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If the time is not yet ripe for your love...
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Set against the bleak backdrop of the Third Reich, Im Schatten des Reiches tells the story of a young soldier struggling to survive on the Eastern Front while remembering a bygone era full of freedom, love and longing. As the war becomes ever more brutal and merciless, the only thing that keeps him going is the memory of his secret love for Peter, which began during an idyllic summer on the Baltic Sea. 
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But fate brings them together again years later when the war sends them both into the hell of Stalingrad. As the empire collapses around them, hope remains for what they once shared - a spark of humanity in a world that devours everything.
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An erotic gay romance.
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In the shadow of the empire
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I think Mum had long suspected that I was different. It wasn't a sudden realisation, not a specific moment that changed everything, but a slow, silent knowledge that crept in between us, like an invisible bond that connected us, even if we never dared to talk about it. I don't know exactly why or how she knew - maybe it was my behaviour that was different from the other boys, maybe it was the way I spoke or the way I avoided the looks of my comrades when the conversations in the Hitler Youth turned to 'male' topics. 
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But she felt it, I'm sure of it. And although we never said a single word about it, I was somehow reassured in my deepest despair. Reassured because I knew that mum would keep this dark secret that was burning inside me to herself, no matter what the cost. In these times, when any deviation from the norm could be fatal, when one's own son could suddenly become an enemy of the state, her silence was like a blanket of safety under which I could hide.
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She knew father only too well. She knew exactly how firm he was in his convictions, how much he identified with the ideals of the regime that was spreading inexorably through our lives like an omnipresent plague. Father was a man who made no compromises, who believed everything he was told and who did not hesitate to defend these convictions vehemently to the outside world. He would never have changed his mind, not even for me, his own son. Because for men like him, men who were absorbed in the ideals of the Third Reich, individual feelings didn't count. It was about strength, discipline, purity of blood and loyalty to the national community. A man who did not fulfil these ideals was not a man, but an enemy. And if he had suspected for even a moment that his own son - his flesh and blood - harboured something that called all these values into question, he would have betrayed me, perhaps out of anger, perhaps out of fear, but certainly without hesitation.
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Ever since mum suspected that I was different, she seemed to do everything she could to keep dad away from me as much as possible. It wasn't that she openly shielded him, because that would have been too conspicuous, and in these dangerous times nothing should arouse suspicion. But she knew how to skilfully control the atmosphere, especially at our evening meals, which took place at the same time every evening like an unspoken ritual. Those moments when we sat at the dinner table could so easily have been jeopardised if even the slightest word had been spoken incorrectly. But mum was clever. She always steered the conversation towards innocuous topics and, above all, she often spoke to father about his work at the government agency, even though I knew that she felt nothing but disgust for this work. She would ask about his duties, about the day's events, and I could see in her eyes how it was eating her up inside, but she kept up the façade to protect me.
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Mother knew very well that she despised father's new job and his growing closeness to those in power. She never said it out loud, but I could see it in her eyes when he came home in the evening, his party badge on his lapel, as if it symbolised the betrayal of everything that had once held them together. She hated that he had become involved with these new masters, that he had so willingly submitted to the regime as if it was the only way to finally be recognised. Because that was ultimately what had changed him: recognition. Before, father had been just a quiet, inconspicuous civil servant, a man who did his job but was never really seen. He was always passed over for promotion, as if he was invisible, and I think this feeling of invisibility ate away at him. But when he joined the party and pinned on this badge, suddenly everything seemed different. Suddenly he was not only noticed, but respected, perhaps even feared. Within a few months, he had been promoted twice. Two promotions that he would never have received in his entire career had he not committed himself to this new system.
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However, the second promotion came with a dark shadow. It followed shortly after an event that haunted Mum and me in our nightmares for a long time. It was early one morning, the air was cool and there was an oppressive silence over the house, broken only by the muffled echo of boots on the stone floor of the stairwell. Mum and I had already got up. Perhaps she had sensed it, this tension that had wrapped itself around our lives like an invisible hand. 
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And then it came: a heavy, booming knock, so loud that it seemed to shake through the walls. Our neighbours' door was crushed by the powerful fists of the Gestapo and I could feel my blood freeze in my veins. Mum grabbed my arm and pulled me wordlessly behind the curtains in the living room window. We saw the men with their hard faces and grey uniforms burst into the house, followed by a scream that penetrated the walls. It was the mother of the family screaming. A scream so full of fear and despair that it stayed in my bones.
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We stood there, barely breathing, while we watched from behind the curtains as the whole family was led out. The father, a quiet, friendly man who had always greeted us politely, the mother, who had often whispered with my mother in the hallway, and the two daughters, barely older than me, shivering and in their thin pyjamas. I will never forget the sight of the younger daughter trying to cling to her mother while a rough soldier grabbed her roughly and pushed her into the car. The silence that followed the screams was almost worse. It was the kind of silence that did not bode well, a silence that reeked of final loss.
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Mum whispered quietly beside me, her voice barely more than a breath: "Now it's time. Now the henchmen are starting to chase away the decent people." Her words cut through the silence like a knife, and I felt the lump in my throat that I couldn't swallow. We both knew that father was involved in these events. Even though he would never say it to our faces, I knew that it had been his report to the police that had sealed our neighbours' fate. He never spoke about it, but his silence revealed everything. He had been the one who had given their names to the Gestapo, and that was the price he had paid for his second promotion. A new post, a new position of power, and the destruction of a family - all at the expense of people who were not "Aryan enough", as he had put it.
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It was cruel and inhumane, and yet that evening we sat at the dinner table as usual, as if nothing had happened. Dad ate his schnitzel while Mum told him what had happened, her voice cautious, almost trembling with suppressed anger. He didn't really listen to her. He chewed indifferently, as if it was all irrelevant, and only said, without looking up: "That's what happens to people who work against the people." The people. A word that was used so often these days that it had lost its meaning. A word that Father's ideology had completely appropriated, so that he no longer saw his neighbours as people, but only as traitors to a cause that was greater than any individual life.

***
[image: image]


'Against the people,' father actually said, and it was as if the word 'people' could excuse everything that was happening around us. He meant nothing other than that our neighbours, who had previously been known as staunch communists, had lost their humanity because they no longer belonged to this nebulous mass he called 'the people'. These neighbours were suddenly no longer part of this community - excluded because they did not fit into the new, fanatical world view that the Nazis had created. It was as if they had been erased with the stroke of a pen, and for my father it was nothing more than a logical consequence. 
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The people he had once greeted daily in the stairwell had suddenly become enemies, traitors working against the national community. It was as simple as that in his twisted logic. It was frightening to see how easy it was for him to dehumanise people in this way - how quickly the Nazi ideology had penetrated his thoughts and changed him completely. I couldn't even begin to imagine what would go on in his head if he ever found out that his own son had something in him that didn't fit into
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