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			DESPITE HAVING ONLY BEEN GONE FOR A FEW DAYS, I was a stranger in my own house. Without Gran, it felt huge, cold, and lifeless.

			“Maia, are you sure about this?” Shelly stood at the doorjamb. “You can stay at my house until you feel better… We can have girls’ night every day!”

			I smiled briefly, remembering all the silly things we’d done wearing pajamas. “Thanks, Shelly, but… I want— I need to be here.” My heart sank at the sight of the vacant chair where my gran used to sit every morning to drink her coffee.

			“I know.” Shelly squeezed my shoulder. “I’ll leave this in your room.” She lifted the backpack containing my clothes and the manila envelope Bill had given me at the graveyard.

			“You can leave them on the table.”

			“But the stairs—”

			“Don’t worry, Shelly. I’ll manage. Crutches are temporary.” I hugged her. “Thank you for everything you’ve done for me.”

			“That’s what friends are for.”

			I nodded, and we both grinned.

			“Please call me if you need something.”

			“I will.”

			Shelly closed the door.

			Alone, I sighed, looking around. “What am I supposed to do now?”

			I somehow still expected the always-wise response of my gran, but the empty house did not answer.

			I grabbed the manila envelope and sat on the armchair. I dumped its contents over the coffee table, including the mysterious ancient, leather hardcover book. I brushed my fingertips around the outline of the word carved into the cover: Resilience. The word transmitted the despair of the hand that had engraved it. I browsed through. The first third of the book was missing, the remains of the torn pages still stuck to the binding. The first available page contained a dedication from my gran, so I assumed the discarded pages were unimportant. I read it aloud.

			“‘My dearest Maia’…” My voice broke at the thought of hearing her voice. “‘By the time you read this, you will be clouded with questions, many of which not even I have an answer for. Sorry, I should have told you this before, but I lacked the courage. I kept silent, hoping my past would never haunt you, that you would not inherit my curse. But watching you lying prostrate in the hospital bed, my little Ruddy Bear, is what encouraged me to write this, heartbroken. Because you have the right to know the truth. The secret buried in my chest for so long. Maia, you must know how I met the Harbinger of Death…’”
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			THAT MORNING I WOKE UP like a trained soldier, before my Kienzle alarm clock could ring. I blew out the candle on my nightstand as the first ray of light shone through the dew-tarnished windows. As a person afraid of sleeping in the dark, growing up during a time when keeping a light at night could pinpoint the target of a bombardier was challenging. Yet every night I dared to kindle a candlelight. It was a muffled cry of protest at war, when light and darkness were not a perfect metaphor for good and evil. There was too much evil happening in broad daylight, but also kindness blooming in the darkness.

			I put on a white top, tucked this into my shorts, tied the laces of my shoes, and fastened my unruly frizzies with a headband, following the apparel of the woman depicted in the poster hanging on my bedroom wall. A beautiful, strong, and heroic woman crossing the finishing line, with the Nazi flag waving behind her. I sighed, envisioning myself like her, winning gold at the Olympics. I heiled, reading the phrase written at the top, “Im Bund Deutscher Mädel,” longing to reunite with my friends Gerda and Ania and all the other BDM girls. Because what was the point of belonging to a Band of German Maidens if we could not be together? Bonding, friendship, and belonging were all my eyes could see in that image. As a teenager, you didn’t dare to question your allegiance. Our cause is just, we were told. Taught. Indoctrinated. So, they sent us off to wander a ruptured world, blindfolded by our naivete. 

			I grabbed my coat and sneaked out of my room, tiptoeing all the way down the stairs to avoid waking up my mother. In the kitchen, Frau Weber was already preparing breakfast. She smiled in collusion, her stubby finger pressed against her pursed lips. She sliced a bulky loaf of wheat bread and smeared it with marmalade—true strawberry marmalade, farmed and preserved by her, not the chemically colored jam distributed in those days in Berlin. It was one of the few advantages of living in the countryside. “Danke,” I whispered and headed outside.

			The early sunbeams tinted the cloud canopy, and the spruces and pines topping the mountains radiated a halo of holiness. Chilly September wind blew my hair as I devoured my bread and went on stretching. “Up, right, down, left, up…” I touched my feet and the soil at each flex. I trotted back and forth across the earthen driveway several times, my heart pumping warm blood to my limbs, until my coat became unnecessary.

			A figure loomed in the driveway. It was Herr Huber pulling his mule. “You rose earlier than the sun today, Peach!” he said, removing his hat.

			“We leave for Wewelsburg after my class. My dear friend Gerda is marrying.”

			“Ja, your mother told me about it. Let me take old Schwein to the barn,” he said, petting his mule. “I’ll fetch your equipment before starting my day.” Herr Huber was the first farm worker hired by my grandpa, and after fifty years was the sole remaining. “Too old to remarry, too old to fight in the war,” he used to say, after the passing of his wife by pneumonia and losing his son during the Great War. “Plowing the fields is the only thing I have left.”

			Herr Huber came out of the barn carrying the wood frames he had helped me to assemble when I moved to the farm. We spaced the hurdles proportionally along the eighty meters of my makeshift track, and I jogged to the starting line. I knelt, hands behind the lime line and feet gripped tightly to the soil. Herr Huber held his handkerchief aloft, pocket watch in hand. When he gave the signal, I ran.

			Sprinting a hurdle race relied on precision as much as speed, to calculate the exact moment to jump, having body and mind perfectly synchronized. After endless hours of training, your body acts instinctively, feeling almost magical. As I approached the finish line, I saw neither Herr Huber nor the farm. My mind had transported to the Olympiastadion in Berlin, surrounded by a crowd of thousands of cheering attendees. I raised my arms at crossing the finish line, imagining myself climbing to the summit of the podium, everybody cheering my triumph.

			“Less than fifteen seconds, Peach!” Herr Huber said excitedly. “You broke your previous record.”

			“Yay!” I cavorted at the thought of being closer to materializing my dream. But my joy was short-lived.

			“Emma!” My mother appeared at the door, arms akimbo. “How many times must I tell you not to play outside while it is still dark?” 

			I gulped. “I was training, not playing,” I retorted.

