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            SEE THE EVIL, HEAR THE EVIL, BECOME THE EVIL…

          

        

      

    

    
      1939 Czecho-Slovak Republic

      

      Dusana guards a secret at Castle Houska, one that she and only a few servants know. Yet the rumors surrounding the ancient castle have now drawn the Nazis to Houska with plans to harness the dark and deadly power they believe dwells within its stone walls. Dusana’s family has protected the castle from outsiders and kept the secret held inside for many centuries. But if Dusana is to protect the castle from evil…she may need to embrace evil herself.
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      Author’s Note: Houska Castle (or Castle Houska as it is sometimes referred to) is a real place in the Czech Republic with myths, legends and genuine history. I’ve taken generous liberties with the lore and the castle layout based on limited information available. The flavor of this is story, as they say, is still heavily inspired by real events.
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        * * *

      

      Houska Castle

      Blatce

      Czecho-Slovak Republic

      March 1939

      

      
        
        “Hell is empty and all the devils are here.”

        William Shakespeare

      

      

      

      I remember the day when they took over the castle.

      At that time, keeping the castle safe was my top priority. About thirty miles from Prague, we were so remote and untouched. Keeping the castle out of prying eyes and keeping those who lived in the area away…I saw it as my sacred duty. One I’d worked so hard to maintain for what seemed an eternity. But, as they say, all good things must end. It was the destruction of a relatively idyllic period.

      Yet for those few moments before they came, I knew a slice of singular heaven. My life, along with everyone else in the castle, had comfort in what we’d created. We knew who we were…and what. Now…well…we would have to pretend. Until we didn’t.

      But I digress.

      They came to the castle one rainy, cold day.  After that, our lives were never quite the same.

      Unlike the Sudetendeutsches Freikorps, which had willy-nilly tried to wreck the castle with a well-placed bomb earlier in the year, these men arrived with more sinister intentions. Rumors had spread throughout the region that once the real threat came, many of us would disappear, be shipped off to a horrible camp. All those tales, I knew, couldn’t be true. But they must be. I felt it deep in my bones. The thought shook me deeper than any errant, unpleasant thought had before. A darkness had stirred long before today, but it marched inexorably our way. We would have to reckon with it soon.

      As I stood in the kitchen, I stirred soup on the meagre stove and enjoyed the mouth-watering scent of vegetables and meat. Savory coffee tantalized my senses. Our latest food shipment would probably be our last for a long time. I planned to enjoy it. Moments later, Ludmilla Canova walked into the cavernous kitchen, her most sensible shoes not making a sound. Her gray hair was partially wrapped in a blue headscarf, her big nose and bland features making her appear older than her real years. Her sensible blue dress added to her costume.

      “Ludmilla? I thought you were dusting and cleaning?” I asked.

      “There are men pulling up outside. They look like the Sudetendeutsches Freikorps. But not.”

      I stopped stirring. “But not?”

      She flapped her large hands. “You know. Uniforms. Those terrible frowning faces in awful military vehicles. You know the type.”

      I snorted a small laugh. “Not our army?”

      “No.” The word sounded impatient, and her face looked it. “What do we do?”

      I  pondered the soup for a moment with regret, left the ladle on the stove, and hoped the delicious meal wouldn’t boil over before I could return. It would do no good to quibble or find a window to examine our guests before venturing out. Unlike most castles, this one had few windows looking toward the world.

      Ludmilla’s urgent voice cut through my musings. “Dusana? What do we do?”

      I sighed. “We greet our visitors with politeness, of course.”

      “If they insist on staying?”

      “We give them soup and wine.”

      She grunted, a sound she always made when she disapproved. Yet she knew better than to challenge me.

      “All right.” She sighed. “As you say.”

      “Give me one moment. I’ll be out just shortly.”

      She walked away.

      I smoothed my hands down the white apron covering my drab brown dress and gather courage. You can do this. Yet fear caught hold. A thousand horrors assaulted my mind. What if they rounded up everyone and shot us? I had heard they hated Jews in particular, but that anyone was fair game.

