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Prologue
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The road wound up the crest of the ridge like an anaconda, swallowing miles and time like mice. In the backseat, with a flat expression, his daughter’s thumbs flitted over her phone keys, intent on signaling another adolescent Titanic. The urgency telegraphed by her darting thumb movements always fascinated Paul. 

The sky was a failed watercolor, bruised and pale, lacking hue and contrast. It mirrored the recent absence of a full palette in their lives. The forest on both sides of the car whirled by like cards in the hands of a magician. Paul glanced back at his daughter, who remained frozen at her keyboard, and he could see the unmistakable beauty dawning over her, sending fear birds into the morning sky, driving her from girlhood into a countryside filled with beautiful and intelligent young women.

Traffic began to cluster around the car, like mayflies on a hot summer day, as it crept through Crystal Springs before exiting the alpine village and continuing up the ridgeline into the forest. The cabin winked at them through the shuffling trees like Morse code as they rounded the gentle curve approaching the river. Alexandria set down the adolescent telegraph and leaned forward, scanning the next turn that would take them farther up the ridge to the cabin.

“There she is!” she exclaimed, as she and her brother had shouted countless times before.

Paul never ceased to be grateful for his children’s relationship. They shaped each other, accepted each other, informed and borrowed from each other, tumbled, battled, and competed, and mostly loved each other. Her brother’s incredulous shrieks, “Take her with us!?” when Alexandria wanted to hitch a ride to the slopes or the beaches, looked like someone had asked him to lead his pals into battle with her as his lieutenant. He was a quiet warrior, and she knew it. She had always decorated him with honor, and she knew he deserved her admiration.

They shot from the van in a flash and quickly into the cabin—a testament to the alpine air and the cabin's warmth. Paul looked forward to Gabrielle’s arrival with their son, Taaffe. They trekked down the coast and visited his mother before meeting at the cabin, where, as a family, they always managed to find their bearings.

Gabrielle and Taaffe would hopefully arrive before our star settled below the horizon as the Earth continued its assured orbit around the sun. Alexandria returned to gather up the clutter in the backseat, and Paul, following, opened the rear hatch and started unloading the van.

The pine-scented wind, hushing and sighing,  cut down the valley, combed by the forest’s conifer wands,  spreading the arboreal calm Paul longed for. Alexandria sensed the river of air and suddenly transformed from an adolescent to that alert, wiser, pensive woman on her near horizon.

They continued unloading and brought more gear inside. Alexandria said, “It’s still whispering, talking with the forest, isn’t it, Dad?” She deftly opened the cabin window with her left hand while trying to maintain her balance. “Only the river has a similar effect on me. Can we go down to the river in the morning?”

The alpine scent flooded the room in seconds with the opening of the window, while the wind and pines continued their soliloquy outside the cabin's walls. Paul agreed with her, relishing the anticipated morning visit to the river, where its powerful carving force and melodic revitalization rhythm awaited.

They flopped onto their beds, relieved to be there.

Paul returned to the van at twilight to retrieve the last items needed for their stay at the cabin. Paul noticed the lights glinting in the darkening valley as Gabrielle’s car snaked its way up the crest to the cabin. He felt a comforting glow, knowing she and Taaffe had safely trekked down the coast from his mother’s place. Paul suddenly felt the soothing warmth, anticipating being together with all of them.

The SUV slid to a stop, instantly identifying the driver as Taaffe, their 18-year-old son, Alexandria’s brother. He exited the car smoothly, moving with decisive strides. He was muscular yet lean, and even now, he possessed a curious countenance filled with wit and quiet resolve, just as he had when he was a young boy.

“Hi, Dad, I’ll help unload the car and start turning on the utilities to the cabin.”

Gabrielle moved quickly to Paul. They met in a gentle hug, and Gabrielle melted into him gladly. He knew her tears were welling, ready to spill. She held them back with her typical gentle resolve and gathered her travel gear in the car. When she heard Alexandria’s glee at their arrival, she quickly moved with Paul up to the cabin.

