
        
            
                
            
        

    



ALSO BY ALMA KATSU


The Fervor

Red Widow

The Deep

The Hunger

The Taker Trilogy

The Taker

The Reckoning

The Descent







[image: image]







This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, organizations, places, events, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

Text copyright © 2022 by Alma Katsu

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher.

Published by Amazon Original Stories, Seattle

www.apub.com

Amazon, the Amazon logo, and Amazon Original Stories are trademarks of Amazon.com, Inc., or its affiliates.

eISBN: 9781662507656

Cover illustration by Phantom City Creative

Cover design by M. S. Corley








Germany, 1945


It started with a splash of crimson blood on snow.

Uwe Fuchs went out, as he did every morning, to feed the last remaining animals on his farm. Half-asleep, he trudged to the barn and lifted the bolt that secured the door, but inside, the livestock were unusually agitated. They crowded at the backs of their stalls and looked at him with worried eyes. After he herded them to their pens and left them with a little hay, he decided to look for signs that a wild animal had approached the barn last night. There had been stories in the village of a predator active in the woods, most likely boar or bear or wolf.

Last night’s light snow covered any possible tracks. Still, Uwe was determined. He was the only man on the farm, after all, and he felt responsible. It was his duty.

He found the blood about fifty feet from the barn. It trailed into the woods.

He hesitated. Should he follow it? What if he ran into whatever was out there? All he had on him was the walking stick he used to prod the animals into their pens.

Behind him, the cow bellowed to be milked. Behind him, too, was his snug, warm cottage, where Katya would be getting his breakfast ready, porridge and hot milk. She would be rousting Liesl from bed. They would be waiting for him at the farmhouse table so they could eat together.

Still . . . he was the woodsman, the protector. It was his job.

As it turned out, he didn’t have to go far. The blood led him to a ditch, and in the ditch was a lifeless form.

Because of the volume of blood on the trail, he’d expected to find a deer. It would have to be one of the last in the forest, since so many villagers had turned to game to keep their families fed.

But it wasn’t. It was a man.

Uwe peered into the ditch. He dithered for a minute over whether he should scramble down to check on the man, who was short and thin, dark with olive skin. But he was clearly dead, his innards spilled out and glistening, red and wet, in the morning sun.

A dead man not fifty yards from his house.

What else was he to think except that the war truly had come home to roost?

[image: image]

“I don’t want you or Liesl going into the woods today,” he said to Katya at the breakfast table.

He had waited until Liesl went to feed the chickens in the courtyard to tell Katya what he’d found. “I’m going to inform Johann.” Johann Konig, the miller, acted as the unofficial mayor of the small village. He would know what to do. Uwe added, “It was a Romani.” That in itself was odd: there hadn’t been any Romani in Scharweg for years. He didn’t need to point out the oddness; everyone knew that the Romani had disappeared around the same time as the Jews, rounded up and taken to the same place, the place they never talked about. Uwe had been sorry to see the Romani go because he hired them to help on the farm during the harvest. All the farmers did. They had pestered Johann into petitioning the authorities to allow the gypsies to stay, but it made no difference: the government had rounded them up anyway.

“Maybe he had been in hiding,” Katya said over her cup of steaming milk. “One of our neighbors could’ve been keeping him safe.”

“It had to have been an animal. Because of the . . . damage.” He didn’t share any details with Katya about the condition of the body. He would protect her from the ugliness in the world, as much as he could.

Odd that they had heard no noise last night. No scream, no cry for help.

“Are there even animals here capable of doing something like that? The forest has been hunted clean. Any animal capable of that kind of killing would’ve moved on.”

“There are still bear. Or wolves. It could’ve been a pack of wolves.” Uwe stood to leave. “Don’t open the door while I am away.”
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Katya stood at the door with her arms folded as she watched her husband leave.

Uwe’s response had not surprised her. A man had been murdered and his body left a stone’s throw from their house, and Uwe had gone, calm as you please, to report it to the authorities. As though someone had merely left the pasture gate open or stolen a shovel from the garden.

She loved her husband, but hard times were coming and she worried that Uwe—dear, sweet Uwe—was not ready for them.
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Uwe returned with a couple of men from the village. He showed them where to find the body and left them to haul it up and take it away while he spent the rest of the day trying to forget how it had started.

That evening, the Fuchses had a visitor. Uwe told Katya and Liesl to stay in the loft until he left.

Katya gave him a grave look. “You don’t owe him the time of day. Don’t we have enough to worry about?” she’d asked reproachfully.

He kissed her on the forehead. “You know I cannot just turn him away. It would only lead to more trouble.”

Uwe had known Hans Sauer since they were young, but Uwe and Hans had never been friends. Hans was the kind of boy who was feared, not liked. He had revealed his predilection for bullying early, trapping chipmunks and squirrels, which he then killed at his leisure behind his parents’ barn. As a grown man, he harassed people at the tavern when he got drunk and picked fights after church service. Most everyone in Scharweg gave Hans a wide berth. Uwe had never invited Hans into his home, not once.

But these were not normal times.

Uwe glanced longingly at the fireplace and the two chairs he and Katya usually occupied after dinner, Katya knitting or spinning wool, Uwe falling asleep after a hard day’s work on the farm. There would be no napping tonight.

“There are stories from Düsseldorf regularly.” Hans kept his voice low so Katya would not overhear. “The Allied troops will be here any day now.”

Of course, the stories would be bad. Nearly everyone in the village accepted now that Germany was going to lose the war, even though the authorities tried to hide it. The radio spewed mostly made-up news, claiming victory and success, and then in the next minute ordered children and the elderly to report for duty in the Volkssturm—the People’s Army.

“You know what’s happening as well as I. They’re killing men and the elderly and children. Raping our wives and daughters.” This was why Uwe had made Katya and Liesl hide upstairs; he didn’t want to frighten them any further, especially not after what he’d found in the woods. “They’re slaughtering livestock, burning property to the ground, stealing valuables. The Allies are no better than animals.”

Uwe had heard these rumors, too, mainly from Nazi broadcasts, but he hadn’t given them much credence. He had chafed at the party’s hyperbole but finally became disgusted when the Reich started drafting little boys. A nation that put children in harm’s way while its leaders cowered in bunkers had already lost; it just wouldn’t admit it.

Hans leaned toward Uwe until their faces were inches apart. Hans’s eyes were hard like flint. “That’s why you need to join us. It’s your job to keep your wife and little one safe.”

Uwe had heard the men in the village were forming a guerrilla resistance group to fight off the Allied troops. Uwe, being practical, was of two minds on the subject. On one hand, he questioned why they should bother. Anyone could see that a small group of farmers would not be able to hold off the Allies indefinitely. Better to use this time to do what he could for his family. He would be of no use to them if he were killed or taken off to a prisoner of war camp.

On the other hand, the instinct to fight was visceral. His duty as a German and a man had been drummed into his head since birth. Now it was broadcast constantly on the radio, morning, noon, and night.

Also, he had less to fear from the approaching Allied troops than some of the men in the village had. Nearly all the men under the age of fifty had left for the military, the SS, even to serve as guards at the dreaded camps. The Allies had begun seizing the camps and exposing them to the world, and now there could be no more pretense. The world was learning of Nazi atrocities—something that everyone in Germany had long suspected, having watched as their neighbors were taken away. Deserters were sneaking back to their homes under cover of darkness, shedding their uniforms along the way and destroying every bit of evidence they had that connected them to the war. Photographs of themselves wearing those uniforms, souvenirs from battle. In some cases, other more damning things. All sacrificed to the fire.

Good riddance. Uwe had no sympathy for these men. Thank heavens he had not been called up to fight in the war. He had been given a rare hardship pass because his mother, a widow since the Great War, had been dependent on him. Some men in Uwe’s position had volunteered anyway, but not Uwe. He loved his country, but he did not agree with the party in power. There were many like him, Germans who loved their country and their heritage but hated and feared the Nazis and wished, silently, for their reign to end. Uwe had been a teenager when the party came into power, but even he could see they would steer the country into trouble. Still, he told himself that there was nothing he could do about it: politics were for city people, not country rustics like him. His father had answered the call to arms, and look what that got him. Killed by an enemy bullet at the Somme.

“I don’t know, Hans. I have my family to think about . . .”

Hans had a way of scowling that made Uwe nervous. It could be his muttonchop sideburns: they made him look vaguely animalistic. “Joining the resistance is how you protect your family. It is the only way. Do you think you can keep the Allied pigs at bay when they come knocking on your door?” Hans eyed Uwe’s scrawny arms and reedy chest. The Fuchs men had always been on the small side, true, but it would be a mistake to underestimate him, Uwe felt. He could be as deadly as the next man. He knew how to wield an axe and fire a rifle.

Still. Hans had put his finger on Uwe’s secret fear. Katya and Liesl were his world, and they depended on him.

“I’ll think about it,” he finally agreed. It was the only way to get Hans to leave.

After he’d bolted the door behind Hans, Uwe called up to his wife. “He’s gone.”

“Why listen to Hans? You know what kind of man he is,” Katya said as she climbed down the ladder.

“We can’t afford to antagonize our neighbors at a time like this. Have you forgotten what was in the woods, just meters from our house? We’re more vulnerable than ever.” Uwe rubbed his face. He was so tired. “He’s only trying to protect us.”

Uwe left his wife to her knitting and her fretting and went to Liesl with a candle and his daughter’s favorite book of fairy tales. It was a battered old copy of the Grimm brothers’ tales, Kinder- und Hausmärchen. It had belonged to his father and was passed down to Uwe. There were few books on the farm, so Uwe had treasured it. He really didn’t need the book as he knew the stories by heart, but his daughter loved to look at the illustrations.

“Which one shall we read tonight?” Uwe asked as his daughter snuggled under the covers. Light from the candle flickered over her face, and Uwe thought once more that she was the most beautiful child in the village. She had her mother’s fine blonde hair and sky-blue eyes and skin as fair as fresh cream. She was a true Aryan like the children in stories. Uwe didn’t feel that he agreed with the Nazis’ theories of Aryan superiority, but the stories appealed to his nationalistic pride.

Even more significant: Liesl was a child of the Reinhardswald, a near-sacred place for all true Germans. The forest that surrounded them was all she’d ever known and—God willing—all she would ever need.

“Little Red Riding Hood,” she said, her eyes smiling.

Uwe could’ve predicted this: it was her favorite. The book fell open to the first page, an illustration of a pretty young girl about Liesl’s age in a flowing cloak with a basket over her arm. She was in a forest cottage, a grandmother’s cottage, every inch crammed with pots and bottles and baskets. Warm and cozy and safe.

And behind her, dressed in an old woman’s nightgown with a nightcap on its head, was a huge black wolf. The wolf stood on its hind legs like a man, so big that it was nearly bursting out of the grandmother’s nightgown. Its mouth was open, revealing sharp, hungry teeth. The illustration was just comical enough to keep from frightening children, but there was no mistaking the message, the implied threat.

The wolf is no animal, but a type of man.

And this man is dangerous.
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When Liesl had finally drifted off to sleep, Uwe climbed down from the loft. He paused, not yet returning the book to its customary place. He ran his palm over the cover, the linen threadbare from generations of use. The Nazi party had ordered that every household must have a copy of Kinder- und Hausmärchen; that was how important these stories were to the German sense of self. The Fuchses had had a copy since Uwe’s great-grandparents’ time, and theirs was the unexpurgated edition, filled with terrible violence: children roasted alive and eaten, Snow White’s own mother ordering the woodsman to kill her and bring back her lungs and liver, servants beaten savagely, even murdered. He supposed it hadn’t bothered his parents or his grandparents because they were farmers and used to an often-brutal way of life. He’d seen a friend’s later edition and was surprised how much it had been softened—for city people, he supposed, who never had to strangle the goose they would have for that evening’s supper.

There had been an old woman in the village, now long dead, who had told Uwe that her great-grandparents had met the Grimm brothers. They had traveled into the countryside to collect stories from common folk who still knew the old tales, the stories that had never been written down and had only survived through retelling from parent to child. According to the old woman, the Grimms were soft spoken and patient, sitting for hours with the farmers and their wives to collect their stories. “They were particularly interested in our village because of where we are,” she’d said proudly. Many of the scariest stories in the collection—“Little Red Riding Hood” and “Hansel and Gretel” and “Snow White”—had their origins in the Reinhardswald. All were about children being abandoned in the forest and left to the predation of wild beasts and unscrupulous men. Uwe had heard this disputed years later at the tavern by a traveler who’d claimed they’d actually been based on old French tales. He’d been dumped in the nearest pigsty for his heresy.