			“And you think the bombardiers will make a distinction?”

			I sighed.

			“Emma, we’re at war.”

			“I know,” I said, disheartened, remembering the air raids that broke Berlin’s peace starting the summer of ’40. Those countless nightmarish nights we’d had to sleep in the cellar had become unbearable for my mother by autumn of last year, 1943. “But that’s why we moved to the quiet of the countryside, right? To live at peace. No bombings.” I echoed her own words when justifying to my father.

			My mother frowned and grunted.

			“Frau Niemeyer, please, I’m sorry, it’s my fault—” Herr Huber tried to intercede for me.

			“Don’t apologize on her behalf, Herr Huber. I know my daughter. She’s a professional at dragging everyone into her mess.”

			But for me, that “mess” was something the skeptical eyes of my mother could not see. Without school or BDM and having only paper friends—Ania’s letters weren’t half as funny as real Ania was—my dream of becoming an athlete like Trebisonda Valla was all I had left. My mother always complained, “Why not as Anni Steuer?” one of our best German athletes, but Trebisonda was the Italian who had robbed the gold from Anni in a hurdle race in ’36. And I wanted to be the best, to win gold, and as the Führer said, “If you win, you need not to have to explain.”

			Unfortunately, my mother never pictured me as an athlete but as a housewife like her. “What honorable man will marry you if he sees you romping like that, Emma?” But despite her efforts, I could not see marriage at my finish line. “I hope your father loves to see his daughter all grubby and smelly.” My mother pushed the door open. “Now, get inside!”

			“I’ll bathe before my class with Herr Günther.” He was the tutor my father had hired to continue my studies.

			“Bad news for you, maiden, there will be no class today. Our transport will pick us up early, so you better finish your breakfast and wash yourself, now!”

			“But first I need to clean up my mess, as you taught me, right?”

			My mother’s jaw dropped at being outsmarted, while Frau Weber battled to contain her laughter under the scrutiny of my mother.

			“Did you see, Herr Huber?” I asked, helping him to carry the wood frames back to the barn. “At each jump, I felt like I could almost fly.”

			“My eyes could not believe it. You flew as gracefully as a swan.”

			I grinned. “But my knee grazed the sixth hurdle.”

			“Don’t worry, I’m sure you will do it perfectly next time.”

			We heaped the frames behind a haystack. Schwein greeted us by regurgitating his meal, making a sound like an oink—hence his nickname, “Pig.”

			“Before you leave.” Herr Huber rummaged through his bag and pulled out a letter. “Despite being addressed to me, it seems it’s really intended for you.”

			“You don’t know a Jacques DuBois from Paris?” I asked, reading the name of the sender.

			Herr Huber shook his head. “Flip it over.”

			Written on the back, the word For could be read beside a colored-pencil drawing of a peach with a smiling face. “‘For Peach’… Could it be from… Anton?”

			Herr Huber smiled knowingly, and my heart raced at the thought that my brother could be behind the sender’s identity. I struggled to believe it, considering Anton had passed a year ago, meaning this might be the last letter he’d penned before his death.

			“Emma!” my mother shouted in the distance.

			“You better go,” Herr Huber advised.

			“Danke, Herr Huber.”

			I held the letter against my chest as if it were my lifeline and sprinted back, imagining that if I ran fast enough, I could find my brother waiting for me at the house. To challenge myself, I used the posts of the fence running parallel to the road as marks to erect mental hurdles that I jumped as if they were real obstacles. But upon my arrival, somebody else welcomed me instead. 

			“From whom are you running away?” a young man asked from the driveway. His gray uniform flaunted oak-leaf badges on his collar and braided shoulder boards, but what called my attention were his polished jackboots, impeccable, just like my father’s. He had arrived in a car while I was in the barn, a shimmering black Horch with protruding, chrome-plated headlights.

			I hid the envelope behind me, startled. “Pardon me?”

			“I’m sorry.” He removed his cap and held it under his left armpit. The top of his silken hair glistened under the sun, contrasted with his close-cropped sides. “I saw you running all the way here. Quite impressive.” His darting, sterling-gray eyes rendered me speechless, and I blushed, realizing he had watched me jumping. “You must be Emma, right?”

			“Emma, I told you—” My mother came out reprimanding me, but she composed herself at noticing our visitor. “Oh! I’m sorry.”

			“Sieg Heil! Frau Niemeyer.”

			“Sieg Heil,” my mother replied. “I thought Hermann would drive us.”

			“I’m sorry, Frau Niemeyer. Your husband and Hermann had an urgent matter to attend to, so Obergruppenführer Von Schroeder instructed me and Otto to come for you, and not to delay your arrival to Wewelsburg.”

			Otto emerged from the wheel of the car wearing the same uniform. “Sieg Heil.” He saluted and adjusted his thick, rounded spectacles, emphasized by his bushy brows but at least helping to dissimulate his hooked nose.

			“I’m sorry…” My mother beckoned, looking for his name.

			“Brigadeführer Ghislain Fleischer.” 

			“Oh!” My mother’s voice turned melodious at hearing his name and rank. “My apologies, Brigadeführer Fleischer, but as you can see, my rebellious daughter is not yet ready. So I’m afraid we will have to delay our departure.”

			Ghislain turned to Otto, who fished a gilded watch from his jacket pocket. Otto held it carefully, and using the knuckle of his index finger, he knocked the lid three times, as on a door, before opening it. He observed the clock for a moment and nodded to Ghislain.

			“We’ll wait until your daughter is ready, Frau Niemeyer.” Ghislain smiled agreeably, with his perfectly aligned teeth. “Your daughter’s commitment in sports is what the Reich needs the most.” 

			“Emma, your bath awaits,” my mother urged me with a half grin. “Gentlemen, can I offer you a cup of tea to alleviate the wait?”

			“Splendid,” Otto replied, and both men walked inside after me.

			I hurried upstairs, not least concerned about washing myself. Once alone in my room, I opened the letter. At first glimpse, I confirmed it was Anton’s handwriting. I struggled to contain my sobbing, to avoid being heard downstairs. I put the unread letter away and slid inside the bathtub to wash off my tears, hoping water could also carry away the image of Anton resting inside the casket. The mortuary paleness of his stiff skin, the coldness of his perfectly intertwined fingers, and the hollowness of his wide, shut eyes. I scrubbed my skin vigorously, as if the memories of his funeral were dirt I couldn’t remove.