Paul stopped momentarily, glancing up at the unmistakable glimmer of the Milky Way’s diamond-studded bracelet angling through the night sky; he heard his children and wife embracing in the cabin’s kitchen and felt their warm, marmalade-like, and buttery love for each other as they hugged.

Daniel always comes to mind when family surrounds Paul. Erika and Joseph’s child was a quiet, good man who, at his father’s funeral, had been wrapped in his grief in his introspective yet kind manner. Daniel was a reserved individual: A Vietnam veteran who clearly understood what Joseph had endured as the vanquished enemy, having been the target of scorn and abuse upon his return from the war. Paul felt a surge of tears as thoughts of Daniel and his father jolted him back to the loss of Joseph.

The laughter and joshing subsided, and they gladly dug into the burritos that Gabrielle had picked up in the valley. Taaffe could eat faster than a piranha, yet he inevitably stopped long before the other fish at the table.

Alexandria was like her mother: careful with food, patient, and savoring every bite. Paul looked over at Gabrielle. She was calm yet melancholy, and he knew that a lot was going on with her and that he’d soon be there for her again regarding all that'd recently unfolded.

Her father’s death had not been a surprise, as Alzheimer’s had swiftly erased the man they had all known and loved, leaving an empty, sad shell with no one there. It was both the cruel aspect the disease brought and the oddly protective side, saving the one stricken from the fear of death and, with a withering grace, removing the memory of life’s painful wounds.

“Honey, can I get you anything?” Paul asked. “I know it was a long drive, and you’re bushed.”

Gabrielle smiled and looked at them gathered at the table for a moment. One tear welled up, and all three leaned forward for her. Alexandria clasped her mother’s hand while they quietly waited for the moment to pass.

Shortly after that, Gabrielle straightened and smiled warmly. As if she were flipping the ball up for one of her powerful serves during her college tennis career, she briskly said, “Let me get you guys something!”

She went to the small refrigerator, pulled out a cinnamon pie she had snuck into the fridge while they had been unloading the cars, vigorously shushed whipped cream over the top, sliced the pie up into four pieces, and had the slices in front of them before anyone could get a word in pie-wise.

They laughed brightly, and Alexandria quipped, “Mom, you’re the best at surprising us no matter what is happening.”

Gabrielle surprised many people over time, especially on the courts, where her kind nature would suddenly reveal a cougar-quick, tiger-eyed fighter who scratched out every point with a fierce determination that stymied her opponents.

While the children cleaned up the table, straightened up the small kitchen, and prepared to get some sleep before dawn finally crept over the back ridge, Paul lit the logs in the small fireplace and beckoned for Gabrielle to enjoy the fire and sit with him on the old, bulging couch.

As she slid in next to him, Paul said, “I’m so glad we’re up here for a few days after what we went through this last week, with your father’s funeral preparations, the service, and the hellos and good-byes from people we know and those who knew your father. I know it’s been hard on you.”

She snuggled into his shoulder, sighed in relief, and said, “It was the year leading up to his death that was terrible; watching his slow decline, his slashing combativeness, the memories we held that had evaporated from a man who had always been there for us. . . . That was agony. His passing was a relief.”

Tears slid down her cheeks as silence overcame them, the glowing, murmuring log bringing warm slumber. Paul and Gabrielle listened to their ticker-tape versions of Joseph's life running in their heads, reminding them that Joseph had always been there for them.

Paul reminisced about Joseph’s steady hand permanently extended to him as he negotiated the rapids of his life and the wonderful daughter he had graciously allowed Paul to marry, giving them two vibrant, creative, and hard-working children who were on their way to dynamic and challenging lives due partly to Joseph’s love and support. Paul loved his father-in-law’s easy grin and belief that nothing was too difficult to accomplish, even in the worst times.