The one story from the Reinhardswald that no one disputed was the tale of the Werwolf. The only matter open to argument was whether the Reinhardswald had been home to the first tale set in Germany, because there were many stories of werewolves throughout the country.

Uwe slid the book onto the shelf, his hand lingering on the spine for an extra moment. It seemed funny to him that Liesl adored the wolf. He supposed it had to do with the illustration, which romanticized the animal to a degree. It bothered him that his daughter misunderstood the message of the fairy tale. She didn’t see that she should be wary of the wolf. And wasn’t the woodsman the real hero of the story? The woodsman who came to her rescue and cut the wolf in two? Yet somehow along the way, Liesl had fallen in love with the wolf—and she wasn’t alone. Wolves were cunning; wolves were strong. Many Germans spoke lovingly of the wolf, even though it was the wolf that carried off their sheep and chickens and sometimes even killed the family dog when it tried to protect them.

How could so many of his countrymen not see the wolf for what it was?
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The next evening, Uwe went to Johann’s house to listen to the weekly news broadcast.

There may have been a mayor of Scharweg at some point in its long history, but the official position and title had fallen away over time. There had been no election or vote to elevate Johann to his position of authority; he was merely the man whose judgment most people trusted. Also, because of his business, he was one of the wealthier men in the area and could afford a good radio, one that could pick up the broadcasts from the capital. Nearly everyone in town had gotten into the habit of going to his home on Sunday evenings to listen to the news.

That night, Uwe trudged there alone. Katya wasn’t going; she tended to argue with neighbors who clung to the propaganda coming out of Berlin, and this upset Uwe. He promised to give her a full accounting of the news on his return.

He arrived a little late, so he had to squeeze into a place along the wall. Johann smiled at him weakly from across the room; Uwe suspected Johann didn’t enjoy having his house full of his neighbors every week, but it had become a ritual that he was now helpless to stop. Several men smoked pipes, making the air nearly unbreathable. Even after Uwe had peeled off his scarf and jacket, he was still overheated from the warmth of so many bodies and was nauseous from the spicy pipe smoke. He wished someone would open a window.

“Und jetzt die Neuigkeiten von der Westfront,” the radio announcer began. Now the news from the western front. Everyone in the room held their breath, hoping to hear that the People’s Army had been able to turn back the approaching Allied forces. Last week the enemy had pushed the Wehrmacht over the Rhine, and after that, the news became suspiciously sketchy. Uwe assumed the authorities did not want to reveal the extent of their collapse.

“Liebe Mitbürgerinnen und Mitbürger, es tut mir leid, Ihnen mitteilen zu müssen, dass die Nachrichten von der Front nicht gut sind,” the announcer said in a sad, quiet voice. I am sorry to tell you, fellow citizens, that the news from the front is not good. Allied troops had decisively broken through the front line, and the German Army was in retreat.

Uwe studied his neighbors’ faces. They were mostly old, parents who had taken in their sons’ families when the men went off to fight. They looked terrified. While not everyone in Scharweg had agreed with the Nazis or been in favor of war, everyone was afraid of what would come next.

Johann snapped off the radio when the program was over.

“What are we going to do?” an old woman asked. “You heard him. The enemy will be here any day.”

“No,” another old woman said. “This is only a setback. Our troops will stop them.”

“Wake up. You are living in a dream world,” the man next to her snapped.

“Neighbors, enough! Stop.” Johann picked a path through the people seated on the floor, making his way to the middle of the room. “Arguing among ourselves will get us nowhere. We should be using this time to prepare. We need to hide food. If it’s true that the Russians are coming, we know they have no food themselves. They will try to seize ours. We should send our livestock into the forest with our children to guard them—and to hide them from the Allies. They will assume every young man fought in the war, regardless of what we tell them, and take them away.”

“Have you forgotten about the body of the Romani?” one of the women asked. Eyes skittered toward Uwe as though he were somehow responsible. “I’m not sending my Rolf into the woods. Whatever killed that gypsy is still out there.”

“We are trapped,” another one wailed. “Trapped between the Russians and a monster.”

The room was abuzz as everyone tried to speak at once. It was bedlam.

Someone clapped his hands loudly for attention.

It was Hans. Uwe froze. Hans didn’t normally come Sunday nights. “Neighbors, you are missing the point. The enemy is near, and we must defend ourselves—”

“How will we do that, Hans? We are a village of old people, in case you haven’t noticed.” It was Joachim Busch. His family had lived in Scharweg for generations.

Hans lifted his chin in defiance. “There are enough men to take up arms. Even an old man like you can lift a rifle.”

Joachim clenched his jaw, but he didn’t respond to Hans’s taunt.

Günter Ziegler rose to his feet. Günter was one of the most respected men in the village. “All this talk of resistance is wrong. We have lost the war and should accept it.”

“That’s easy for you to say. You didn’t fight in the army.” The man who said this was a stranger who had returned with Hans to the village. Uwe assumed they’d been in the same army unit together.

“We don’t know what will happen. Maybe the Allies will leave us alone,” one of the villagers said.

“You think we should just wait and see?” one of Hans’s men sneered. “Then it will be too late.”

Günter pointed at Hans. “I’m tired of listening to you. You had your chance. You were so eager to go off to war, to prove the führer right, to prove the superiority of the Aryan race. Now we have lost, and what have you proved, eh?”

The room fell into silence.

Hans pushed his way to the fireplace. The firelight danced over him in a way Uwe found frightening, like he was standing in the middle of the flames, unharmed. Hans glared down at the crowd seated at his feet. “I can’t believe what I’m hearing tonight. I can’t believe the people of this proud Aryan village would refuse to defend it against invaders.”

But he underestimated how tired these people were of the war. How disgusted, how broken. They had lost sons, held their tongues as their neighbors disappeared in the night, trembled when a Gestapo officer gave them a second glance. “Give it up, Hans,” one of the farmers protested. “If we cooperate, it will go easier for us—”

“They are the enemy!” he roared. “We must not roll over like an old dog and show them our bellies. Me and my men, we are going to defend our homes and our women and children—whether you like it or not.”

Günter was a large man and tall. He looked down on Hans, sneering slightly. “Big talk for a deserter. That is why you’re not with your unit at the front, isn’t it?”

Hans did not shrink away. He puffed out his chest. “I don’t have to explain myself, especially not to you, old man. I came back to protect my family’s farm. I know where my true duty lies.”

Hans’s father was not present, Uwe noticed. Nor his brother, discharged from the infantry after losing a foot, or his teenaged nephews. What did they think of what Hans was trying to do?

Günter turned to Hans’s supporters, who were congregated at the back of the room. “Don’t think we don’t know who you are and why you do this . . . You want to go out and make a lot of noise and beat your chest to prove to yourself that you’re a man. But going out to hunt for Allies is going to put us all in danger. It’s a mistake.”

Hans went up to Günter, their puffed chests nearly touching. Uwe drew in his breath, as did everyone else. Would there be a fight here in Johann’s house?

“We’ll see what happens when the Allies come to Scharweg. We’ll see which of us is the hero.” Hans charged toward the door, pausing at the last minute. “If you don’t agree with this old fool and want to fight, you know where to find me.”
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Uwe sat with Katya at the table and told her everything that had happened at Johann’s.

“Hans seems determined to put a resistance group together. What should I do?”

Katya looked down at her cup. “I know you will feel badly if you don’t join Hans. It’s how you were raised. But please, Uwe, for my sake and the sake of our daughter, I hope you will have nothing to do with Hans and his nonsense.”
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The next morning, Uwe waited until the fog had burned off to gather wood.

There was a mist nearly every morning in the Reinhardswald. It was one of the oddities that had led to the many legends about the place. Only a fool would believe all of them, but on the other hand, anyone who was born here had witnessed at least one or two things that could not be explained. The locals knew there was something magical about the fairy-tale woods.

Uwe had only been outside the Reinhardswald a few times in his life—once to wrangle with authorities over his mother’s survivor benefits and once to travel all the way to Munich at his godfather’s invitation to see the theater—so he had little to compare it to, but even so, he knew the forest was special. Nowhere on earth could you find as many enormous trees. Trees as wide as a barn and tall as a mountain. Trees with girths so stupendous that you could hollow one out to live inside. Trees covered with so much bright-green moss that they vanished into the verdant background.

Brambles so thick and impenetrable that anything could be hiding inside.

Deep and dark caves that had never seen sunlight.

Twisting black streams that burbled with life for miles, then disappeared entirely, swallowed up by the underworld.

When he was a boy, he’d been afraid of going into the woods alone. Then, his uncle would go with him and teach him how to find his way home, how to tell how large an animal trailing him might be by the sound of its footfall. His uncle had since moved away, but Uwe had managed to outgrow his fear and now routinely went into the forest to gather wood or retrieve a lost calf or lamb. He’d actually grown to love these walks alone.

Uwe laid his biggest axe on the sledge and circled the leather strap around his chest. The pony they’d once used to pull the sledge had been slaughtered last month. The pony had fed Uwe’s family and his neighbors for several weeks. But the pony’s meat was gone, and it would only be a matter of time before the demand would grow to take his last remaining livestock, but that meant there would be none left for breeding. It might be time to take the last of their animals deep in the forest as Johann had suggested. It would be risky, however. A hungry neighbor foraging in the woods might stumble across them.

Or enemy soldiers.

They could be in the forest with him at this very moment—as could whatever had killed the Romani. He stopped and stood as still as possible, listening for movement: the crunch of dead leaves underfoot, the crack of a twig, the faint murmur of men talking in a strange language. But he heard nothing except the burrowing of a small animal in the brush or the occasional birdcall. Nothing was amiss. The forest felt the same to him as it did every day of his life. He repositioned the leather strap across his chest and leaned into it, continuing on his way.

After a while, he came to a spot with a lot of fallen branches. He started collecting firewood, trimming back pieces to fit on the little sledge. The strike of his axe on the wood made a pleasant sound as he chipped off the smaller branches: knock, knock, knock. He thought of how he would look to an enemy soldier who might stumble across him. He was clearly not a combatant. He looked like a woodsman who had stepped out of a Grimm story, dressed in wool, a cap on his head. These men were strong and capable and modest, never boasting about themselves but going about doing whatever needed to be done. They were the wardens of the forest and protectors of the fatherland, and it pleased Uwe that his neighbors might see him this way—and not as he thought of himself, the mama’s boy who was too slight and weak to fight for his country. She was gone now, having died around the time Liesl was born, five years ago.

When his sledge was full, he started to head back. It was quite heavy now, and he struggled to pull it over the uneven ground. If he ran into anyone now, he would be forced to abandon the sledge and run for his life, and the thought embarrassed him.

Maybe I am a coward. He burned with shame as he leaned into his task, sweat starting to drip off his brow and nose.

He had stopped at the edge of a pond to catch his breath when he saw the wolf. It was the biggest wolf Uwe had ever seen. Its paws were the size of pie plates; its shoulders would come to Uwe’s hip. Muscles rippled under its beautiful silver-tipped coat. Completely unperturbed by Uwe’s presence, it studied him with baleful eyes.

Uwe caught his breath at the sight of it. A wolf that big undoubtedly could attack a man, but would it? A beast this size could carry off a sheep on its own, maybe even challenge a bull. If there were any left to threaten.

Then he remembered the body in the ditch. The Romani torn to bits.

The wolf watched him—then took a step forward.

Uwe’s throat went dry instantly. If the wolf decided to attack, he stood little chance. He had fallen out of the habit of taking his rifle with him when he went to collect firewood. Children were often given this task, after all. It seemed unmanly that he should take a weapon with him—though now he realized his folly. If he survived, he’d remember to take a rifle with him in the future.

Still—he had the axe. It rested on top of the pile of logs. He reached for it, all the while keeping his eyes on the animal.

The wolf was still watching him. Its lean flanks rose and fell with each breath.

Uwe thought of Liesl and her love for the wolf, why the Grimms had, in their way, celebrated it. Wild things were beautiful; maybe their wildness was their beauty, the knowledge that you could never possess them. Also, the wolf’s size, its hugeness, created an irrepressible excitement. There was something otherworldly about it. It could be a magical creature sent expressly to find him. To see him.

To bring him a secret message.