			Once the water had quieted my nerves, I climbed out of the tub and dried myself.

			Then, I dared to read the letter.

			Dear Peach:

			If you’re holding this letter, it means two things. First, the letter outwitted the intelligence agencies all the way from Paris. But it also means I’m already dead.

			People will say many things after my demise. Some will remember me as a hero and others as a traitor. Truth is, neither those who praised nor those who condemned me really knew me. Only you know the man your brother really was. 

			Peach, I did terrible things that haunt me in my sleep. But once I discovered the truth, I could not turn away from it. I wish I could explain to you, but that would put you in peril. It’s enough to say that many secrets hide behind Wewelsburg’s walls.

			Don’t divulge the contents of this letter to anyone, not even our parents. Please look after Mother for me. She’ll need you more than ever. When war knocks at your door, stay close to Father and everything will be fine.

			I send you my congratulations in advance for all your birthdays I’m going to miss.

			Don’t miss me, because after what I’ve seen, I assure you, we will meet again.

			Don’t rush through life, no matter how slow time passes. Clock hands always circle around.

			Don’t despair, because in the place where I’m heading, no days pass by.

			Be true to yourself, because I’ll only recognize you if you don’t forget who you really are.

			Traitor?… Terrible things?… Secrets in Wewelsburg Castle? I sighed, disheartened, wondering about the unknowns surrounding my brother’s death. “Wewelsburg…” I whispered, convincing myself I could find the truth behind his murder at that castle.

			Be brave, because bravery is what you’ll need the most… were Anton’s last words before his pen trailed off.

			“Is what the Reich needs the most,” I repeated Ghislain’s words that echoed my brother’s. Fueled with determination, I wore my BDM uniform: a full blue skirt, brown lace-up shoes with gray stockings, a white blouse with a dark neckerchief, and on top, a velvety golden-brown, four-pocket jacket. Finally, I wore my cap, cocked, with my curls sprouting below.

			“Emma!” my mother shouted from downstairs. “Hurry! We’re leaving!”

			“I’m coming!” But before leaving, I hid the letter behind the poster on my wall, and I collected my orbed locket necklace from the nightstand. It contained Anton’s photo as a cadet on one side and a photo of my parents on the other. I kissed it before closing it and hung it around my neck, hiding it carefully inside my blouse—remembering no jewelry should be displayed with the uniform.

			I rushed downstairs, suitcase in hand, but halted midway at finding Ghislain waiting for me at the bottom. He climbed the last set of steps to meet me. “You okay?” He extended a gentle hand. “Eyes always betray the silence of a broken heart. You are far too young to cry for a man.” His eyes became brighter, illuminated by the sunbeams filtering through the window at my back.

			“Not all women’s tears are attributed to men,” I answered, and offered my suitcase instead, which he politely grabbed with a smile and carried to the trunk of the car.

			“Your mother waits for you in the car,” Frau Weber informed me, squeezing me with her plump arms.

			“We’ll be back soon.”

			Before departing, I waved at Herr Huber, who was feeding the pigs, thinking about the improvements we could make to the wooden hurdles next time I would see him.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			[image: ]

		

		
			ONCE WE ABANDONED THE SAFETY of Grandpa’s farm and the car headed west, the war-torn landscape became palpable for me again after my yearlong seclusion from the world. We crossed military checkpoints, bypassing cargo convoys and marching troops that extended the duration of our trip. But unfortunately for me, my mother would make sure nobody got bored, with her endless chatter. I was still trying to digest the contents of my deceased brother’s letter, but my mother’s awkward questioning prevented this.

			“You seem so young to be an accomplished brigadeführer,” she complimented Ghislain.

			“No age is too young to serve the fatherland.”

			“Right. It’s not an obligation but a birthright, and so should be taught to the children… But tell me, are you married?” 

			Ghislain half turned back from the passenger seat, puzzled by the question. “No, I’m afraid not—yet.” He grinned. “I’m still looking for the right woman.”

			“I understand,” my mother said with genuine empathy. “It’s so difficult to find the right person nowadays. Youth have lost interest in the traditional mores. Women don’t respect themselves anymore. All this—relaxation—comes with a price. Divorces and broken marriages. Don’t you agree, Brigadeführer Fleischer?”

			“Indeed…” Ghislain replied abruptly, caught unprepared. He paused, and his disoriented eyes betrayed him as he elaborated his response. “The—the strength of the Reich emerges from the values of our families.”

			“That’s what I tell Emma all the time.”

			Oh no. I rolled my eyes at hearing my name.

			“Marriage is the sole path to happiness,” she said. “But a gentleman will never fall for a libertine.”

			The silence in the car turned uncomfortable. Ghislain and Otto exchanged looks, but that didn’t dissuade my mother from continuing her monologue.

			“I lie awake at night worrying about how Emma will find a decent man to marry amid the war.”

			I wanted to object, but experience had taught me the outcome would only be worse. So I refrained myself and remained quiet.

			“No reason to worry, Frau Niemeyer,” Ghislain said with a conciliatory tone. “She has the finest example in her mother. I’m certain your daughter will marry a decent man, and maybe one day, the Führer will award the Cross of Honor of the German Mother to her.”

			“I hope…” my mother said with an air of resentment, since she could not herself attain the award. For the bronze cross, you were eligible if you had four or five children, a silver cross for six or seven, and a gold cross for eight or more. But my mother had had three miscarriages before me, and the rules stipulated only healthy and genetically fit children. No abortions, stillbirths, or miscarriages. After a risky pregnancy with me, she’d had to give up the idea of having a big family, by doctor’s recommendation. “That would bring such a joy to this family,” she said, caressing my shoulder.

			But I refused the idea of accomplishing her unfulfilled dreams. As a teenager, I was incapable of visualizing myself as a mother, and besides, I was interested in a different medal—Olympic gold. “Bear eight children just to have a secure seat on the bus or the best cut of meat at the butcher’s shop?” I retorted, considering the benefits given to the decorated mothers unappealing. “I want to do something more.” Shame prevented me from sharing my Olympic dream with strangers, so I replied by the book. “I want to serve my country.”