While they snuggled together by the fire and Gabrielle drifted off to sleep, he wondered if her last thoughts took their usual course, back to her distant past with her father. He knew she had always been aware of the omnipresent danger and difficulty of surviving during the war. Her father’s unwillingness to let that be a problem, but rather a challenge, left her with a calmness and patience that many people wished they possessed. They had no idea what she had endured or what she had experienced to become that self.

Both Paul and Gabrielle became drowsy, and sleep wrapped them in its blanket.

The forest continued its soothing dialogue. Night wings lifted for their nocturnal patrol, beginning the eternal silent stalk in the hunt for survival.
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It was a war of Anschluss, blitzkrieg, and murder that exploded into life, lit by the match held in the hand of rabid Brownshirts, a hatred glistening in their eyes, shredding the fabric of the world and the lives of countless millions for a brutal, grotesque madman and his arrogant henchmen.

While the fury of the world tore at the heart of Munich, a few scant kilometers from the inferno, childbearing women frantically gave birth. Gabrielle’s calm and patient stance in the river of life was set in motion as she was born, while the Allies were leveling Munich and Berlin in bitter revenge.

The staccato bursts of thousand-pound bombs announced the near death of what needed to die, while ironically crushing the lives of some who were just entering the world or merely surviving in it. All of this madness is captured in the figure crossing Munch’s bridge from insanity to hell, screaming from a tortured face held by its own hands.

Over the centuries, thumping, distant ordnance announced approaching legions of gritty, tired men, and those same armies were about to wrench open the door to Gabrielle’s life while shock waves from the not-so-distant thumps shuddered through the small hospital bivouac. Near chaos reigned; The Third of May and Guernica combined.

• • • •
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THE HURRIED CLATTER as equipment was nervously stacked and arranged in the arched concrete fortifications of the submarine pens hardly matched the mounting fear on the faces of the crews swarming around the submarines as they prepared to launch. Yet the scurrying corporal’s pace and accompanying limp as he approached Lieutenant Commander Hoffner immediately signaled something was different and wrong.

The corporal assigned to Hoffner’s submarine was not Navy personnel; he was support personnel for facility perimeter defense. The young soldier's hand shot out like a spring-loaded gate stop, holding a high-level official communiqué. At the same time, he stiffly waited for the Leitender Ingenieur to take the orders from his quivering hand. The long, jagged scar stretched from the corporal’s ear to the top of his neck, jarring Hoffner’s memory of the boy’s previous comment about how ‘not being in Russia was at least two steps from hell.’

Joseph felt the ripple of aversion and fear that whisked through the group on the dock that afternoon, and quickly averted his mind from the thought of his brother’s death on the outskirts of Leningrad—what little remains retrieved along with his brother’s tags had provided the grim proof. Joseph ruefully grinned at the fact that there would be no grieving for his Wehrmacht brother in the world and that he and thousands more knew that the insanity around them was brutally coming to an end.

He ripped open the communiqué, taken aback by the brief notation: “Kapitänleutnant Hoffner: You will immediately dispatch yourself to Munich, on emergency leave, regarding the possible imminent death of your wife and child in childbirth.”

The orders continued, ordering Joseph to arrange his transport to Munich and return to Bremen within three days. SubCommand granted emergency leaves in the past for similar scenarios, but, given the officer shortage and that their was no replacement for him since he was the Chief Engineer, responsible for the engine room and the mechanical functioning of U-401, not to mention the sorties hurriedly being prepped and briefed as a consequence of the desperate push by Admiral Doenitz to continue the attack, Joseph was both stunned by the terrible turn of events with the his wife and child, and his now sudden absence from U-401 before its imminent departure.   

Joseph immediately rang his executive officer, Commander Steitz, and relayed his orders, along with the details of his family situation. Commander Steitz informed Joseph that he and Captain Stueller were aware of his urgent leave dispatch, and they wished him a safe trip and a quick return. Steitz expressed a brief wish for Christine’s safety and that she survive. He and Joseph had roomed together at the Technical University of Munich while studying engineering. After three years, the war had randomly reunited them through the submarine fleet.