Snap out of it. He was giddy with fear, he realized. He needed to focus. Think of Katya, Liesl. They needed him to keep his wits about him. To stay alive.

He slipped the leather guard off the axe’s blade. Wrapping his hands around the oak handle, he planted his feet in a wide stance and raised the weapon, the way he would if he were about to take a swing at a tree trunk. His eyes remained on the wolf, silently signaling his intentions.

The wolf did not seem intimidated in the least.

But at length, the animal seemed to change its mind. It turned and walked away, its giant silver form slinking between the trees and disappearing into the woods. Only at the last minute did Uwe spot more wolves watching, farther back.

Once Uwe was satisfied that the wolves had left, he lowered the axe. His heart was still pounding in his chest but was slowing, his breath returning to normal. He sheathed the axe and returned it to the sledge.

As he pulled the sledge the rest of the way home, he thought about the wolf. Could a beast that size be real, or had he imagined it? Part of him wanted to believe it was no ordinary wolf but a creature from one of the Grimm brothers’ tales, perhaps the story of the wolf of Eggenstedt. Uwe snorted at his foolishness. He was a grown man with no time for fairy stories.

Yet it had been fairy tales that led Germany into war, the Nazis wanting everyone to believe Aryans were descended from mythic god-men and that they could regain godlike powers if their blood were pure enough.

And look where this foolish wish fulfillment had gotten them: on the brink of being hated by the entire world. Now they refused to believe that the Allies were pushing toward Berlin. Refused to believe stories of the camps filled with the dead and dying. Uwe’s neighbors denied it was true, said it was Allied propaganda. They want us to be monsters, his neighbors cried. Then it’s easier to hurt us. To punish us.

But what if they really were monsters?

[image: image]

It was a story that had been told in the Reinhardswald for as long as anyone could remember.

A man accepts a present from the Devil: a belt that can turn any man into a wolf.

The man is a hunter, but his eyesight has gone bad, so he can no longer hunt. He falls on hard times and, in desperation, accepts the Devil’s belt. To the hunter’s delight, his eyesight as a wolf is perfect. With his powerful muscles and fearsome teeth, he can bring down any animal in the forest. After years of his subsisting on his neighbors’ table scraps, his larder is suddenly always full. He has boar, stag, pheasant, and hare. His neighbors are curious as to how the man is suddenly able to provide for himself when he is almost blind, but he refuses to explain.

He is so prosperous again that the village matchmaker declares him marriageable. The neighbors can barely wait to ask the new wife by what miracle her new husband is able to hunt. She tells them of the magical belt. Every night, he picks up the belt, kisses her on the head, and leaves to hunt by the light of the moon.

“Don’t you understand,” the village priest tells her. “This belt is a gift from the Devil.”

From here, however, the story has different endings. In one version, the villagers rise up against the hunter and kill him for being in league with Lucifer. In another, the villagers take revenge on the hunter for killing their sheep and cattle. In one telling, the wolf murders a young child, so he is killed for that crime.

But in one version, the villagers do not kill the hunter. The hunter escapes, perhaps with help from his master, Satan.

And the hunter has a name: Jäger.

There had still been a family by the name of Jäger in Scharweg when Uwe was a boy. Everyone knew of them. Schoolchildren whispered the name to each other when they walked through the woods at night; parents have used it to threaten disobedient children. Behave, or I will give you to the Jägers. They were believed to live in a shack in the darkest part of the forest, at its farthest reaches. Some said the family died out, while others claimed—usually after someone had disappeared under mysterious circumstances—the last remaining Jäger still prowled the edge of the village.

Uwe wouldn’t let himself believe the story was true. But he stayed well clear of that part of the forest.
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The next day, Johann’s eldest daughter, Greta, was chased through the woods by an Allied soldier.

She had been delivering food to her grandparents in Freienlach, an hour to the east, when it happened. The village was aghast that Johann had sent Greta on this errand alone, as though there was no threat from Allied soldiers and the killing of the Romani had not happened. In his defense, Johann pointed out that Greta, seventeen, was as level headed and capable as any adult. And that she was, for she had managed to lose her pursuer before returning. She was not sure if the soldier was American or Russian or British, only that his uniform was not German.

The villagers gathered at Johann’s house to hear what had happened. “What do we do now?” Frau Hoffmann cried, wringing her hands. “The enemy is on our doorstep!”

Hans pushed his way to the middle of the group. “Me and my men will find him. That’s what we said we’d do, and we’re going to do it. The rest of you, stay inside and don’t come out until we return.”

Uwe stood with the old men and women who watched Hans and his cronies leave for the woods. They were unsettlingly confident, setting out cheerfully, ribbing each other good-naturedly and laughing.

As their voices died out, however, Uwe was racked with guilt. He should be with them. But after hearing Greta’s story, Katya had gone home to be sure that their daughter was safe, and even though his wife was not here to stop him, Uwe knew what she would want him to do.

That evening, Uwe waited for Hans’s return in the tavern with many of the other villagers. It was getting late, and he had started to think about heading home when the door flew open. It was Hans and his men, laughing and slapping each other on the back as though they had just won a sporting competition.

Uwe stood with the crowd while Hans’s men warmed themselves by the fire. “We found the Allied soldier, all right,” Hans said. “It took most of the day, but we tracked him to the caves.”

“Was it an American?” a farmer asked hopefully.

“No, it was a Russian.” Hans smiled, showing his canine teeth. Uwe had never noticed before how abnormally pronounced they were.

“We made him get on his knees and put his hands behind his head.” Leopold broke into the conversation, as excited as a bloodhound after the hunt. “He begged us to spare him.”

Günter, arms crossed over his barrel chest, looked skeptically from man to man. “If that’s the case, then where is your prisoner?”

“We had him at gunpoint.” Walther, one of Hans’s men, mimed the action, holding a pretend rifle in his two hands. “But as we were discussing what to do with him, he jumped up and ran for his life.”

Hans took over telling the story. “That’s why we didn’t get back until now. We chased him for hours through the woods. We only stopped because it got too dark to continue.”

“You let him get away?” Günter asked, incredulous.

Hans glowered. “He didn’t ‘get away.’ We shot him in the back. I watched him go down, but then he fell into Porrenmunster Gorge.”

“Is he dead?” Frau Hoffmann asked.

“There is no way he would survive,” someone in the crowd muttered.

“Did you go down and check?” Günter sounded like a schoolteacher interrogating an untrustworthy child.

Hans blew up. “You expect us to go down into Porrenmunster Gorge in the dark? That would be suicide. We’ll go back in the morning and retrieve the body. And if you don’t like it”—he went up to Günter and poked him in the chest—“you can go out there and get him yourself.”

Günter grumbled but did not move.

Uwe was among those waiting in the square the next morning when Hans and his men returned. They carried the body in a blanket, a man at each corner, and waded into the middle of the crowd to deposit the body on the ground. The man was in a foreign military uniform, one Uwe had seen in newspaper photographs. The man’s arms and legs lolled at odd, inhuman angles to the torso and most likely had been broken in the fall. His coat was saturated in blood, and his face was smashed in. Uwe couldn’t help but notice that even given his horrific fall, there were irregularities with the body. Plainly the body had been ravaged by teeth or claws, like the Romani had.

“What’s that?” Johann said, pointing at the claw marks. “How did that happen?”

Hans shrugged. “How should I know? It looks like a wild animal got to the body overnight. Maybe we won’t need to worry about the Allies. Maybe the wild animals will take care of any enemy soldiers poking around our town.”

One of the farmers suggested they store the body in the cold cellar under the church. “We should hold it until the authorities come out to examine it,” he said.

“That would be dangerous.” It was Johann, always so cool headed. “We should bury the body in the woods in case the rest of his platoon comes looking for him.”

The crowd murmured in agreement.

With the death of the Russian soldier, the attitude in the village had changed. Even those who had argued with Hans the other night now went up and shook his hand or clapped him on the back. When people felt threatened, they were happy there was someone to protect them.

Uwe wished there would be an easy transition to the Allies, but he could see now that this wouldn’t happen. And despite what his wife wanted, he was starting to believe it was better to stand with those in power than to stand alone.
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He headed to the tavern that evening. It was common knowledge that Hans’s men congregated there every night, and he found them in the back, downing schnapps before heading out to patrol the woods.

One of the men gave Uwe a push. “Are you ready to join us?”

“Have you got your wife’s permission?” another jeered.

Uwe went up to Hans. “I want to go with you tonight. I can go home for my rifle and—”

But Hans shook his head, and it was then Uwe noticed that Hans didn’t have a weapon. None of them did. Instead, Hans slung a backpack over his shoulder. “Not tonight. You have to go through initiation first.”

Initiation? Uwe was taken aback. “Is that really necessary?”

Hans gripped his shoulder. “First things first. We need to make you into something the Allies will be terrified of.”

Uwe stared at Hans. It would take weeks of training to make him a soldier. He glanced over at the men in their jackets, stomping their feet impatiently. Maybe they did drills when they went out into the woods at night.

Hans gave him a playful slap on the cheek. “We’ll do the initiation tomorrow night, and then you’ll be one of us.”

As they left, a couple in the pack jeered at a pair of old farmers playing chess by the fire. “That’s right—play your games as though nothing is happening,” one of them brayed as he headed for the door. “You stay here, where it’s warm and safe, and we’ll take care of the scary bad men for you.”

“We’re risking our lives, you know, to protect that pretty ass of yours. Maybe you’ll show your appreciation when we get back,” another one said to Hannah the waitress, waggling his tongue lewdly in her direction. Hannah turned on her heel and went behind the bar. The men laughed heartily, but it left Uwe unsettled. This kind of behavior always made him uncomfortable. Why did men always have to turn into schoolchildren when they got together?

What do you expect from boys? That was what people said. Was that what it meant to be a boy? Was that the way boys were supposed to act? Uwe hadn’t had much of a childhood. His father had died on the battlefield scant weeks before Uwe was born, leaving Uwe to be raised by his mother. She had said an Aryan respected women and his elders.

The tavern was nearly empty now, with only two old men playing chess by the fire. One of them glanced at Uwe. Sigmund Lange, grandfather of one of the men who had just left. “Not going out with them, eh? That’s good. They’re only going to get into trouble.”

“Prideful idiots,” the other grunted. Bernd Franks. He’d once been the village blacksmith. “A bad combination.”

“They got that Russian soldier, didn’t they?” Uwe asked.

“I couldn’t say. I wasn’t there—were you?” Sigmund squinted at Uwe.

“You don’t believe their story?”

“No one checked the body for a gunshot wound. That soldier looked awfully torn up, if you ask me. Maybe he really was killed by wild animals.” Sigmund looked Uwe up and down. “You’re the Fuchs boy, aren’t you? Margaret’s son?” Uwe knew what people meant when they asked that question: You’re the one who grew up without a father. Then they would offer the kind of advice they assumed he’d missed out on. “Look, there are two kinds of men in the world. One kind takes responsibility for the things he’s done, both the good and—more importantly—the bad. The other kind always blames his misfortune on someone else. It’s never his fault when his crops fail or his wife leaves him.”

Uwe didn’t need Sigmund to tell him which kind of man Hans was.

“Already, there are Germans denying that we did anything bad. You’ve heard them.” Bernd gestured toward the houses surrounding them. “Even some of our neighbors. They’ll say they never knew about the camps, even though they listened to the same radio programs that we did. They’ll tell the world that Germans are the victims, that it was their leaders’ fault. But it’s dangerous to lie to yourself. Before long, you can’t tell lies from the truth.”

Sigmund took over. “Take your friend Hans, out playing soldier with the others. He likes to tell everyone he fought in the war. So why isn’t he with his unit? Why is he at home?”

Uwe had been meaning to ask Hans but had not quite worked up the nerve.

Bernd picked up the chess pieces one by one with his thick, gnarled fingers and set them on the painted squares. “Take our advice: stay away from men like Hans Sauer. There’s something bad going on there. You can smell it.”

As Uwe walked home, he thought about what the old men had said. Even if Hans’s motives were suspect, the fact remained that the villagers needed protecting. And Uwe could not get over the feeling deep in his heart that he would be shirking his responsibilities if he did not join them.
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Katya watched her husband as he slept. She could not shake the feeling that something was going on. He seemed to be changing right before her eyes in small and nearly imperceivable ways, like the waxing of the moon. You don’t even notice it growing until one night you look up and there it is, flooding the forest with its light.