			“There is nothing more serviceable than motherhood.” Otto eyed me through the rearview mirror. “Carrying this nation’s soldiers in your womb is nothing if not heroic.”

			Otto’s words triggered something inside my mother. Her eyes got lost in the scenery framed by the window, her hand squeezing her gloves. “Where are we?” she asked when she had returned to herself.

			“At Kassel,” replied Ghislain. 

			While we were absorbed in our conversation, the rural landscape had turned urban.

			“What happened?” I pointed at the columns of smoke snaking over the city. Before anybody could answer, a fire truck sped by our side, blaring its sirens as it headed toward the fires. “Bombings…” I replied, hypnotized by the glaring flames exhaling nebulous torrents of smoke. 

			“It seems they targeted the Henschel industrial complex,” Otto explained, steering wide to avoid the rubble.

			“Not just the factories…” my mother said gloomily, as fire surged from the windows of suburban houses in the vicinity. The ash-covered survivors crawled through the debris in search of their loved ones.

			“Carpet-bombing,” Otto added.

			“Carpet?” I repeated, puzzled.

			“Indiscriminate bombing,” he clarified. 

			A small girl wearing a bloodstained nightgown cried uncontrollably at the top of a pile of rubble, what presumably had been her home. She seemed unnoticeable to everybody running around her, instinctively absorbed in surviving their own hell. The collection of horrors that still haunted my sleep resurfaced: the terrifying air-raid sirens, the deafening bong of explosions, the crunching of the scorching houses, the fire sparks reddening the clouded sky, the haunting screams of the wounded, and the echoed weeping of the survivors. When my attention returned to the girl, she was not alone anymore. A man dressed in black stood behind the girl, resting a comforting hand on her shoulder to put an end to her weeping. She raised her troubled eyes to meet the man’s gaze and regained calm, as if she had found a missing relative. The man glanced at me; our eyes briefly met, until the car left them behind. 

			“Why have these people not evacuated the city? It’s destroyed,” my mother said with a cracking voice.

			“They refuse to,” Ghislain explained. “Germans are resilient folk.”

			“Last October, Kassel endured a raid of over five hundred bombers,” Otto recounted the happenings as he navigated the maze of unroofed, dilapidated walls. “In a single night, the British dropped thousands of bombs, along with magnesium incendiary fire sticks, literally setting the entire city ablaze.”

			“The fires lasted for a week,” Ghislain added. “I was returning from Frankfurt when I found myself in the middle of the chaos…” He paused as if he were searching for the words buried somewhere in the debris by the road. “Fire twisters rose in the middle of houses… My eyes could not believe such things could even form.” Otto eyed Ghislain briefly, as if they were previously unheard remarks for him as well. “Amid the destruction, I found an old man digging up canned food from a collapsed house. I urged him to escape, but with the same calmness as he unearthed the goods, he replied, ‛My family has lived in Kassel for four generations… and I hail from here,’ as if his eyes could still see a home underneath the ash and dust.”

			“These people are the true heroes,” I concluded, observing the people on the streets trying to conduct a “normal” life despite the tragedy.

			“Brigadeführer Fleischer, is it true?… About France?” My mother said after an overwhelming silence.

			Ghislain’s eyes deviated to Otto with nervousness. “Yes.” He cleared his throat. “We have… em… lost France. But don’t worry. Plans are already in motion to repel the American invasion.”

			My mother received the news with troubled eyes. She couldn’t care less about France’s invasion, but since my brother Anton had been found dead in a room in Paris a year ago, she felt like France had robbed her of happiness, or rather taken it away, as she cried over his casket, “Paris gave me my son, and Paris took him away.” My parents had conceived my brother during their honeymoon in Paris.

			Anton’s passing weighed like an anvil inside my mother’s heart. How could it not? He was her favorite. I could not complain about my mother favoring my brother above me, because I was his favorite. Seven years older than me, Anton was not just a brother but also, considering our father’s long absences from home, a paternal figure to me. Anton’s concern for me, his amusing games and silly jokes, had attenuated the absence of our father.

			My mother used to say that Anton had come into this world struck by luck. Life always appeared to rearrange in his favor. After excelling at school and sports, he started a brilliant career in the Schutzstaffel that not even the shade cast by our prominent father could overshadow. Anton quickly drew the attention of all SS high-ranking officers, and a position in the Sicherheitsdienst—SD for short—was offered to him. His new job for the security service had turned Anton hermetic, but what I resented more was that he became distant with me. In his last “official” letter sent from the Slovak State, Anton had blamed the war for his change in demeanor. So much the war has changed you, Anton? I’d questioned him in my reply, feeling as if his letter had been penned by a different man. Now, considering the posthumous letter I’d just received, my suspicions about a forgery intensified. But who could benefit from impersonating my brother just for the sake of writing to his family? Anton was found dead resting in his bed, poisoned by his wine, according to the autopsy conducted by SD. His murder was attributed to the French Resistance.

			With my brother’s death, the Reich lost a hero, but my mother lost her sunshine. Beneath the pride of a German mother whose son had died aggrandizing the fatherland lurked the uneasiness of an unfair trade-off.

			Every time I watched my mother submerged in her silent agony, I wondered if she would prefer that it was my body filling the casket instead of Anton’s.

			Many times, I had thought yes.
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			BY THE TIME WE ARRIVED AT WEWELSBURG Village, northeast of Büren, the sun was about to set. The castle silhouette crowned a hill tucked into a robe of oaks, pines, and spruces that cropped the orange pastel sky with furrowed clouds. A view worthy of a Renaissance painting.

			The castle was imposing, an immensity the pictures my father had brought home could not convey. “Look, it’s like in the fairy tales you like to read,” my father had illustrated to a six-year-old me, sitting by his side in total awe. “A castle like the one King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table lived in, remember?”

			“Are you a Knight of the Round Table, Papa?” I had asked naively. “Then where are your shining armor and sword?”

			My father laughed. “We are not fighters, but researchers.”

			“What do you look for?”