As Joseph began his preparations for the dash to Munich, his mind drifted back to when they had both graduated, with distinction, from one of the best engineering schools in Europe. They had high hopes for their careers, but graduated at the worst possible time: March 1938. The Third Reich’s needs immediately swept up mechanical engineers, assigning Joseph to the Messerschmitt aircraft factories' design division.

Two years passed, and Joseph left the Messerschmitt design section as the war ramped up. He joined the Navy out of duty, due to his family’s divided history with the Army and Navy before the First World War. The navy immediately singled him out for submarine duty due to its critical need for engineers and assigned him to a flotilla at Bremen.

Joseph hectically tried to arrange a jump aboard any flight out of Bremen while snatching some personal gear—and in the midst of it all, Joseph almost chose not to take his service revolver. He hardly wore it anyway, especially in the engine room, but crammed it into his duffel bag. Operations informed him that he could catch a flight in a single-engine reconnaissance plane, which was soon departing from a small civilian airport ten kilometers away.

Joseph skidded to a stop on the tarmac’s edge as the pilot clambered into the cockpit. He quickly showed his orders. 

The pilot gave him a look suggesting how dangerous the trip could be, but waved him aboard. 

They taxied down the runway before he could get his seatbelt buckled, and he balanced on his knees both his duffel and some papers the pilot had thrust into his lap. The pilot carried high command reports south, close to Munich, making the seat available for Joseph’s urgent request. With any success, he would land within an hour’s drive of Munich.

During takeoff, the din of the aircraft’s engine made it difficult to hear the captain as he maneuvered the craft into a steep upward bank, but Joseph got the gist of what the pilot said: enemy aircraft filled the skies.

As they settled into the flight path, the pilot wanted him to scan the horizon for anything that moved. They exchanged their basic information, and when the pilot learned of Joseph’s situation, he fell silent and muttered, “No one needs any more losses.” He added something to the effect that there would be many more deaths before the damn war was over. It was November 1944.

Something moved on the horizon.

The pilot jammed the controls forward, crushing the wind out of Joseph’s lungs, and even though he had been on many submarine missions filled with sudden dives, he still vomited. The aircraft was already at ground level, and the pilot throttled back, hoping they eluded contact.

They hadn’t.

The Spitfire screamed into a wing roll and caught them within seconds. The 20 mm cannons sliced into the tiny fuselage while shearing off the tip of the wing on the pilot’s side. During their brief conversation after takeoff, Joseph had quickly gathered that the captain had flown Me 109s in North Africa. It was only due to his skill that they were able to slam down into an unharvested field, corkscrew around several times like a wobbly plate, and twist with gut-wrenching force into the open end of a barn, slamming to a bone-shattering stop.

Joseph sat up, tilted to his right at a forty-five-degree angle, reeling from the crash. His lips were numb, yet he could taste sweetness in his mouth that was fast filling with the blood dripping from his nasal cavity. Groggily looking to his left, Joseph saw that the plane had split in two, with the pilot dangling from his seat belt; his left arm had been twisted and bent like a pipe cleaner, and his lower jaw was missing. He was more than dead.

Joseph looked around the crash site and at his cocked pinkie finger, bent ninety degrees to the left with no torn flesh. He smelled a ruptured engine. He tried to shift his body from the precariously tilted angle to a more upright position and, at that moment, heard the scream of the approaching Spitfire on a strafing run. The shells tore into the barn as if it were papier-mâché. The ripping and shearing of the cannon was deafening: the Spitfire barrel rolled up and away. The attack rendered Joseph deaf as if he were a hundred meters underwater, and he frantically attempted to dismount from the smoldering craft. The barn itself was becoming engulfed in flame. His seatbelt gave way, and he dropped to the ground, belly-crawling from the flame-engulfed barn just as the roof caved in.