Uwe, be strong, she whispered in his ear. Don’t do anything you’ll come to regret.
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It was the night Uwe Fuchs had been dreading.

Hans and his men came to collect Uwe at his house after the sun had gone down. This time of year, you didn’t have to wait long for the sky to grow fully dark. Uwe had barely finished his dinner, not that he had much of an appetite, when he heard a knock. He motioned for Katya to keep Liesl from rushing to the door—the child was excited for company of any kind—as he went to answer it. He opened the door without checking first, forgetting the threat of enemy soldiers—for one evening, at least.

Hans was accompanied by three men. There were Leopold and Walther, who seemed to act as Hans’s deputies. The third was the youngest yet, Heine, a neighbor’s son who was still in school. Uwe felt a little twinge of relief on seeing the boy. If he had gone through the same initiation, how serious could it be?

“Don’t wait up for him,” Hans said to Katya.

There was no chatter as they walked. The village was eerily quiet, as though everyone had been told to stay home. The men formed a square with Uwe in the center like they were some sort of honor guard, escorting him to take part in some quaint country tradition, to be crowned king of the maypole, perhaps.

Or maybe it was more like he was a condemned man being escorted to the gallows.

At the crossroads, they stopped before the church. It was a squat, imposing building that stood by itself in a clearing. Uwe came here just about every Sunday of his life, sitting with his mother in their usual pew, or now with Katya and Liesl, to listen to the pastor deliver his sermon. Tonight, however, Uwe was escorted to the back of the building. They stopped at the door that led down into the stone cellar.

Hans hooked an arm around Uwe’s neck and steered him a few steps away from the others. He brought his mouth close to Uwe’s ear. “I am going to let you in on a secret. I learned this while I was in the army. Did you know that Himmler himself formed a plan for how we would handle the enemy once they have crossed onto German soil? He created an elite group called Werwolf. The men in this group are the military’s best soldiers. The best of the best. But they’re putting out the story that Werwolf are guerrilla fighters, men like you and me. That’s to make the enemy think the men they’re going to run into are untrained. Easy pickings. Goebbels himself thought this up. It will sow confusion, make the enemy underestimate Werwolf. That’s where we come in, why we must form our own unit. There must be a guerrilla resistance so the enemy won’t know which is the truth. That’s why we’re doing this. We can’t let Himmler and Göring down.”

Uwe remembered hearing on the radio pleas from the authorities for Germans to form their own guerrilla brigades, but he’d assumed it was just another of the party’s schemes. Such schemes came and went, here one day and then you’d hear nothing more of them the next. More proof that the Reich was falling apart.

“You’re telling me this is real?”

“It’s deadly real. And tonight you will become a part of it.” He caught Uwe’s neck in the crook of his arm, squeezing so hard that Uwe thought Hans might choke him. “Tonight, you take your place in a great and glorious Aryan tradition. After tonight, you will be invincible. Allied bullets won’t be able to harm you. Together, we will drive the foreign enemy from our doorstep.”

Uwe wasn’t sure what to make of this. It sounded like exuberant, if incoherent, rhetoric from a man caught up in the moment. But Uwe was caught up, too, his head whirling. He wanted to claim his Aryan birthright. He wanted to belong.

Hans opened the heavy door and led them down a few steps into a sunken space. He held up his lantern, revealing windowless stone walls, but the light reached only so far, and the end was completely hidden in shadow. From what Uwe could see, the space was long abandoned. The floor was nothing but dirt and a handful of soiled straw.

“You’re going to spend the night here,” Hans said, handing the lantern to Uwe. “Alone.”

Uwe looked from face to face nervously, but the other three didn’t betray their thoughts. “Is this the initiation? A night in the church?” Hans had told him nothing so far about what to expect, and it appeared that wouldn’t change tonight. Obviously, Hans was being mysterious on purpose to disguise the fact that this initiation was little more than a schoolboy prank. It was, frankly, a relief to find that it might be nothing more than a hazing ritual, a mere test of courage. He could spend the evening alone in the cellar of the old church. It wasn’t as though they were asking him to kill anyone.

He watched as Hans and the others filed out and listened as they locked the door behind them. That seemed unnecessary and more than a little theatrical. He wondered briefly if they were playing a cruel prank on him, the way they did as children, and weren’t planning to come back in the morning to release him.

Uwe slid to the floor with his back to the stone wall. He lifted the lantern and checked the oil reservoir: it didn’t look like there was enough to last all night, which meant he should try to conserve it, but he had no matches to relight it if he blew it out. He wondered why they hadn’t warned him in advance so he could’ve brought provisions. Matches. A blanket. A jug of water. Maybe the point was to test his toughness by spending a night with no comforts of home. He could see no other purpose.

He leaned his head against the cold stones to nap. At least that way, the evening would be over that much quicker, even if he wasn’t going to be comfortable. He’d just closed his eyes, however, when he thought he heard a noise in the darkness at the far end of the basement. It sounded like the crackling of straw as someone shifted his weight.

Uwe’s eyes snapped open. He’d thought he was alone. What could be here in the cellar with him? The usual came to mind: mice, rats. Then he had another thought: there might be a staircase on the other end, the dark end, that led to the upstairs and to freedom. It made sense: only a crazy person would lock him up without a way to get out in an emergency. That was probably what he’d heard, someone they’d planted earlier who would help him after they’d had their bit of fun terrifying him.

He rose from the floor and crept forward, holding the lantern up in front of him. It only took a few steps, however, to reach the middle of the room. He could see all four corners now and could see there was no staircase. No way out.

But there was an old man tucked into a corner, sitting on the floor.

The old man was naked.

From what Uwe could see of him, the man had stark white hair and a long beard. It was hard to get a good look at him, however, because he was folded up, his knees bent and his legs close to his body, his head resting on his knees. Uwe was afraid he was dead, an old hermit who’d sneaked into the church one bitter winter night and had died from cold or starvation. After one terrified second, however, Uwe saw the man’s chest rise and fall, his ribs expanding like a bellows with each breath. Thank goodness.

What the hell was this? One of Hans’s jokes? Even if it were a joke, that didn’t explain why the man was naked. Hans must be trying to humiliate him. Implying that he was only fit company for sick old men.

The old man clearly knew Uwe was in front of him: he didn’t look up, but his head shifted minutely in reaction to every sound Uwe made.

Who was he? Uwe could barely look at the man, in his nudity. It was too embarrassing. It also made him angry. This was absurd. He was just about to demand to know the man’s name and what was going on when he suddenly realized he knew who it was.

After all, he could recognize every person who lived in Scharweg by sight.

Except one.

Be good, they used to say, or I will feed you to the Jägers.

And rumor had it there was one last Jäger living in the Reinhardswald.

People had still talked about Jurgen Jäger when Uwe was a boy. They said he lived by himself in the old Jäger cottage. People claimed to see him from time to time, usually when they went hunting for boar or deer in the fall.

But this man sitting before Uwe now couldn’t actually be Jurgen. He’d have to be dead by now. Surely it had to be a stranger passing through town.

Uwe took a couple of steps toward him. “My God, what are you doing in here? And where are your clothes? You must be freezing.” There was a pitiful naked old man sitting on the ground in front of him, and all Uwe could think was that he must be cold (though the thought of touching this strange old man filled him with repulsion). He wanted nothing to do with him, but common decency demanded he act.

At this, the man lifted his head. He had a wary, appraising look that Uwe hadn’t expected at all. You’d think he would be overjoyed that someone had found him and was going to help. But no . . . if anything, the old man looked at Uwe like he was an idiot.

“You know who I am?”

“You’re Jurgen Jäger.” Uwe felt silly saying it. It was like admitting he believed in ghosts.

The old man’s lips curled back in a sneer. “Hans said there would be another man he wanted me to initiate, but . . . I don’t think we’ve ever met.” He tilted his head as though to get a better look, and his eyes glittered strangely. “You look like . . . Walter Fuchs. But Walter Fuchs has been gone a long time.”

“I’m Walter’s son, Uwe.”

“An orphan. That’s good . . .” He looked Uwe up and down; then, satisfied, he nodded. “Do you have any idea what you’re in for? There’s no going back after tonight.”

Jurgen Jäger began to rise from the floor, unfurling his long body. He was taller than Uwe had guessed and had to stoop or else he would bang his head against the wooden ceiling. Uwe could see now that Jäger was not a sickly old man, as he’d originally thought. He was much more muscular than a man his age should be. His hands looked incredibly strong and bristled with vigor even though all his hair had gone white. He was white all over, on his chest, back, and forearms. Even over his groin.

He lifted an old piece of leather. Uwe realized it had been lying on the floor, only he hadn’t noticed it. Jäger twisted his neck, making an inhuman cracking sound. “Are you ready, boy, for what comes next? They told me you agreed to this.” Jäger’s voice seemed stronger now. It boomed in the small space.

“Agreed to what?”

But Jäger was preoccupied cinching the leather strap around his waist. “Do you know what this is?” Jurgen asked as he made a knot.

A wolf belt. The words popped into Uwe’s mind. He couldn’t bring himself to answer Jurgen. Because werewolves don’t exist.

But until minutes earlier, Uwe hadn’t believed Jurgen Jäger existed either. Did Jurgen Jäger believe he was a werewolf? After being teased for generations, pelted with mud and rocks by the children in the village, had Jäger come to believe it himself?

But if it was only a story, what was he doing here in the basement of the church, alone?

Alone, except for Uwe.

“This has been in my family for generations.” Jurgen ran his hand over the leather now tied tight around his waist. Then he twisted his neck a second time, and again there was the ungodly pop. This was not a normal sound made by the human body.

“Tonight,” Jurgen said between grimaces, “your life is going to change forever.”

Uwe watched, frozen in horror, as Jurgen writhed in pain before him. He was twisting in ways that were impossible for a human. It seemed his limbs were elongating, his forearms and thighs growing. He grunted, then whined, then screamed in pain as joints popped and bones cracked. Uwe tried to drown out the sounds by clapping his hands over his ears.

This was not real.

This was unreal.

Jurgen dropped to the ground as though now in too much pain to stand. The man could not actually be changing into a werewolf, could he? That seemed ridiculous, absurd, blasphemous. His mind raced through the stories he’d read, the tales he’d listened to around a bonfire on Walpurgis Night. God save us from witches and werewolves. That had come from an old, old prayer, but that wasn’t what they believed any longer, was it? Things had changed; the fatherland said witches and werewolves were good now. They came from deep within Germany’s traditions and had been deemed part of the country’s sacred heart. They were now seen as protectors of Germany.

Decades ago, the villagers had driven Jurgen Jäger into the woods for fear of his werewolf blood.

Now they needed him to save them.

Uwe ran back the way he’d come, lantern forgotten. He threw himself against the door, but it held firm. He banged with his fists, called out to Hans and Leopold and Heine and Walther to let him out, for God’s sake. But there was no answer. Had they left him to face his fate alone, or were they standing on the other side of the door, listening, wanting proof?

Uwe heard growling directly behind him. Swallowing hard, he turned to see what had become of Jurgen. He was still more man than creature at this point. His lips were pulled back, his gums bloodred. He was sweating and panting.

But it was not done yet. The change went on and on. Jurgen’s hands and feet grew and reshaped. His nails lengthened and hooked. His eyes were now ocher and shaped like a dog’s. They were soulless and hungry.

The gaze settled on him.

Jäger was no longer writhing in pain. He was on his hands and feet, crouched like a lynx.

He sprang toward Uwe.

Uwe barely had time to register what was happening. He’d been afraid since Jurgen started making the unnatural cracking sounds. He hadn’t sensed that he was in grave danger, however, until he saw Jurgen start to change before his eyes.

The pain was immediate.

Fire tore up his throat and ran down his spine like lightning before exploding in his brain in a cascade of white sparkling lights. The pain was so intense that it obliviated his vision. It was excruciating. Uwe chose not to think about what was actually happening, that Jurgen had his mouth on him and was tearing his throat open with his teeth.

Jurgen was no longer a man: he was an animal, and he was going to eat Uwe alive.

Just as that thought settled in Uwe’s consciousness—I’m going to die now—everything went black.
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He woke up the next morning in the woods. He was lying on his back. He opened his eyes to the pale-gray canopy of morning. Somehow he had lived to see the dawn.

The next thing he noticed was that he was naked. Suddenly, he realized he was cold, near frozen. His teeth started to chatter. He sat up, rubbing his arms in a futile attempt to generate heat. Had he been lying there all night? He could not imagine how he had gotten here or how he’d escaped from Jurgen.