      I’d encountered horrors before. Yet I’d become weary. So very weary. I swallowed, took a deep breath, and left the kitchen. As I passed through several rooms, candelabras lit my way. This part of the castle was semi-dark all the time.

      When I emerged into the great front entrance, I hesitated. Beyond the open front doors came calm voices, the low murmur of Ludmilla’s reasonable tones. I didn’t want to face outside, but what choice did I have? I exited the castle. I squinted, because even under cloudy skies, the sun seemed too bright. Rain had stopped, leaving mud and puddles near the cobbled driveway. I drew in the delicious smell of clean air, hoping it would fortify me.

      Vehicles cluttered the front area. Three large military trucks regurgitated five men apiece in soldier’s uniforms. The men carried rifles and looked ready for anything. A long, shiny black car pulled up behind the trucks. As soldiers lined up in front of us, my heartbeat quickened. I drew in one deep breath and then another, afraid of what might occur next. A young, handsome man came out of the driver’s side. Under his military cap was short wheat-colored hair, and I imagined his eyes might be as blue as mine or as green as the fields around us. He opened the back door, and an older man exited.

      Everything about the older man screamed officer. His uniform represented supreme authority with rows of insignia designating high rank. Under his officer cap, his hair was golden wheat blonde. His skin was extraordinarily white, his nose sharp and lips a cruel slash. He carried a long stick in his black gloved hands, and I wondered if blood tainted it.

      Hair tingled on the back of my neck. Oh this one…I knew what he was before he even spoke a word. It popped in my veins like bubbles in the finest champagne, potent and recognizable. This knowledge didn’t help. Knowing the devil, having acquaintance with him before, didn’t make another meeting any less terrifying.

      His uniform told me who he represented. A true Nazi directly from the German motherland and not the terrorist group within my country called Sudetendeutsches Freikorps. No, these Germans marched from their motherland through our country and it was only a matter of time before they reached Houska Castle and the dark forests beyond. I’d waited for this day in awful anticipation. But I’d expected vast armies, weapons of death and destruction. This was almost too…polite an introduction.

      The higher ranking man turned and spoke into the car.“You. Hoffman. Get out.”

      The man obeyed and exited from the vehicle on the opposite side. He rounded the car. Hoffman’s eyes were so dark, almost black and ringed with thick lashes. Sharp angles made his face rugged and far more handsome than the uniformed men. His clothing said he worked a farm or performed other manual labor, though he looked clean.

      The three men approached us, and the other soldiers parted and made an opening. Hoffman stayed slightly behind the military men. The highest ranking man slapped one end of the shiny black stick into his palm, and I couldn’t repress a tiny flinch.

      “Frauleins,” the high ranking officer said, “I am Generalstabsarzt Ziegler.” He gestured to the younger man in uniform beside him. “This is Geifreiter Boltz, my assistant.”

      I nodded politely, but didn’t speak, finding words impossible. When I didn’t utter a word, Ziegler frowned.

      “You are Czech?” Ziegler asked, his Czech rough.

      I hadn’t heard his accent before, but the rough concenents sharpened my suspicions about who or what he was.

      The man smiled when I didn’t answer and tried Slav. “Are you a simpleton?”

      His Slav wasn’t much better than his Czech, but his harsh words and action told me I’d better answer. I swallowed my fear and the heat rising in my face and answered in Czech.

      “I’m Czech.”

      “Your name, Fraulein?” Ziegler asked.

      “Dusana Nebojsa.”

      Ziegler eyeballed me from head to toe. I knew what he’d see. An unremarkable woman, tall and thin. Nothing sexual entered his gaze, but the harshness, the assessment of my worthiness made every hair on my body stand up.

      He turned his attention to Ludmilla. “Your name?”

      “Ludmilla Canova.” Her voice shook.

      Ziegler smiled, his teeth large and white. “There is no cause for alarm, Fraulein. Or is it Frau?”

      “Fraulein,” she said.

      Ziegler’s eyes sharpened, taking in the castle behind me. “So here it is. The place I have long to see for years. I am very excited.”

      “There is not much to see here, Generalstabsarzt.” I hoped he’d leave. “We’re simple people here. No treasure. Nothing worthy to the German army.”

      Ziegler snorted
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