Joseph crawled for as long as he had strength, and realizing he had clawed his way to an exposed position, he anxiously hunched back into some low-lying brush twenty yards from the smoldering remains of the barn. He was trembling from head to foot. The one thing he could hear was his heart pounding as he swiveled his head around, monitoring the skies for the hunting bird of prey. But the Spitfire had expended its ordnance on the strafing run and was well on its way back to England. It struck him how ridiculous his service revolver seemed now.

The downed plane exploded with a thundering crack and a bright flash, tossing Joseph’s body another thirty yards away from the crash site. 

Joseph’s eyes fluttered open to see two faces staring at him. He rose with a start and attempted further movement when he realized they were tending to him and meant no harm. They seemed to be local farmers. The deft handling by one of them demonstrated some medical training. 

The man worked with the local veterinarian, tending to not just sick farm animals but severely wounded ones, many mortal, a common casualty of the war never spoken of by anyone.

The man dressing his hand  muttered, “No other breaks or wounds!” He was amazed that Joseph had survived the crash without more severe injuries.

Joseph sat upright, and as the shock wore off, he finally had a total sense of his body and the broken finger, along with the taste of blood still seeping into his mouth. The fact that there seemed to be only a few cuts and bruises also amazed him. The sound in his head persisted like the scream of a wounded cat.

He stood. And fell. The second attempt improved, and he was soon mobile, feeling strength returning to his core. He quickly asked where he had crashed and how far away Munich was. 

The two men looked at his torn and scorched uniform, his broken and newly bandaged finger, his bruised forehead, and the cut above his bloody nose as if wondering, Why Munich? 

With a thrust of his hand into his pants, Joseph was relieved and surprised to find his orders jammed into his pocket. He must have done that when the pilot had hurriedly loaded his arms with gear and sheaves of paper as they had swiftly prepared for takeoff.

“I’m on emergency leave and must get to Munich as soon as possible. Where is the nearest military installation or train station?”

He was stunned to learn that the disastrous flight had only covered fifty-four kilometers; Munich was at least another six hundred kilometers to the southeast, if not farther. The men led him outside and pointed to the southeast, saying that a Wehrmacht unit had been there, but everything changed from minute to minute, and there would be no guarantee it had not moved elsewhere in the past few hours.

The roar of two fighters suddenly went over their heads as they spoke, and all three men fell to the ground. But Joseph had already known they were Messerschmitts even before he looked up, having designed them. They continued their low-level flight in a southeast direction. 

Joseph asked if the men had any transportation; they had one bicycle between them. The man who had dressed his hand had been continually glancing at the submarine patch on Joseph’s uniform, and with some deference, he quickly went around the farmhouse and retrieved the bicycle. It had a basket and was a ten-year-old girl’s bike. Joseph grinned to himself. So, this is the thousand-year Reich, he thought.

He thanked both of them and mounted the bike. Like a walrus on a unicycle, Joseph crisscrossed a dirt road, gaining speed, and soon came to an intersection of dusty farm roads, where he headed in a southeastern direction toward the thought-to-be bivouacked combat unit.

All the while, his broken finger and wrist screamed at him to find his bed in Swabia, learn that the war had just been a bad nightmare, wake up on his trolley ride to the BMW factory after having just kissed Christine goodbye, and perhaps someday park a petrol blue roadster in the parkway in front of Christine’s parent’s flat after a long Sunday drive to the foothills outside the city.

However, the only two things he thought of were getting to Munich and the hospital. The mental vision of the pilot’s missing lower jaw, on a face that just seconds before had been skillfully saving Joseph’s life, lingered hauntingly with Joseph as he ruminated about the plane-splitting crash into the small but sturdy barn. 