The last thing he remembered was Jurgen ripping out his throat. That couldn’t possibly have happened, however, because he was alive. He ran his hands over his neck and then down his body, but found no scars. Well, no life-threatening scars, which were what you would expect if you’d been attacked the way Uwe had last night. He found bruises and tender spots, but no open wounds or broken bones.

He checked his waist: he was not wearing the wolf belt. For one sick, dizzying moment, he thought that maybe Jurgen had foisted his bargain with the Devil on him, that perhaps if the werewolf could get another man to take his place, then he would be free of the curse. But that obviously had not been Jurgen’s intention.

A sob broke in his throat. He needed answers. What had Jurgen Jäger done to him? How had he escaped from the bolted church basement? As much as he wanted the truth, however, he knew that the most important thing to do in that moment was to get home to Katya. She was sure to be out of her mind with worry. As much as he needed to get Hans to tell him what had happened to him, he couldn’t keep his wife waiting any longer.

He started to run to the village. At least, he hoped he was headed in the right direction: he was still disoriented. Running helped to warm him, but his feet hurt from the rocks and nettles, and briars pricked his skin. How had he managed to make it all the way out here in this state? he wondered. Why wasn’t he covered in more tears and cuts?

It made no sense. None of it made any sense.

After he’d been running for a while, however, he noticed that it had gotten easier. His wind was surprisingly good. He felt as though he could run for miles without stopping, and he’d never been much of one for physical exercise—he’d always been told that he was too sickly—but today he was full of energy. He felt like a stag, a bull, a stallion. He felt as though he owned these woods, as though he were king of the Reinhardswald.

He’d finally come across a familiar path and was on his way to the church when he saw one of Hans’s men—also unclothed. He waved (was it Leopold?) in the hope that the man would come over. Uwe was bursting with questions, and seeing Leopold in the same circumstances made Uwe pretty confident he could explain what had happened. But Leopold merely nodded and kept running, so Uwe kept running, too, the two of them sprinting a few lengths apart until they came to the church.

Several of the others were there, getting dressed, putting on tunics and pants and jackets that had been stowed under rocks and in the crooks of trees. He was pretty sure that all of them had come from the woods. Their skin was bluing from the cold, like his, their cheeks rosy. They, too, were nicked and bruised. How strange it was for all of them to be putting on their clothes without a word, with no acknowledgment of any kind of their strange circumstances, like it was some kind of ritual.

The door to the basement was open. Uwe was pretty sure he’d find his clothing inside, but his stomach lurched at the thought of running into Jurgen. Uwe wanted nothing more than to go home to his family and forget this evening ever happened. To hope that it would never happen again.

He was standing frozen and exhausted when Hans stepped through the doorway. He held a fistful of clothing out to Uwe. It was Uwe’s clothing, now torn in places . . . and bloody. His stomach somersaulted at the sight of blood—his blood.

Uwe yanked the clothing to his chest. “Where is Jurgen?” His eyes darted to the darkness behind Hans.

“He’s not here. You don’t have to worry.”

“What did he do to me?” Uwe asked even though he knew. He had to fight to keep from shouting, from losing his temper and hurtling bodily at Hans. The others glanced in their direction, but no one stopped what they were doing or made a move to interfere.

They had all been through this, he realized. Last night had been his turn.

Hans wasn’t bothered by Uwe’s distress in the least. He even smirked. “I think you know.”

It was a confirmation that Uwe did not want to hear. The fight drained out of him in an instant; weakened, he almost fell to the ground. He wanted to weep. “This isn’t what I agreed to. I didn’t think you were talking about making me an actual . . .” He couldn’t bring himself to say the word.

Hans snickered. “There’s always a price to pay, Uwe. But it’s not all bad. You’ll see. Last night, you joined a long and noble Aryan tradition. Tonight, you have been made one of the kings of the Reinhardswald. Why, one day you may even come to appreciate what I’ve done for you.” He pushed by Uwe and headed toward the village without a backward glance.
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“Tonight. Nine o’clock behind the tavern.”

Uwe was repairing a bit of broken fence in the pasture later that day when Leopold delivered the message. He had emerged from the fog, appearing suddenly among the gray trees in the forest. He came up to Uwe and whispered the words in his ear, then slipped away before Uwe, surprised, could ask anything of him.

This was the way his life would be now, he thought. Whispered messages and secret meetings.

Now that Uwe had gotten a little sleep and washed his face and had a good breakfast, he began to question his memory of what had happened. There had to be another explanation for the events of last night, a reasonable one. Maybe Liesl’s fairy tales and Hans’s talk had melded to create an all-too-real nightmare. Where else would the cursed Jurgen Jäger have come from if not his imagination? He had been terrorized by the story of the Jäger family since he was little, so he wasn’t surprised to find Jurgen conjured out of the dark recesses of his subconscious.

However, if it had been nothing but night terrors, he wouldn’t have awakened bruised and scratched or with this strange aching in his back and thighs, the likes of which he’d never felt before. Every inch of him told him no, what he had experienced was real. Only his mind refused to accept the truth.

The old stories weren’t wishful thinking. There were such things as monsters, and what was more, it was possible for men to cross into the magical realm.

I am a monster.

No. He swallowed hard. He could not accept this.

I am not a monster. I cannot be a monster. I am a husband and a father.

He tried to shove the thoughts out of his mind as he worked on the fence. His breath hung before his face in a cloud of frost as he hammered. He tried to concentrate on his chores, but his thoughts were a tangle of fear and confusion. He wanted to tell Katya what had happened, but now he couldn’t see how. It felt unnatural to keep anything from her, though he didn’t think he could admit what he’d done. Yet it was inevitable that he would have to tell her one day: she’d seen the marks on his body while he was lying in bed and asked, aghast, what had happened. He made up a feeble excuse about getting drunk and staggering recklessly through the woods. She had lectured him about being more responsible, given there were enemy soldiers in those woods, and he knew he wouldn’t be able to use that excuse again. It was only a matter of time before he would have to tell her.

He thought of Jäger’s belt. Its existence meant that the Devil was real, that everything Uwe had learned in Sunday school—God and the Devil, the hierarchy of angels and demons, the fundamentals of right and wrong—was real. He didn’t think of himself as a religious man. He’d grown skeptical over the years, particularly since Germans themselves no longer acted like Christians. If the Devil was real, then God was, too, yet with which side was Uwe aligned?

From what Uwe remembered of the belt, it was nothing special, just an old leather strap like any you might find hanging in the barn. Yet when Jurgen had tied it around his waist, it had transformed him into a monster. A simple thing can turn you into a monster. Uwe couldn’t quite re-create in memory the thing that Jurgen had become. The monster had been so horrible, so terrifying, that his mind seemed to have blocked it out. All Uwe had were fragments, glimpses of fur and claw and fang, of Jäger disappearing and being replaced by a nightmare.

Now he was one too.

He shook his head hard, until the ground swayed under his feet.

He didn’t know what had happened to him, not exactly, nor what it meant. He still hadn’t gotten an explanation from Hans. Uwe had read pulp stories in silly magazines as a boy and heard monster programs on the radio, and according to those, werewolves were controlled by the moon. He doubted that his situation was the same. To go up against the Allies, the group would need to be able to control their transformation, to be ready to fight when needed. The belt made more sense.

He wasn’t sure he wanted to possess something that had come from the Devil, however. It would be a constant reminder that he’d given his soul to Satan.

He broke down in tears. He was no longer the fundamentally good man he had always believed himself to be. The man who had taken care of his mother his entire life, who loved his wife and put his little girl first.

He feared he would never be that man again.
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When he told Katya he would be going out again with Hans, she became upset. “After what happened last night? Have you forgotten already? Uwe, I don’t like this. You promised you wouldn’t join in this militia nonsense . . . You haven’t done this behind my back, have you?”

He stood in front of the door, buttoning his coat. He didn’t have the heart for an argument, but he couldn’t refuse Hans. He didn’t understand how the transformation worked, but if he transformed here, while at home, it would be disastrous. “I don’t want to lie to you, Katya . . . so, please, don’t ask me any more questions. I must go.”

By the time he reached the tavern, the rest of the men were there already. Hans clapped him on the arm with a laugh. “I wasn’t sure you were going to come. I was afraid that maybe last night had been too much for you.”

Uwe felt a strange mix of emotions. The more he thought about it on his way over, the more he realized he’d experienced something special, the same thing that drew him back tonight: a feeling of belonging that he’d never experienced before. He’d been the odd man out his entire life. He’d never been part of a clique at school. He’d been labeled a mama’s boy and cast out, looking enviously on those who were blessed enough to be part of the group. Last night, for the first time, he’d felt like he belonged.

“We have heard the Russians are approaching Scharweg. They’re looking for their lost man,” Hans said. They had gone behind the tavern to strip out of their clothes. Uwe joined, hurriedly peeling off his overcoat. “We are going out to intercept them.”

A whole platoon of Russians? Uwe had pictured they’d be picking off stragglers, individual soldiers who were lost and alone. Going after an entire unit was a different kettle of fish. But he didn’t dare say anything and appear a coward, so he swallowed his reservations.

Uwe was almost down to his undergarments, shivering against the cold night air, when Hans pulled Jurgen’s werewolf belt out of his backpack. Even before Uwe saw it, though, he felt it, as though it could command his attention. He watched dumbstruck as Hans tied it around his naked waist.

Seeing Uwe watching him, Hans took him aside. “There are two ways to become a werewolf. One is to be bitten by a werewolf. The second is to possess a werewolf belt. The werewolf belt is a very powerful object. You were made into a werewolf by the man who wore this belt, but it is the belt that controls you, not the man. Every time I put it on, you will be turned into a werewolf. When I transform, so do you. It doesn’t matter if you’re not here with us. Wherever you are, you’ll turn into the wolf. Bear that in mind if you’re ever tempted to ignore my call.”

Uwe nodded, too breathless to speak.

“When you are a wolf, you will be invincible. Nothing will be able to kill you, not bullets, not knives. You’re at your weakest when you’re in human form.”

Again, Uwe nodded.

“I convinced Jurgen Jäger that it was his patriotic duty to turn any man who is willing into a werewolf. He is the father of all of us, the werewolf of Scharweg. He has no stomach for fighting the enemy, however, and so he gave me his belt to control the pack. He’s done his part. Now we do ours.”

The second transformation went quickly for Uwe, and violently. He struggled to remain conscious. He wanted to remember all of it this time. It started with pain shooting through his body. It was as though he were being stretched in every direction, being pulled beyond his breaking point. Pain exploded in his head into a cascade of silver stars. He thought he would be sick. He thought he heard himself scream. The screams of the others rang in his ears. He knew it was important to remember as much of this as possible. It was not the time to be weak and will it away. He could no longer pretend it wasn’t happening.

This had been his choice, after all. He had to be a witness to it.

After that moment of painful clarity, however, his grasp on reality started to melt. His mind disconnected from his brain. He slipped into a foggy place, and he couldn’t be sure he wasn’t asleep and merely dreaming. He was an observer, not a participant, aware of what was going on around him but unable to make any of it real. He didn’t feel anything, couldn’t speak. And what he saw, he couldn’t be sure it wasn’t a hallucination.

He felt movement. He was running the way he had the previous night, but he could not feel the ground under his feet. He couldn’t even feel his feet. He felt as though he’d been wrapped in dense fog that kept him from connecting to reality. It was like he’d taken a strange drug that caused him to experience the world differently. He’d had a little morphine once when the doctor removed his appendix, and there was something about the transformation that made him think of that. Could that mean Hans had slipped him a drug? Was that what they were really experiencing? As far fetched as that sounded, it seemed more plausible than the existence of a werewolf belt or that he and these men had been transformed into supernatural beasts.

The night was alive to him in ways it had never been before. He could hear every crackle, every snap of twig or crunch of dead, dried leaves. His nose could identify every trace of mole or chipmunk or badger, no matter how faint. He could even pick up things decaying in the ground, and he knew that, if he wanted to, he could find every hidden secret buried in Scharweg. He knew now that it was a village of many secrets, not only his own.

It was easy for the pack to find the Russian soldiers, pungent with sweat, their clothing filthy. The pack followed their scent hungrily. It made Uwe wildly happy to use his nose in this way. It felt like the most natural thing in the world. His beast’s body was nature’s perfect creation.

Even if it was the Devil who had created it.