			“We…” My father turned serious. “We look for the Holy Grail, as King Arthur did.”

			Wewelsburg Castle had once indeed been a medieval fortress, but used against Hungarians—instead of Saxons, like King Arthur fought—and later was rebuilt to house lords during the early 1600s. Finally, in 1934, Heinrich Himmler leased it to house not only the headquarters, but the heart and soul of the SS.

			As the car ascended the sloped road by the south side of the hill, having Anton’s words spinning in my head, I wondered if the story of Reichsführer Heinrich Himmler and his Knights of the Schutzstaffel would be a fairy tale, as my father had implied.

			Once on the summit, we cleared the guard post. Otto drove the Horch parallel to a perimeter wall erected around the castle garden and continued to the guardhouse, a three-story building with non-plastered stone walls and a blue-tiled, gabled roof, matching the architecture of the castle. As the car turned left, the castle became visible in its entire splendor. Wewelsburg Castle had three buildings, arranged in a triangular layout connected by three round towers acting as vertices. The triangle was isosceles, like an arrowhead pointing north, with a wider tower as its tip.

			The car approached the eastern wing, crossed the moat through a stone bridge, and entered the gate leading into the inner courtyard. “Welcome to Wewelsburg,” Ghislain said with relief once the Horch stopped.

			“Finally!” my mother exclaimed.

			I descended from the car and spun around, admiring the castle with amazement. The east and west towers had pointy domes, contrasting the flatness of the north tower, but the diameter of the latter was twice the size of the other two. From the inner courtyard, you could access the east, west, and south wings and the north tower, but east and west towers were reachable only through the buildings. To facilitate the access to upper or lower levels of the buildings from the courtyard, a spiral staircase was housed inside a thinner tower embedded in the intersection between west and south wings.

			“Emma!” my father called from behind me.

			“Papa!” I rushed to his embrace and hugged him with the effusiveness of long months of separation, but found no correspondence to my affection.

			“I’m glad you’re here,” he said half-heartedly, patting my back with a mild smile.

			I’d grown accustomed to my father’s sporadic demonstrations of affection, hidden behind his facade of formality and diligence, but as the war progressed, his staidness had turned to iciness. His—now—absentminded eyes transmitted a feeling of hollowness. And his hollowness was not only psychological but now also physical, as my arms corroborated when I squeezed his loose attire. He had lost enough weight to make his cap fit deeper than usual. I sensed his discomfort about my probing inspection, and his gaze wandered to my mother.

			“Frieda.” My father extended his hand to find hers. The two stretched arms formed a long bridge that neither dared cross.

			“Hans.” My mother and he stared at each other with nostalgic smiles in the moment their fingers remained intertwined, until my father resumed his role.

			“Thank you, Ghislain, and Otto, for any inconveniences this might have generated.”

			“It is our duty, Obergruppenführer Niemeyer,” Ghislain replied ceremoniously.

			“Hermann, please show them their rooms,” my father instructed the man standing behind him. “Unfortunately, I have other matters to attend to.” Hermann was my father’s assistant and personal driver. I had met him before when my father visited us. He was a reserved man, only speaking when asked by my father, to such an extreme that I didn’t even dare to say hi. I’d been happy to know he was not driving us to Wewelsburg.

			“Understood, Obergruppenführer.” Hermann clicked his heels. 

			“Make yourselves comfortable, and rest from the strenuous trip,” my father said to us. “But, please, be ready for dinner.” 

			Hermann tried to collect my suitcase from Ghislain, but he refused. “I’ll carry this one.” A gesture not questioned by my parents.

			“Please follow me.” Hermann led us to the west wing.

			The west wing was a five-story building, including the underground (moat) level and the attic, dedicated mainly to lodging. Contrary to the raw exterior, the interior walls were plastered and painted in white, with details in oak wood. Oil paintings of German landscapes decorated the walls of the foyer. Swastikas and runes—especially the jagged SS, like twin stylized lightning—were the main motifs.

			We climbed the stairs to the second floor. “Frau Niemeyer, in Obergruppenführer Niemeyer’s room,” Hermann announced, pointing to opposite sections of the aisle. “And Fräulein Niemeyer will stay in the room—”

			“I’ll lead Fräulein Niemeyer.” Ghislain snatched the key from Hermann’s hand.

			“Please don’t be late for dinner, Emma,” my mother reminded me before our parting.

			The silence stretched as we paced the many-doored hallway. Ghislain turned briefly now and then to glance at me from the corner of his eye. A door slightly ajar caught my attention. Inside, a young SS cadet browsed through books.

			“Wewelsburg Castle was supposed to host the SS school,” Ghislain explained, noticing my interest.

			“What happened?”

			“War turns schoolboys into soldiers.”

			“But do they study when they’re not fighting? My father told me there are study rooms and even a scientific library in this castle.”

			“Of course.” Ghislain halted in front of the door at the end of the hallway. “There is always room within these walls for indoctrination.” He unlocked the door and motioned me in.

			I expected the lodgings of the castle to be lugubrious and humid, like a medieval inn, but to my surprise, the room was quite cozy, bathed in sunset light through a huge picture window with oak casement composed of four hinged windows in an array of two by two. The walls of the castle were astonishingly thick, allowing the long windowsill to function as a bench. The furniture comprised two wooden bunk beds at either side of the room, a two-door mahogany wardrobe, and a small table.

			“Am I sharing the room with somebody else? My BDM friends are staying with me?”

			“No… a man,” Ghislain said casually, and I didn’t know how to answer. “Don’t worry, he’s a brave and handsome gentleman, the kind women adore.”

			Unsure whether it was a joke, I played along. “How do I know he’s brave?”

			“He wears one of these.” He pointed to the Iron Cross hanging from his neck, a recognition granted by the Führer himself as a sign of bravery in battle.

			“And handsome?”

			“He has a pervasive gaze and iron-willed features.” Ghislain smirked, his gray eyes tinted ocher by the sunset. “Would you accept an invitation to stroll through the gardens of the castle on the arm of such a fine gentleman?”

			“Maybe.” I rocked on my heels. “But first, I would like to meet this mysterious suitor.”

			“Actually, I have a photo.”