Joseph’s thoughts were interrupted by the asthmatic wheeze of a starter motor and the sudden bronchial bark of a Tiger II tank engine kicking in somewhere in the near distance. He pedaled furiously toward some hedgerows when he spotted movement on his left: A bivouacked combat unit. It was far more significant than he had imagined, comprised of Wehrmacht infantry, accompanying a large battalion-strength panzer unit comprised of both Tiger Is and Tiger IIs. The roar of the panzer unit, now at full strength, signaled they were preparing to embark.

He felt ridiculous on the tiny girl’s bike and was intent on finding the command post in the racket and flurry of troop and panzer movement. Joseph did not have to search long before two tri-wheeled motorbikes cut him off, demanding he dismount the bicycle. One of the troopers had his hand on his pistol holster as they quickly met in the din around them. He asked Joseph for his papers and inquired about his business. The men were brusque and demanding, yet two of the three troopers somewhat haltingly raised a salute to the obvious: A navy lieutenant commander was standing before them. The sergeant hesitantly took the only papers Joseph had while also absorbing the sight of the singed, torn, and bandaged officer staring back at him. Joseph quickly asked to be directed to the command center while explaining his appearance and mission. The sergeant had relaxed enough to remove his hand from his holster and deliver an edgy salute. He returned Joseph’s papers and told him to hop into the tri-wheeler’s sidecar.

In a cloud of wheel-spinning dust, they careened off toward a stationary Tiger II with a recognizable red command flag fluttering from its turret. They arrived in another dust cloud at the panzer’s rear. Joseph struggled out of the sidecar as pain surprisingly began to seep through his body. A Lieutenant 2nd Class Wehrmacht officer met Joseph, who immediately motioned them around the tank, where a small group of officers and staff intently examined field maps on a small, collapsible table. One of the officers turned toward Joseph at the behest of the lieutenant, who escorted him. Joseph snapped to attention while delivering a crisp salute to Field General von Trautten. Joseph vaguely remembered some stories of the man’s tactical prowess on the Eastern Front.

The general returned the salute while reaching out to Joseph, whom he smartly shook. Bemusedly, the general noticed the Naval uniform and the condition of Joseph and his uniform, asking about his purpose again. While Joseph rapidly detailed his departure from the submarine pens, the urgency of his Munich-bound flight, the Spitfire attack and subsequent death of the pilot, and his arrival at the now dispersing field unit, the general, with the flick of his raised hand, summoned another junior officer and instructed him to assist in the form of a sidecar motorcycle and driver.

“Be safe, commander!” 

With that curt sentiment, Field General von Trautten spun on his heels before Joseph had completed his salute and joined the map-huddled staff while all around them, the combat unit disappeared in clouds of diesel smoke and dust. Joseph noted how the general had the same wizened, fatigued look as his U-boat commander, Stueller.

The corporal swiftly brought the sidecar to the now nearly deserted section of the once bivouacked units. He was in full battle gear and handed Joseph a field-length officer’s coat, a combat helmet, and a service revolver while squinting at a field map.

“Commander, I’m Corporal Reiden at your service, sir!”

Joseph felt relieved that things had unfolded as they did. Still, he noticed the battle-hardened visage of the corporal and felt uncomfortable about detaching him from his unit’s mission to attend to his needs.

The corporal immediately brightened upon hearing about Joseph’s discomfort. “I’m from Turnsten, just twenty kilometers south of Munich. Luckily, we could be on the outskirts in ten hours, driving straight through. I’ll rejoin a companion field unit deployed outside Munich to the east. I’ll also be able to relay some field papers from the general to the command at Munich North.”

The use of radio and field communication was suspect, especially with crucial tactical information, because the Allies were everywhere and could easily intercept messages of this sort. Land transport was slow but safer, except in dire emergencies.

They settled into the tri-wheeler, and with a flick of Reiden’s wrist, Joseph and the motorcycle leaped forward, clods spewing aggressively behind them. The motorbike’s bright cyclopean wolf-eye sped deep into the approaching dusk and toward the birthplace of the tottering Reich.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 2
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Being on the road was a relief after the jolting run through the pasture’s gutted remains. Joseph could feel and smell the fear spreading through the ranks like wildfire.