In the end, it was only a handful of Russians and not an entire platoon, as Uwe had feared. Five scared young men not so different from any of them. They smelled of rotten meat and old cheese rinds, the funk of men who had not bathed in far too long and had worn the same clothes for weeks if not months. Men with frostbitten noses and ears, whose faces were covered in pockmarks and scars and were scabby from neglect. Men who, it seemed, could barely stand on their feet and were exhausted and hungry, confused and, perhaps, leaderless. The pack saw them blow on their frozen fingers as they stood huddled together, arguing in a foreign tongue. Uwe understood just enough to know they didn’t know which way to go or whether they had been retracing their own steps, lost and frightened.

If it weren’t for the weapons hanging at their sides, Uwe would feel sorry for them.

The rest of the pack charged forward. Had Hans given a sign to attack and he’d missed it? In his confusion and possibly narcotic state, the next thing Uwe knew was that the rest were bounding toward the Russians. Instead of seeing the men he knew—Fredrik and Knut and Rainer and Ulrich, Leopold and Walther and Heine—he saw wolves. They were gray and black, brown and sable, with their hackles raised and fangs bared. They crept stealthily toward the knot of soldiers, growling, warning that something terrible was about to happen.

Uwe moved to join them but was a half moment too late. The next thing he knew, the Russians had seen them and scrambled to raise their rifles, but the wolves sprang forward at the same time, leaping for the soldiers’ throats. Two of the Russians got shots off, illuminating their attackers in the flash of muzzle fire. That didn’t stop the wolves, who didn’t seem afraid and went for the Russians all the same, leaping up to fasten onto their throats. They knocked the men to the ground, wrestling with them until they went limp. A few of the Russians ran for the woods with wolves on their tails.

Uwe watched with horror as his friends dismembered the soldiers without hesitation. He fought the bestial urge to join them as they tore limbs from torsos, ripped open throats and chests. They lapped at the pools of blood that puddled beneath the bodies. They stripped flesh from bone and devoured it with what looked like self-satisfied smiles. His friends’ coats—gray and black, brown and sable—were matted with blood, the dark streaks glistening in the moonlight.

The largest of them was silver. Its muzzle was stained dark crimson. Uwe was pretty sure it was the one he had seen in the woods when he’d been gathering firewood. He was also sure it was Hans.
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Regrouping behind the tavern, Hans took off the belt and they transformed back into men. They cheered and hooted as they put on their clothing, giddy with victory, acting as though they had won a sports match instead of killing those soldiers. That was, except for Uwe: the memory of the attack—the Russians’ screams of terror, the smell of their blood and shit and guts spilling onto the ground—nauseated him. He wove on his feet as though he might pass out.

“Are you all right?” Hans said, slapping Uwe’s back. “You should be proud of what you did for the village.”

“Is it going to be like this every night?” He’d known this was what they were going to do, of course, but had been surprised. He hadn’t expected it to be this violent. This bloody.

A puzzled look passed over Hans’s face. “Only as long as there are enemy soldiers. Then we stop. Then I put the werewolf belt away, I promise.”

Uwe watched as Hans carefully folded the wolf belt and slid it into his backpack. Again, Uwe felt the odd tingle in his extremities. Proof that this piece of leather bound them together. He was damned to be at Hans’s beck and call every night he put on the werewolf belt.
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After the slaughter, there was no news of Allied soldiers approaching the village. There were no sightings on the road or rumors of mysterious figures in the woods. The quiet held for one day, then two. It seemed all of Scharweg let out a sigh of relief and returned, cautiously, to normal.

But more than anyone, Uwe was grateful that it had blown over. What they had done the other night had been more than enough, as far as he was concerned. He would be grateful if the pack did not need to take to the woods for a while. They deserved a few days’ reprieve.

But on the third day, Uwe was told to gather at the tavern that evening. “We have to patrol,” Hans said in response to Uwe’s question, as the men stripped off their clothes in the frigid winter air. “It’s the only way we’ll know if more soldiers have arrived. It’s not as though the Allies will stop.” He slapped Uwe on the chest like he was sharing a joke. “Besides, you must admit: the wolf inside you is calling. The wolf wants to be set free.”

Hans was right there; Uwe was dying to run. He had felt pent up and restless. He tried to hide it, but Katya had noticed and demanded to know why he kept looking out the window, why he couldn’t sit still. There was something appealing about what the physical transformation did for him too. It made him physically superior. He ran effortlessly for what seemed like miles and miles, dashing through the woods with a strength and ease he’d never had before. It had been sheer bliss to be surrounded by others who were like him, all of them wild and strong and free. There was no other feeling like it in the world.

Uwe followed Hans into the woods that night and every night thereafter, bearing the pain of transformation as the wolf inside him got stronger and demanded to be set free. He had to admit that the wolf’s bond with these woods was stronger than his own. To the Reinhardswald, the woodsman was nothing more than an interloper, whereas the wolf was a part of it, a thread that ran through its very fabric.

Every night, the wolf inside demanded a hunt, and the men readily gave in. The first night, they caught a boar. But soon, they would only be satisfied by a cow or sheep, and sometimes—as precious as livestock had become to the villagers of Scharweg—more than one. The pack agreed they would only kill livestock that belonged to the old men who had argued with them in the tavern or had angered them some other way. They would leave the good people—their friends—alone. Everyone else was fair game. After the hunt, they celebrated together in the field, eating raw meat and howling at the moon.

The wolf wasn’t done with them yet, however.

Leopold was the first to bring it up. “Don’t we need to hunt men? Men are different prey than cows, even boars. We need to stay sharp for when the Allies return.”

At first, Hans ignored it, but within a few days, he relented. During the lull, a shift had taken place among the villagers. As it became clearer with each passing day that Germany would lose, more individuals began to disavow the Nazis. More felt free to say that they had never believed in the party and had never supported the cause. “We know who the Nazis are in our midst,” some had been emboldened to say. “We will turn these individuals over to the Allies when they arrive.”

“We will only hunt undesirables,” Hans decided. “The ones who are not pulling their weight in the village or who have given up on the fatherland. We must eliminate the traitors.” He paced naked among them, his pale skin luminous in the moonlight, as he pumped up the men for the night’s activities. Uwe could feel excitement like an electric current leaping from man to man as they waited for Hans to put on the wolf belt, horses champing at the bit. They wanted to run and be free of all their earthly cares. When they were wolves, they didn’t need to worry about feeding their families or not having enough money or finding work. They didn’t have to wonder if they would be taken to a prisoner of war camp, their families left to fend for themselves. They didn’t have to worry about what their neighbor or spouse or father-in-law thought of them, that maybe they had grown too hotheaded or unreasonable or had become strangely violent. There was nothing wrong with them when they were wolves . . . and soon, everyone in Scharweg would learn of the sacrifice they had made. Everyone would recognize them for the heroes they were.

“I don’t know about you, but I have no intention of letting these cowards give my name to the Allies,” Hans continued as he strutted before the pack. “The collaborators are not true Germans. They are vermin. They don’t deserve our protection—they deserve our scorn.” He lifted the hand that held the wolf belt. “If we make an example of a couple of them, the rest will take the hint and shut their mouths.”

“Are we sure this is the right thing to do?” Uwe asked even though he knew what would happen next.

“Now is not the time to lose courage,” Hans said as he tied the belt around his waist.

They went that night to the house of Elias Schafer, a gentle soul who raised honeybees but was odd and not as well liked as some of the others. Uwe’s heart pounded as they sped toward their destination, his mind screaming the entire time: This is wrong this is wrong this is wrong. We shouldn’t be killing Germans—isn’t that the very thing we came together to prevent?

The pack stood together outside Elias’s cottage, watching through the windows as the unsuspecting figures went about their evening. Uwe’s stomach roiled and lurched—even as his wolf blood sang and he salivated in anticipation of what was to come.

The wolf’s needs were simple and easy to fill. Although there were still times when Uwe fought the wolf, he knew the day was coming when he would no longer resist. Already, there were times when he wanted to never turn back into Uwe Fuchs, when he did not care what anyone outside the pack thought of him—not even Katya. There were times when he knew he would gladly destroy anyone who opposed him, who dared to treat him with disrespect.

The wolf was strong, and the man was weak and ashamed of his weakness.

They started by howling. First Hans, then Leopold, and then each of them added his voice. To Uwe, wolf song was beautiful, but he could imagine the terror of the people inside the cabin. It was a chant of foreboding, a warning and a promise. We have come for you. We are strong and we are many, and you will not escape.

They watched the people in the cabin scatter, running this way and that in confusion. They heard the pitiful cries of the children, listened as Elias demanded his rifle. That was when the pack knew it was time to act. They threw themselves at the windows, the breaking glass scaring the victims into momentary silence. But then there were screams, and booms and flashes from the rifle. Uwe was the last to enter, scrambling over the windowsill and landing on shards. No matter, the cuts meant nothing to him. They would heal quickly. Magically.

Uwe lifted his wolf’s head and looked around. The wife and all the children had been killed, torn open by the wolves. Hans and Rainer had Elias backed into a corner with his empty rifle. They advanced on him slowly, enjoying the man’s terror. He was crying as he swung the empty rifle at them in a futile attempt to keep them at bay.

Then Hans leaped.
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At dawn, Uwe rushed home from the tavern. He’d dressed hurriedly, trying to forget what they had done just hours before—what he had done, because he knew he was not blameless. Even though he had not killed anyone, he had partaken of the feast afterward. He preferred to think that he’d had to: Hans had been watching, after all, and if Uwe hadn’t eaten a share, it would’ve been noticed. In the privacy of his own thoughts, he could admit that he would have done so even if Hans hadn’t been watching, because the wolf in him demanded its share. Of blood. Of victory.

He had been in such a rush to leave the terrors of the night behind that he had not been careful, and when he arrived home and went to sit across from Katya at the breakfast table, she drew back in horror. “Your hands!” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “They’re covered in blood!”

He looked down at his bare hands—his gloves forgotten in his haste—and saw they were brick red. He could clearly picture the floor of Schafer’s cabin awash in blood, Uwe’s paws stained red up to his wrists. Normally, he licked his paws clean or stood in a stream to wash away all the traces of what he’d done, but last night he’d been so upset that he had forgotten. Now he could only stare agape at his blood-soaked hands.
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He managed to avoid Katya for the rest of the morning. Of course, he scrubbed his hands at the wash bucket, stammering out the first excuse that came to mind. Then he went to the barn to lose himself in his chores and hide from his wife until he could gather his thoughts properly.

When Katya returned from an errand in the village, however, she came looking for him, her cloak flapping behind her as she ran up the road. “I know what you did! You were there, weren’t you, at Elias Schafer’s house last night?” She boxed him in a corner and told him what she had heard in town. “They had been slaughtered! Some of them had been eaten, Uwe! Everyone is terrified, Uwe, and nobody knows: was it the Russians, was it wild animals . . . But I knew who was responsible! I saw the blood on your hands . . . I know it was you and Hans and those thugs . . .”

“Katya, calm down and for God’s sake, lower your voice. Liesl—”

But Katya wasn’t listening. She flew at him. “But I had to ask myself, how is this possible? How could my husband have done such a thing? Has he lost his mind and become a murderer? It defies reason.”

He had no choice but to confess everything to her: the initiation with Jurgen Jäger, the wolf belt, the wild nights on the hunt with the pack. Seeing her growing alarm, he tried to explain that some good had come from it, too: for the first time in his life, he felt like part of the community of men in Scharweg. For the first time, he belonged, he satisfied this primordial need to be part of a tribe with other men. He reminded her that they had done this to save the village, to protect her and Liesl and their neighbors. It was more than masculine ritual. It was their birthright as well as their duty.

But Katya only grew more and more upset as he spoke. “Uwe, you’re telling me you have made a deal with the Devil. Do you even know what this means? Will you never be human again? Am I married to a monster now? Are you damned?”

He was disappointed that she did not see his sacrifice in the same way that he did. He could not think of himself as a monster, not entirely.

“I’m the same man I was before.”

“Are you?” She didn’t sound like she believed him. “The man I married was kind, gentle, thoughtful. You’re not that man any longer. I can’t believe you can’t see that.”

Thoughtful, kind: she could be describing her grandmother, not her husband. “If I’ve changed, it’s for the better.” He was more confident. More manly, though he would hardly admit to such a thing to his wife. “I thought you’d be happy.”