			I turned serious, puzzled from believing the entire time he was referring to himself. Ghislain pointed to a poster pasted on the wall portraying the Führer, Adolf Hitler, with a right fist resting on his hip, standing before a crowd, with the legend Wir Folgen Dir.

			“‘We follow you,’” I read.

			“You will share the room with him. The Führer himself will oversee your sleep.”

			I giggled, realizing my naivete. 

			“What a gorgeous smile you have. And to think you deprived us of your smile during the entire journey. It would certainly have eased the trip.” Ghislain stepped closer to me. “Please don’t tell your mother,” he whispered, and winked. 

			Something about Ghislain reminded me of my brother, something beyond the features, the uniform, or his age. Perhaps the capacity to amuse me by converting a triviality into something special.

			“Peach!” A familiar voice broke the silence, and I unwittingly stepped back, making the scene look even more incriminating. 

			Ania’s bright eyes peeped through the cracked door. “I just heard of your arrival.” My best friend walked into the room wearing a dark blouse with sleeves rolled up and a knee-length skirt. Her hair, arranged in twin braids, fell over her shoulders. 

			“Ania!” I hugged her with excitement and the affection of a sister.

			“Peach, look at you, you’ve grown so much!” Ania’s bucktoothed smile seemed permanently carved on her face. It never abandoned her, not even when she cried. I’d always admired her for that—and envied her in equal degree.

			“You think?” I was skeptical of how much difference a year could make, but for a teenager, it was a great deal, I supposed. 

			“Please, come with me. We have so much to catch up on since your last letter.” Ania turned to Ghislain. “Oh, I’m sorry, Brigadeführer.”

			“I was just escorting Fräulein Niemeyer to her room,” he said solemnly.

			“Where are we going?” I asked as Ania dragged me outside.

			“With Gerda.”

			“Fräulein Niemeyer.” Ghislain halted our escape and handed me the room key. “Please be ready for dinner.”

			“Sure, I will,” I said as Ania pulled me down the hallway.

			“He’s dapper,” Ania declared, but I hushed her, fearing Ghislain—who was walking ten steps behind—could hear us.

			“Where are you staying?”

			“There.” Ania pointed to a room next to the staircase.

			“Is Gerda staying with you?”

			“She received a special suite as the bride-to-be. I’m sharing with Olga and Mitzi from BDM, remember them? I’m not the daughter of a renowned SS official, to have the privilege of being escorted by a brigade leader to my exclusive room.”

			“Ania!” I reprimanded her, squeezing her arm as we descended the stairway. “I’m not alone. The Führer is watching me.”

			“The Führer watches us all,” Ania jested in a cryptic tone, and we laughed. “Come, I want to show you something.”

			I followed her into the courtyard, where a group of young men in singlets were offloading supplies from a truck and carrying them to the kitchen. We scuttled past their prying looks and entered the south wing through a door next to the staircase tower. The castle hall constituted an entire half of the south wing’s first floor. The finishes followed the line of my room, white walls with huge oak windows framing views of the castle gardens, but the decoration was extensive: shining medieval suits of armor stood around the periphery, pennants hung on the walls displaying the SS runes and swastika, and a huge portrait of Hitler hung at the center, with a smaller one of the SS leader, Heinrich Himmler—my father’s superior—by his side. Ring-shaped chandeliers hung in chains from the tall, oak-beamed ceiling, and iron torch holders bolted to the walls illuminated the place. Three women vigorously mopped the square-layout stone floor, with all the furniture stacked at the end of the room.

			“They are preparing everything for the wedding. Isn’t it beautiful?” Ania held her breath. “This hall will host the reception.”

			“Yes, beautiful,” I repeated, but I was praising the view of the garden instead.

			“Marrying in a castle, a true castle!” Ania sighed, romanticizing the idea of the fairy-tale wedding. “Let’s go outside.”

			I followed Ania through a door that led into the foyer of the west tower, and we continued our way out, passing the guards at the gate. Outside, a narrow stone bridge continued over the moat, which was, in fact, a natural slump of the terrain, with a trail to walk around the castle, passing below the arched bridges.

			“Peach, look, it’s Gerda!” Ania pointed down at the garden. Gerda ambled gallantly, wearing a dark blue dress with an azalea pattern, arm-in-arm with Brigadeführer Bruno Unger, just as Ghislain had described in his proposal. “Come! Let’s go.” We descended the stairs, running parallel to the outside wall of the castle.

			“Gerda! Gerda! Look who’s here!” Ania waved her hand as we approached.

			“Emma!” Gerda hugged me. “I’m so glad you’re here to accompany us. Have you met my husband-to-be?”

			I nodded. My father was his superior, and in his words, Bruno was a trustworthy man. 

			“Little Niemeyer.” Bruno shook my hand. “It has been a long time.”

			“A year.” My smile faded, remembering the last time had been during Anton’s funeral.

			“Certainly,” Bruno acknowledged with visible remorse at bringing the painful memory back. “Damsels, I’ll leave you. I assume you have a lot to catch up on.” Bruno held Gerda’s hand and kissed it. “Dear.” He bowed and donned his cap. “I’ll see you at dinner.”

			“There goes the love of your life,” Ania said idyllically, more excited than Gerda herself.

			“Gerda, I’m glad you’re marrying Bruno. He is a trustworthy man,” I echoed the words of my father, lacking any better compliment.

			“Since I met him, Bruno has been nothing but kind.” Gerda turned to me. “During hardship, there’s nothing like being with someone who makes you feel it’s worthwhile to wake up the next day.”

			Gerda had a lovely but melancholic face, granting her a mother-esque air. Her doleful eyes had witnessed so much sorrow. After she abandoned BDM at eighteen, the military had recruited Gerda as a searchlight operator to identify bombers amid the night sky. She’d witnessed the shelling of Berlin firsthand. One day, Gerda overslept. In her hurry to arrive on time for her shift, she’d jaywalked, and a car almost ran her over. The driver was Bruno.

			“A true love story.” Ania sighed, but I was unsure if the sparkle in Gerda’s eyes was true love or just admiration.