At 150 meters below the Atlantic, he had seen terror up close. As the war took deadly turns at the madman's behest, the death rattle crept into the Reich’s staggering hulk on all fronts. 

Joseph recalled the alarming report about the Wolf’s Lair attempt on the Führer’s life that Germans rarely addressed openly, fearing the Gestapo’s eyes and ears. He wryly noted that one could feel the growing contempt for the Brownshirts and their spittle-flecked gargoyle, accompanied by fear and rage like a moon that follows a five-year-old home.

The bloody golden thread that led the boys of summer into the promised heroic fairy tale saddened Joseph as they were now all dying, soon to be shredded, starving, sunken-eyed husks, trapped like dogs in Hitler's deadly sinkhole. There would be no pity, only gleaming-eyed nostril-flaring revenge on the unspeakable, incoherent, shuddering deaths brought by the Reich’s manic insanity.

The bike ate kilometers like a ravenous dog, and as Reiden became one with the bike, the forest leaped at them like lost memories.  Silence filled the surrounding countryside, occasionally opening up to a Medieval or Renaissance ruin. 

Reiden struck a path that wound through Germany’s central spine, cutting through time while doing their utmost to avoid detection. Allied advances are reported everywhere and could appear at any time. They skirted battle-hardened infantry and panzer movements to prevent the inevitable stop-and-produce-document moments. The flag of rank emblazoned on the tri-wheeler cut through official stops. The young corporal held vital field-written observations, orders, and demands from General von Trautten that needed to be delivered to Munich immediately. With his wife and child's impending death, the fearful dash to his wife’s side felt like a ticking bomb ready to explode.

The tiny bike sped onward into the future. While swooping through a curve, a wolf’s lone note cut through the night—a note Joseph thought erased from the continent, hunted down in this leering insanity like white roses, trampled by the raging paranoia fed by the envious corporal's demented sycophants.

They rolled over land where Julius Caesar had confronted death amidst victory against the ancient Huns, German pagan warriors, and countless alliances that had trembled at his approach or roared back in defiance. Alaric I, the Tervingian Goth who rose from the Danube, broke the reigning warlords' corrupt yoke, twisted away imperial Rome’s grip, and united the Germans for the first time, thus becoming a force to be respected and reckoned with throughout his rule.

Deep thunder rumbled down from storm clouds that had formed over them during their dash south. Joseph envisioned Clovis, the battlefield chieftain of the Germanic conquerors. Clovis had shaped medieval Europe’s early future by setting the stage for a powerful surge from leaders such as Frederick Barbarossa and Frederick the Wise, who had fought to establish German predominance and free the people from the papacy’s tyranny.

The First Reich, marked by the Holy Roman Empire’s breakup, emerged as a Germanic society with unity and a proud identity strengthened by the tapestry of alliances between princes and peasants. Joseph remembered his father at evening supper, excitedly recounting these men and the formation of the later powerful Prussian states led by the Hohenzollerns and the Habsburgs. These events culminated in Bismarck’s victories in the Franco-Prussian War and the creation of the Second Reich —a robust and prosperous Germany that, tragically, led to a disastrous defeat in the First World War.

Joseph grimaced, thinking that at least it had been an honorable defeat, free from the current war’s massive atrocities.

The tri-wheeler sliced through fields and kilometers as centuries rolled through Joseph’s head. Meanwhile, the soiled, deceitful, psychotic Third Reich, formed by the murderous Gestapo and Hitler, betrayed those same Germans who had fought so honorably and fiercely to defend Germany. 

The night descended, and they roared toward Munich, closer now, yet further and further from sanity, as the Allies smashed their way forward, east and west, wedging Joseph and Reiden in the anvil-like jaws of the victors who would soon be in their presence.