He reached for her. He needed to feel her surrender to him like she did in their bed, and then he’d know that everything would be okay. He needed for her to reassure him that nothing between them would change, that everything would remain the same.

But she jumped out of his reach, putting her hands up to fight him off. “I can’t believe this is happening. This is a nightmare . . .”

“I have the right to make decisions for myself. I’m not going to justify my actions to you. I don’t need your permission to defend my family,” he said, frowning. This had been a point of discussion among the pack. He’d memorized the argument.

“Will you become a monster every night?”

I am not a monster.

But he knew she deserved an answer. “Every night that Hans puts on the wolf belt.”
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What has he done?

Katya stood in the shadow of the house, where she had run after Uwe’s confession, trembling from head to foot.

What had possessed Uwe to make a deal with the Devil?

Her Uwe was a good man at heart. Well meaning. Trusting.

But he was also naive.

There had to be a way out of this accursed bargain. She needed him; Liesl needed her father. There had to be a way to free Uwe.

There was only one person who could tell her, but it was the last man she wanted to see.

She went to the Sauers’ farm. When she arrived, she found Hans chopping wood behind the barn and marched up to him. He didn’t seem surprised to see her.

“I know what you did to my husband, Hans. He told me what’s happened. I want you to take back this spell. I want you to release him.”

Hans didn’t refute what she said. He leaned against his axe and smiled. “I’m sorry, Frau Fuchs, but there’s nothing I can do. What’s done is final. He is what he is . . . and in any case, it’s not your decision, is it? He made his choice freely, and frankly, you should be proud of him. He’s made quite a sacrifice for your well-being.”

She wanted to slap that smug look off his face. “Who do you think you are, Hans Sauer? You pretend you’re some kind of hero, the savior of Scharweg, but you know what people say about you, don’t you?” Katya’s heart pounded in her chest like a hammer on an anvil. She wasn’t normally the kind of person to stand up to a bully like Hans, but something inside her had snapped. He had taken her husband and destroyed her family. She would fight the Devil himself for these things, the only things that mattered to her. “I saw in the newspaper that your unit wasn’t disbanded. It just engaged in a battle outside Munich. You should be fighting, but here you slink around like a dog that’s done something wrong—and now you’ve talked all these men into following you. You’re not happy ruining just your own life, you want to ruin theirs too.”

She was crying now. Why had she come out here? It was clear that Hans couldn’t or wouldn’t help her. Maybe there was no solution, just as he’d said. Maybe it was an irrevocable, tragic mistake that would haunt them the rest of their lives.

She turned and started to leave, barely able to see through her tears. She had to get away from Hans, from his corruption, his selfishness and contempt.

But he was shouting after her. “You can run, but it won’t save you, Frau Fuchs. I don’t take threats lightly. You should have thought twice before you opened your mouth.”
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Uwe was repairing the dam on the creek on his property when his neighbor Magnus trotted up. “I thought I should pass along the news I heard in the village,” he said, slightly out of breath from exertion. “Allied soldiers were seen on the road from Düsseldorf. It’s all anyone can talk about down at the bakery.”

Uwe thanked Magnus and let him go on his way. He peered up at the sky: the sun was on its descent, and in a couple of hours, it would be dark. He didn’t need Leopold or any of the others to tell him the pack would go on the hunt tonight. He finished stacking the last stones and waded out of the frigid water, anxious to head home.

When Katya saw him changing his clothes, she shut the door to the bedroom behind her. “Are you going somewhere?”

Uwe had been considering what he would say to Katya since Magnus had given him the news. He knew she’d try to stop him. “Enemy soldiers have been spotted in the woods again. Surely you can’t object to my going out tonight. This is precisely why I did what I did, Katya: to keep you and Liesl safe. There is no changing me back. What’s done is done. If you don’t let me go tonight, it will all be for nothing.”

Katya’s eyes were aflame. “I don’t want you to go tonight. I’m serious. Stay with us, please.”

“Please, Katya, there’s no point in my staying home. I’ll turn into that creature anyway. You don’t want to see me like that.”

A sob broke in her throat. “You don’t want me to see you as a minion of the Devil, you mean.”

Suddenly, Uwe felt irritated with his wife. Her talk of the Devil seemed small minded and superstitious. After all, who was to say conventional wisdom was correct? The Devil made Uwe feel strong and powerful and accepted by his fellow man, and there was a goodness there. When had God ever made Uwe feel good? To the contrary, his every encounter with the pastor and the church made him feel guilty, unworthy, or unclean. The church always demanded more: You’re not tithing enough. You should do more for your mother. Whereas the Devil granted favors. Obviously, if the Devil could make your life easier than God could, then God just chose not to. Maybe the Devil was the good one. Maybe it was a fairer fight than church people would have you believe, a lie devised by God’s people to trick others into coming over to their side. Perhaps it had all been propaganda and they’d been worshipping the wrong one all along.

This argument would not go far with his wife, however.

He remembered Hans’s words to the pack: Show your wife who wears the pants in the family. “Katya, there is no room for argument. I’m going, and that’s my final word.” The defeated look on her face broke his heart.

“You’re making a terrible mistake,” she whispered as he kissed his daughter on her forehead and rushed out the door.

When he arrived at the tavern, however, he was surprised to find Leopold waiting for him alone. His shoulders were hunched as he shivered in his overcoat. “Come with me,” he said, pulling Uwe along by his arm. “We’re meeting at the church tonight.”

By the time they arrived at the church, Uwe knew something was up. Leopold had acted funny and standoffish on their way over, and now Hans and the others were acting the same. They stopped in the middle of stripping out of their clothes and turned to him.

“What’s going on?” Uwe asked.

Hans’s expression was stony. “There’s been a change of plans tonight. You’re not coming with us.”

Uwe felt like someone had reached into his chest and squeezed his heart. He could barely breathe. “What do you mean?”

“Just what I said. You’re staying here.”

“I don’t understand.” He would transform into a wolf as soon as Hans put on the belt. There was no point in leaving him behind.

Hans turned on him, angry. “Your wife paid me a visit today, Uwe.”

Uwe felt the blood drain from his face.

“Do you know why she wanted to see me? She told me that you told her about us, Uwe. We agreed that we would keep this secret. It was a sacred oath sworn between brothers. Don’t you see that you’ve put us all at risk?”

But it had not been an oath . . . The pack had discussed this subject and had agreed not to tell anyone of their secret but had not come to a satisfactory answer regarding spouses. After all, it was hard to find excuses night after night, and wives were demanding answers, but Hans had just waved his hands and told them to figure it out.

“What about my obligation to my wife? You’re not married, you don’t understand . . .” Quickly, Uwe realized he’d made a mistake. Hans was touchy about the subject. It was unusual in a town like Scharweg for a man not to wed, though in Hans’s case it was understandable.

Hans bristled. “It’s your job to control your wife. Obviously, you’re not capable. You’ve made a mess, and of course now it’s up to me to clean it up. Just remember that whatever happens, you’re to blame.”

Two of the men grabbed Uwe by his arms and dragged him into the basement. Uwe watched as the door slammed shut in his face. A bolt scraped across wood as it was slid into place, locking him in, the same as the night of his encounter with Jurgen.

He listened as the pack finished their preparations on the other side of the door. His apprehension grew with each passing second. Katya, Katya, what have you done?

But he knew it wasn’t Katya’s fault. It was his.

At the last minute, Uwe stripped hurriedly, not wanting to ruin his clothes in the transformation. The change was bittersweet, as in his wolf form his longing to be with the rest of his pack grew exponentially stronger. When he heard them run off, a howl of loneliness and despair erupted from him. He howled and howled and leaped at the door over and over. He clawed at it. He tried to dig a tunnel underneath it, but there was a huge stone sill in the way.

The longing to be with his pack was the worst torment he had ever felt. It felt like his soul was being pulled from his body. It was worse than any hunger. Perhaps even worse than he’d felt at any separation from Katya and Liesl.

It is my wolf nature, he told himself. It will pass. Be strong.

He howled, he paced, he scratched and clawed. When he finally felt he couldn’t stand the unbearable longing another minute, he mercifully fell asleep.
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When he woke the next morning, he was a man again. He tested the door and found it had been unbolted. He pushed it open and saw the day was bright and sunny out. It was past dawn, which was when he normally transformed. The rest of the pack was not outside, however. They had left without him.

He put on his clothes hurriedly and started home. He thought about stopping by the Sauer farm. He needed to set things right but had a strange feeling that he shouldn’t take the time to do this now. He should head straight home instead.

The first sign he saw that something was amiss was that the front door to his cottage was open. Katya would certainly not do that if Uwe weren’t home, not even for a minute.

He called their names—Katya, Liesl—but there was no answer. The farm was completely silent.

He crept over the threshold. A stranger could’ve descended on the house while he was away. Maybe enemy soldiers. They could be holding his wife and daughter prisoner. Or maybe the soldiers had come and gone already . . . The house was frighteningly quiet, and he saw no sign of others, no trampled ground outside, no footprints.

In the kitchen, he saw blood. A pool of dark-black blood in the center of the floor. Splatters and splotches leading away.

There were wolf prints in the splotches.

The back door was open too.

He followed the blood, though he didn’t need to. He knew what he would find.

Katya lay dead in the courtyard. From the looks of it, she had been trying to make it to the barn, possibly because she knew she’d find weapons there. Her blue eyes stared sightlessly at the sky. Her mouth was open in silent protest. She was coated in so much blood that it was hard to tell which of her wounds had killed her.

Uwe swooned and dropped to his knees. He struggled for breath. He could barely think: the smell of his brothers, thick on the air, crowded out everything else.

Why why why—but he knew why. He had failed her.

The pain was tearing him in two. The wolf howled, but for whom did it howl? His wife or his pack? He had lost both.

After a good long while, Uwe lurched to his feet. He had to find Liesl. It would be a miracle if they’d let her live, but Uwe clung to that hope.

His daughter was all he had left of Katya and their life together.

He lifted his nose to the air and strained to isolate her scent.

But it had dissipated on the wind. It was like she’d disappeared into the woods without a trace.
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Uwe fell to the floor of his home, exhausted. He was dirty and covered with burrs and thorns. He’d spent hours scouring the woods around the farm but had found no trace of Liesl, as he knew he would. If she’d been anywhere nearby, he would’ve picked up her scent.

He’d covered Katya’s body with a blanket before he’d left. He couldn’t decide whether to go to the authorities to report her murder or to simply bury her quietly. The right thing to do would be to report this and name her killers and demand justice be done, but what would that get him? A proper investigation was impossible under the circumstances. No one would believe him anyway. Who would believe that Hans and the others could turn themselves into werewolves! Besides, everyone was distracted by the Allied invasion. There would be no time to investigate her death.

Then there was the matter of his missing daughter. They’d blame him for her disappearance. It didn’t matter that he’d been a good father or that he loved the girl more than life itself. Under the circumstances—wife dead, husband ranting about supernatural creatures—everyone would suspect the family had been hiding a terrible secret. It was only a matter of time before it was destroyed by a hidden rot.

The only question in his mind was what to do about it. His wife and child had to be avenged—it was all that mattered now. How could he see that justice would be done?

His anger demanded that he rush to the Sauer farm and confront Hans. But he’d only say Uwe couldn’t control Katya and she had to be eliminated before she told the Allies about them.

It’s your fault, Uwe, he’d say. You have no one to blame but yourself.

Was that true? Was it his fault? If he was to blame, even partly, was it fair to seek justice from the pack alone? Shouldn’t he be made to atone for his sins too?

And without question, he was guilty of grievous sins.

Still, Hans was not without blame. It had been a mistake to listen to him, to turn a blind eye to his lies and posturing. To pretend the bad parts didn’t exist. Hans was a coward who killed women and children but who had fled from the battlefield. A man who desperately wanted to be a hero but lacked the selfless love of his fellow man that true heroism required.

He had to put an end to Hans’s reign of terror. It was a cancer eating away at the village from the inside out. It didn’t matter what happened to him, if he was destroyed in the process. He wasn’t sure how he would do it, but that was part of his decision.

But . . . the werewolf had proved to be a powerful weapon. It would be a shame to toss it aside, considering he was going against Hans and the rest of them. Without the wolf, Uwe was weak.

With the wolf, he was formidable.
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Uwe squirmed on the small camp chair where he’d been told to wait. An American soldier stood guard at the tent opening.