			“‘Marry only for love’ says the eighth commandment for the German woman,” Gerda declared, as if she were spying on my thoughts. “I learned it in the Reichsbräuteschulen.” A couple of months after announcing the engagement, Gerda had abandoned the service and joined the Reichsbräuteschulen, or Reich bride school, to prepare herself to be the perfect bride.

			“How was it?” Ania inquired, genuinely interested.

			“Not much different from the BDM, but we did more cooking, ironing, and gardening and less exercise.”

			“That sounds terrible,” I said, considering track-and-field events were my favorite activity.

			“Classes on animal husbandry and childcare are the substitutes for sports.”

			“Perfect, because I want to bear eight children, to receive a Gold Cross of Honor of the German Mother and not have to wait in line when boarding the streetcar,” I said sardonically.

			Gerda and Ania laughed.

			“‘You should want to have as many children as possible.’ It’s the tenth commandment, so you’d better get used to the idea,” Gerda informed us.

			I rolled my eyes. “Nothing about winning an Olympic gold medal?”

			“Kinder, küche, und kirche,” Gerda said. “‘Children, kitchen, and church’ is the motto, nothing about Olympics, sorry.”

			“Attending was not among my plans anyway,” I said, relieved.

			“I don’t think you have an option,” Gerda said in her terribly honest, bordering on baneful, tone. “With your father being a prominent SS leader, I assume he will want you to attend a bride’s school to marry a distinguished SS officer.” 

			“And Peach already has a handsome brigadeführer suitor.” Ania nudged me, and I blushed. “Maybe in a few years it will be us attending your SS-Eheweihen.” An SS-Eheweihen was an SS marriage consecration, not Catholic. Gerda’s was my first to attend.

			“I-I don’t know,” I said half-heartedly, thinking about my not-so-promising future.

			“Shake off the gloomy face, Emma,” Gerda instructed. “It’s not as bad as it sounds. I truly enjoyed the six-week course. We played, learned songs, and even read legends and fairy tales.”

			“It’s not that. It’s just… the idea of marrying— I-I would like to do something else. Something big… for my country.”

			“Are you planning on joining the service, Peach?” Ania questioned my judgment.

			I went mute.

			“There is no need to prove yourself to anyone, Emma, not even to your parents,” Gerda said, holding my hand. “You are not your brother. You can’t compete to fill the void he left. It’s not fair.”

			Gerda’s words hit me like a bucket of ice water. Am I subconsciously trying to replace my brother? Or deep down is that what I really want, and it just transpires in the outside world? Maybe it was my personal war for being noticed, to be taken care of and to be loved.

			“I-I—” I fell short of words, trying to explain myself.

			“You don’t have to join the service, Emma, nor press yourself on competing for the Olympics.” She squeezed my hand. “As women, we have a higher obligation to our country. We need to keep our bodies pure. Mind and spirit. The fatherland expects us to become supportive wives and mothers who uphold the racial values in our family.” Gerda said this as if she were reading a text from the teachings of the bride school. “Just follow the commandments, and you will marry a handsome man, Emma. I’m certain about that.”

			“Oh my God! It’s so late.” Ania broke the unsettling silence. “I need to prepare myself for dinner.”

			“Nonsense, you look lovely,” Gerda said.

			“There’s no such thing as too much. Who knows? Maybe I will bump into the love of my life in the castle corridors.” Ania winked before leaving.

			“I wish I had half her enthusiasm,” I said as we observed Ania hurrying upstairs. “She daydreams about attending the bride’s school and having her own SS-Eheweihen.”

			Gerda turned serious. “Unfortunately, she never will.”

			“Why so?”

			“The SS Race and Settlement Office will never allow it.”

			“She is German.”

			“Her father died of tuberculosis.”

			“But she is perfectly healthy and beautiful,” I retorted with frustration. 

			“No matter how beautiful, Ania carries her father’s genes, and health is a precondition of beauty.” 

			Gerda’s comment made me feel small, powerless, as if everything in life had been preconditioned from birth, engraved in the stars, and nothing could be done to change it.

			As we returned to the castle, I turned my face to the sky. I noticed a man standing on the balcony on the top floor of the south wing. I could not recognize his facial features at that distance.

			But I harbored no doubt that he was looking at us.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4
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			WHEN I ARRIVED AT THE DINING HALL, the deprecating gaze of my mother made sure I knew I was late. “Good evening,” I murmured apologetically as I sat in a vacant chair between Ania and my mother.

			“My daughter, Emma,” my father announced, drawing the attention of all diners toward me. “Do you remember her, Eric?” he asked his fellow obergruppenführer. His face was familiar, but it had become difficult for me to identify by name the hundreds of faces of uniformed men recorded in my memory.

			“Yes, two years ago, if I remember correctly, during the Führer’s birthday celebration,” Eric said. “It might seem like a long time, but for old men like us, Hans, it was like yesterday, eh?”

			My father concurred, “In the past, humanity measured years with crops. Now, time has become relativistic.”

			“Where were you?” Ania murmured.

			“Unpacking,” I said, unable to admit that my five-minute nap had gotten out of control.

			“Something to drink?” a maid offered.

			“Just water,” I responded, and the maid poured a glass from a porcelain pitcher.

			Ghislain, who was sitting in front of me, said, “I hope you enjoyed your stroll around the castle grounds.”

			“We certainly did,” Ania responded. “Right, Peach?” 

			I was about to answer when two more men entered the hall. At their appearance, Ghislain and Otto stood and clicked their heels with the usual formality.

			“At ease. Please remain seated,” the older of the two said, removing his hat and placing it on the table, flaunting the Totenkopf insignia: the skull and crossbones. “Tonight, we can spare the formalities.” He grinned, and I could not avoid noticing two tiny holes above his eyebrows an inch apart from the center of his face, too oddly symmetrical to be caused by an accident. He sat at the head of the table, flanked by his colleagues, my father and Eric, and his younger companion sat between Ghislain and Eric, in front of my mother. 

			“This is a celebration,” he continued. “If you could serve us.” He motioned to the line of maids standing behind us. “I can’t remember how long it has been since the last time Wewelsburg was this alive. So much young blood.” He emphasized this as if he were an elder. His sharp features and the expression lines stressed around his prominent cheekbones made him look older than my father, but his recently shaved face transmitted a younger feeling compared with a bearded, old Herr Huber—too recently shaved, since multiple raw wounds were still visible across his face. I wondered if his skin was sensitive, since he was old enough to be comfortable with a razor.

