hot mixture warm his insides and had 
another. 

Beyond the light of the campfire, the silhouettes of two sentries passed. 
Ernst and Karl had pulled the first guard duty and were walking slowly around 
the  perimeter.  With  his  hunger  satisfied,Steiner  walked  inside  the  barn  and 
found some hay,grabbed a pile and carried it outside to a nearby  tree to make a 
simple bed. Using his pack for a pillow, he lay down and in seconds he was 
asleep. 