Only minutes earlier he had deliberately walked into a handful of GIs in the woods about an hour’s walk from Scharweg. They had been standing in a circle on a smoke break when he’d approached, his hands up in the air. “Don’t shoot! I have something important to tell you!” he’d said over and over again, knowing that they wouldn’t understand him. Once the soldiers realized what was happening, they snapped to attention, shouting and gesturing for him to put his hands on his head. As he knelt in the mud, he wished he’d learned even a little bit of English in school. He didn’t want to be shot by mistake. Then, everything he’d gone through would be for nothing.

There was a lot of activity outside the tent. Soldiers rushed to and fro, speaking excitedly. He hoped that if the Allies bothered with him at all (after all, they thought he was nothing but one of the locals, a farmer), they would bring a translator. What he had to say was going to be hard to believe, no matter which language you used.

Despite a small brazier burning away in the far corner, it was cold in the tent. Uwe pulled off his gloves and flexed his hands. They were stiff from digging Katya’s grave. He had seen to it right before he left to find the Allies. It had been a lot of work to do by himself, but he didn’t want to leave her body for someone else to find—or, perhaps, to hide.

Then he searched a second time for signs of Liesl and found one of her deerskin slippers on the ground past the chicken coop. The coop was the last building on the property before the forest. He was pretty sure they had taken her into the woods, intent on crowning their night with a feast. He remembered, with a convulsion of nausea, that he’d heard them joke once when they thought he wasn’t listening that children were too tender and delicious to be wasted.

The tent flap lifted, and the guard snapped to attention as three men entered. That meant at least one of them was an officer.

They walked up to Uwe, looking him over with careful, critical eyes.

“Aufstehen,” one of the men said. Get up. Thank God they had brought a translator.

Uwe got to his feet, carefully holding on to the bundle in his lap. He ducked his head deferentially to the man who appeared to be in command, an older fellow with gray in his hair, his heavy green overcoat dotted with insignia.

The man in charge spoke to the translator, who spoke in turn to Uwe. “This is Major O’Shea. You’re in the custody of the 115th Infantry Division of the US Army—”

Americans. Thank goodness.

“You surrendered to our troops, and under the authority of—”

Uwe couldn’t wait anymore. “I have something to tell you. Something you need to know before you enter Scharweg.”

All three men seemed taken aback by Uwe’s outburst, but the commander waited patiently as the translator did his job. There was another brief exchange among the Americans.

“Go ahead,” the translator said, though he seemed skeptical. “You are a resident of Scharweg? Are they preparing an ambush?”

“They are—and I can say with confidence that it’s like nothing you’ve ever seen.” Now came the hard part. The fantastical, unbelievable part. He would have to be convincing. He had to remain calm and appear sane, or they would dismiss him as a lunatic.

Was he sane? He wasn’t sure any longer.

He looked into the translator’s eyes. He had to connect with this man, to transcend the fact that they were enemies on opposite sides of a war. He had to make him listen.

To believe the unbelievable.

It would help if the translator were German. A German would understand how it had been possible for the men of Scharweg to follow Hans, to believe in folktales. The man looked to be in his early twenties. He was fair skinned with a square jaw. His accent was good, but he wasn’t a native speaker. He’d probably learned back in the United States from his parents as they sat around the kitchen table.

“You’ve heard of the Wehrmacht’s Werwolf forces? The resistance?”

“Yes, of course.” Even the commander and the other man seemed to understand what Uwe said. They murmured among themselves and seemed more interested.

“What if I told you that there are Werwölfe in Scharweg—but not the kind you’re thinking of.” He tried to hold on to the translator’s gaze. Stay with me. “Are you familiar with the stories of the Brothers Grimm?”

The translator jerked back in surprise. “The fairy tales? Of course. But I don’t see what that has to do—”

“Do you know the story of Werewolf Rock? In the village of Eggenstedt?”

“What? No—I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“But surely you have heard of werewolves.”

“You mean like in the movies?”

“These movies are based on German folklore. The stories of your parents and their parents before them. Stories that every German has heard since birth. What I’m about to tell you is going to be hard to believe, but I have proof. I can show you that what I say is true. All I ask is that you give me the chance to explain. Please. The lives of all the soldiers in your unit depend on it.”

The translator repeated what Uwe said to the commander. Uwe told them everything. He described his transformation at the hands of Jurgen Jäger. He gave them the names of each man in the pack. He explained how Hans Sauer had planned to use the last werewolf in the Reinhardswald against the Allied victors but had ended up terrorizing the village instead.

Uwe tried not to look at the commander as all this was being explained. He didn’t want to know that he had failed. He waited for the inevitable burst of laughter, for their leader to decide he had lost his mind and have him taken away. Uwe gritted his teeth. He would not cry in front of them; it might make them think he was unstable.

Instead, there was a volley of questions between the commander and translator. “Major O’Shea wants to know why you’ve come to us with this information.”

“Hans and his men killed my wife and my daughter. He was afraid my wife would come to you with this information. I’m coming to you instead.”

“You say you can prove everything you’ve told us?” That you’re not out of your mind with grief, he meant.

Uwe held up one hand, as though in surrender. In the other, he held a package. Inside the waxed canvas cloth was the wolf belt. He’d waited in the woods outside the Sauer farm until the men went off to hunt for the evening’s meal, rifles over their shoulders. He’d crept into the barn where Hans was living, the family members rightfully suspecting their son of desertion and dereliction and who knew what else, not wanting him staying under the same roof. He found the wolf belt in Hans’s backpack. Unbelievably, Hans had kept it out in the open, not under lock and key. He was the consummate alpha male, so sure that no one would dare act against him.

“I can. But the moment I give you this proof, it’s going to affect the other men in the pack. They will turn into werewolves at the same moment, and they will know that something is up. Their leader will realize that he no longer has the belt—if he hasn’t found that out already—and he will panic. You must be prepared to move on the village immediately.”

The major took a long time before he responded. He paced, glancing back in Uwe’s direction several times. He had the translator ask many questions about the way to the village: if there were little-known back roads, if they’d pass any houses, if anyone had a telephone this far from civilization. It made Uwe think that his offer coincided with what the commander needed: a local to guide them into the village and who could point out the riffraff and troublemakers. A woodsman who knew his way through the near-impenetrable Reinhardswald. Maybe he didn’t believe Uwe’s wild story, but he would not look a gift horse in the mouth.

Uwe suggested they move swiftly and lightly. It would take too long to move the entire American unit to Scharweg; from what Uwe saw, they numbered in the hundreds. Instead, he suggested they take a smaller group comprised of their most elite soldiers. They would be able to move silently through the woods, to surround the village before Hans and his men could get away. The rest of the unit could follow.

They pushed through the forest mostly on foot, accompanied by a couple of jeeps, which were maneuverable in the dense woods. They halted close to the village. It stretched below them in the gathering twilight. Scharweg was the only home Uwe had ever known, and he was about to change it forever. He would not be able to live there after what he was about to do . . . but without Katya and Liesl, he didn’t want to.

Surrounded by the American soldiers, Uwe felt strangely calm. He was aiding the enemy, yes, and as a German he should feel ashamed. But it felt correct because his own people had ceased to do the right thing. The pack had become a law unto itself with no regard for what he’d thought they all believed in. His neighbors would damn him for being a collaborator. But he didn’t care. He would never set foot in Scharweg again.

“Are we ready?” Uwe asked the translator. There would be no turning back after what came next. “Is everyone in position?”

The translator glanced at Major O’Shea before nodding.

Uwe unfolded the waxed canvas and put on the wolf belt.

He had explained to them what they needed to do once he went through the transformation. “You will lead us to them?” the translator asked, Major O’Shea listening anxiously for his answer.

“It won’t be necessary,” Uwe had said. It was true: they wouldn’t need to go hunting for Hans and the pack because they would come looking for him. Hans needed the belt. Without it, he could not change at will. Without it, he could not control the pack.

Uwe tried to focus throughout the transformation and not be lost in the avalanche of sensations. It was easy to give yourself over to the pain as well as the strange pleasure that came with anticipating what came at the end, what you would become when it was all over. He loved being so much more powerful than he was as a woodsman, and he wanted to remember what it felt like for the last time.

He had told the Allies what would happen when he put on the belt, but even so, he could feel their astonishment. Their surprise and fear were electrifying.

He stood by himself on the crest of a small hill. The cold winter wind riffled his fur, lifting the sable hair away from his body. He supposed it would make him appear larger than he was and might give the other werewolves pause, but only briefly. And it wouldn’t fool Hans. Not for a second.

He smelled them first, the scent of his pack—a scent that was tattooed on his memory now—carried on the wind. Then he heard them. The faint crunch, crunch, crunch under their paws as they made their way over the remnants of the last snowfall. He heard their steady trot, over the rise and then down in the gully as they approached him. No doubt they could smell the Allied soldiers hidden in the woods. Uwe could tell by the concentration of scent that the pack had stayed together. None of them had split off to deal with the soldiers; they were coming for him first. There would be plenty of time to take care of the others once Hans had the belt back in his possession. They could afford to be confident: as long as they were werewolves, they were impervious to bullets. Hans had told them this many times. They couldn’t be killed.

But they had forgotten in their haste and arrogance that they were no longer in control.

Uwe was.

He waited until he could see all eleven werewolves in the clearing. He waited until Hans came up, towering over him, his silver fur glistening in the moonlight. Hans bared his fangs and brought his face close, so close that their noses almost touched.

He began to rear on his haunches, ready to leap.

Perhaps he expected Uwe to run or at least to cower. But he did neither.

Instead, Uwe untied the wolf belt.

As it tumbled to the ground, he heard the yelps of disbelief from the wolves around him as they were changed back into men. They were no longer fearsome kings of the Reinhardswald. There were only eleven naked men standing in the snow—surrounded by a team of soldiers with rifles trained on them.

Uwe stood his ground, facing a bewildered Hans, until the sergeant leading the team rushed up beside them. “Hands in the air,” he barked, his rifle pointed at Hans’s face.

As the soldier went to apprehend Hans, however, Uwe reached down and lifted the pistol from the sergeant’s hip. With a quaking hand, he fired into Hans’s chest.

Hans’s eyes bulged. His hands went to the gaping wound at his heart.

“For Katya and Liesl,” Uwe said as Hans died.

The sergeant apprehended Uwe, as Uwe knew he would. “It was the only way I’d get close enough to Hans with a weapon,” he explained to the translator when he was brought before Major O’Shea. Wrapped in an olive-green blanket, Uwe handed the wolf belt to the translator. “Please tell the major that I hope he will burn it or find another way to destroy it. As long as the belt exists, it will be possible for these men to turn back into wolves.”

The major looked at him dubiously as the translator relayed his words. “Major O’Shea thinks that would be a mistake. You’d be a valuable weapon. And you’re on our side now. Think of the good you could do.”

Uwe felt the two sides war within him. He did not want to give up the wolf forever. With his family gone and Uwe unable to return to his village, the wolf was all he had left. But the wolf was to blame for everything he’d lost.

He pictured Katya’s body lying on the ground outside their home. He didn’t want that to be his last memory of her, but he deserved the torment.

“I can understand why you would feel this way, but I can never let myself be used like that again.” He gave both men a wan smile as he lifted the sergeant’s pistol, still in his hand, to the side of his head.








AUTHOR’S NOTE


Genocides are not possible without militias. Wannabe autocrats depend on armed thugs to lend them an air of legitimacy and intimidate the opposition. Think of Hitler’s brownshirts, the Interahamwe during the Rwandan genocide, the Kamajors in Sierra Leone.

But what kind of man becomes a brownshirt?

As an intelligence analyst in the 1990s, I worked on genocides and mass atrocities. One thing I learned from that experience was that no one involved in this kind of violence believed they were wrong. They always felt justified—until, like Uwe in this story, they were forced to confront the consequences of their actions.

We studied the Holocaust to understand how genocides were possible. The central questions to the Holocaust were, How could German citizens have allowed it to happen? How could they have turned a blind eye to what was going on all around them, let alone participated in it?

None of us working on atrocities believed we’d ever see something like this in America. We rather naively believed Americans were different. Not so easily fooled. America had a free press and checks on our executive branch, comparatively free and fair elections. We believed in democracy.

Then January 6, 2021, happened.

I’ve written several novels that combine history with horror. The point of those novels, as with “The Wehrwolf,” is to show the danger that exists when we refuse to learn from history. And the main lesson history has to teach us is that it’s easy to slip the skin of humanity and become a monster.
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