			“You should thank our visitors.” Eric turned to us.

			“Allow me to do the introductions,” my father said. “My daughter, Emma, her friend Ania Klein, and, of course, the bride-to-be, Gerda Lange. The three are close friends from BDM.”

			“A pleasure,” the three of us replied in unison.

			“The pleasure is all mine, ladies. I’m Obergruppenführer Wolfrick Von Schroeder, and this is my gruppenführer, Reinhard Schmidt.” Von Schroeder waved his hand at his younger companion, a man probably in his late thirties. “I assume you already know the two brigadeführers, Ghislain and Otto, who serve under his command.” Von Schroeder had clarified the chain of command; in the army, the equivalent would be from lieutenant general down to major general and finally brigadier general, meaning Reinhard was Ghislain’s superior.

			“The rumors were truth,” Reinhard said, sight cast down, fingers toying with the silverware, his right thumb running along the serrated side of the knife. Then he turned to Gerda, squinting through a tuft of hair falling across his face. He smiled widely, flirtatiously. “Bruno’s fiancée is indeed beautiful.” 

			“A true German beauty indeed,” Von Schroeder said. “Congratulations, Bruno.”

			Bruno thanked him, a little embarrassed. “I could not be happier about marrying such a beautiful and smart woman as Gerda.” He held Gerda’s hand. “My daisy.”

			“Nor could I,” Gerda replied modestly.

			“Hochzeitssuppe,” a maid said, filling my rune-decorated bowl with soup. “Wedding soup.”

			I turned briefly to Ghislain, who hadn’t removed his eyes from me as I sliced my meatballs. 

			“Isn’t it cute?” my mother asked. “True love is always childish.”

			“That’s why I believe it’s better to leave romance in the dominion of women.” Eric winked, raising his glass of wine.

			“That’s because nobody understands children better than women,” my mother replied.

			“You are right, Frau Niemeyer,” Von Schroeder conceded. “There is a child concealed in every man.” He turned to Gerda. “Go now, you woman, go discover the child in the man.”

			“What inspiring words, Obergruppenführer—”

			“Thus Spoke Zarathustra,” Reinhard said with a guttural voice, interrupting my mother.

			“What?” I said, too late to contain my question in the realm of my thoughts.

			Reinhard’s avid eyes rested on me. “Thus Spoke Zarathustra,” he repeated, this time softer.

			“It’s a quote from a book,” Otto explained.

			“Thus Spoke Zarathustra is a philosophical novel by German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche,” my father elaborated.

			“Did nobody in the BDM teach you about Nietzsche?” Von Schroeder inquired, clasping his leather-gloved hands and resting his elbows on the table.

			“I-I don’t know…” I turned, puzzled, to Ania and Gerda. “Not that I can remember.”

			“I told you. We can’t delegate indoctrination to the mediocre,” Reinhard said with displeasure, meticulously dissecting his food.

			“Can you hear it?” Von Schroeder said calmly. We all exchanged looks, hearing nothing, insulated as we were inside Wewelsburg’s walls. “Don’t you hear the hammering of the cannons? The thumping of bombs or the wind gusts caused by bullets?”

			“We are—fortunately—too far away for that, Wolfrick,” Eric said lightly, trying to ease the mood.

			“Precisely, Eric; we are at war, yet not all Germans know the reason. Only a few can identify our enemy.” Von Schroeder turned to me. “Fräulein Niemeyer, could you say who our enemy is?”

			All eyes sat on me. My lips pursed, my palms perspired, and the heel of my right foot pecked the floor. The British? Americans? Russians? Jews? My mind wandered, trying to figure out the right answer.

			“What do you think you would see across the battlefield?” Von Schroeder added.

			Uniformed figures were the sole image in mind. “Men?” I said, feeling stupid.

			“In fact,” Von Schroeder responded, to my surprise. “But not any men. Lesser men.”

			“I’ve seen them in battle. They are just a painful embarrassment,” Reinhard interjected. “Chimpanzees waging war.”

			“We wage war against the ignorant man who cannot dream,” Von Schroeder continued, disregarding Reinhard’s comments. “The one who made his way from worm to human simply to earn a living and work all day just to keep warm. The one who negates the supreme for the mediocre, the underman. The world is plagued by undermen, uninterested in the salvation of mankind. But humanity should thrive and become better, even if the means to attain the end might seem evil. Only great pain is the ultimate liberator of the spirit.”

			“But the pain endured by the German folk is not enough?” I dared to question, under the astonished looks of everybody, especially my mother, but the scenery we had witnessed in Kassel was still fresh on my mind.

			“The decimation of men is precisely the driving force that breeds a stronger race, a master race. This war is just a bridge, not an end; a bridge between the underman and the Übermensch, the Overman. A superior being conscious of its own strength, not humble but delighted in its own abilities.”

			Ghislain listened solemnly to Von Schroeder’s words, the way one listens to the homily of a priest.

			“Could you imagine it?” Von Schroeder asked rhetorically. “A being with superior strength and reflexes, with outstanding psychic abilities, capable of bending the trajectory of a bullet in battle or manipulating the vital signs of his enemy and forcing him to surrender. Just imagine the possibilities of having the capacity to control the elements or simply to possess a foe’s mind to exert control over their body. There would be no more wars. Such could be the power of the Overman.”

			“Possessing somebody else’s body? That sounds like demonic possession,” Ania whispered to me, but apparently loud enough to be heard across the table.

			“What did you say, Fräulein Klein?” Von Schroeder leaned over the table to take a better look at her.

			“Um, nothing.” Ania shrank back in her chair.

			“Demonic possessions might sound like stories to frighten children at night,” Von Schroeder continued. “But this very castle has witnessed such events. In 1631, the Holy Inquisition conducted two trials in the dungeon in the basement of the west tower. The first to judge the infamous Witch of Fedelm, or the Bony Duana, as she is referred to in the folktales, for her gaunt limbs longer than the
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