• • • •
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MUNICH’S OUTSKIRTS collared the shattered crown jewel of Bavaria, glumly brought to light as they approached at dawn. The city lay tilted as a tossed crown would lie, with its spires bent, snapped off, melted, and twisted by the increasing Allied daylight bombing raids. Their abrupt encounter with the ravaged city slapped both riders in the face like an enraged parent.

Reiden slid the bike to a screeching stop. They shuddered in unison at the sight below them: the smoking carcass of a once-thoroughbred steed, a moon-pocked face left with the acne record from the meteor strikes of revenge and hate. After descending the hillocks, they slowly reached a roadblock where the monumental Schleissheim Palace had once stood: now only a slumped cow kneeling from agonizing terminal injuries.

The lieutenant briskly approached, barking for their papers while cocking an eye at the tri-wheeler’s field-rank insignia and looking somewhat askance at the beaten-up condition of Joseph’s burnt and torn uniform under his field coat. He insisted they dismount, which was almost a respite after their twelve-hour dash.

“Where are you reporting to?” he asked while rifling through the personal military documents and the field orders. He stopped short and took on a different demeanor upon seeing both the individual orders from Joseph’s U-boat commander and the handwritten remarks of General von Trautten, quickly snapping off an obliquely thrown salute and once again staring at the field rank markings on the bike.

“We are delivering those field requests and orders to Command, Munich North, on an urgent basis, and we need directions and a map or an escort immediately!” shouted the corporal. The lieutenant whirled around toward a clustered Wehrmacht contingent who controlled the roadblock, shouting terse orders to lift the barricade while handing Reiden a quartered section of a map of north Munich, quickly drawing the route to the command center.

While dawn quietly lifted the darkness, the slow, winding road to Munich North revealed a nightmarish scene of twisted steel, unrecognizable landmarks, and abandoned vehicles, with the intermittent appearance of a crablike person scuttling across smoke- and mist-shrouded streets. 

People barely cast a glance at them as they wound their way through the shattered city. A corpse lay splayed out to their right; its stark, empty stare spoke volumes to Reiden and Joseph about the weeks before their arrival and the blighted disarray of the city, now torn, shredded, and nonexistent, smothered by a hovering fog of death.

They both craned to look at each other. Reiden sped up the bike, focusing on completing the journey while large and small clusters of embers and fire followed them like the eyes of the enemy.

The countless sorties above the city and the devastating aftermath necessitated a winding approach through the rubble.

Reiden said nothing, having the excuse to stay focused on what was once a street. Joseph, left to his own devices while hunched forward in the sidecar, could not repress a faint smile when he noticed sparrows arrayed on the power lines parallel to the road. The birds unwittingly spelled out the opening notes to Mozart’s Jupiter Symphony, or perhaps it was Wagner’s Twilight of the Gods?

Yes, Joseph thought, it was the perfect footnote. He remained hunched forward, jolting through the present wreckage in continued silence.

The path—hardly a road—opened up suddenly, and as if on a stage set, the street ahead and the structures on each side remained intact, surreal in their undamaged clarity. They rode for minutes in this pristine section of the city, and it felt like everything would begin to fall forward at any second, like set designs, revealing its paper-thin masquerade.

The bike purred through this apparition, and jarringly, the reality of war reasserted itself in the middle of what was no longer a street, intersection, or plaza but an enormous crater. The famous late Gothic Frauenkirche church presided over the explosive verdict of the air strikes with anguish. One of its two towers leaned precariously. The Gothic structure had been cleaved in half like a butchered hog.

Marinplatz and its guildhalls were splayed and strewn sideways as if moved by a giant hand rearranging dominoes to start play again. Shattered stained glass and remnants of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries glinted through the mangled earth and tomb-like structures that remained. 

For Joseph, the powerful forces at work both erased and punished his country’s ancient and recent history, revealing a malevolently bent demon writhing in its death throes. Joseph was sure he saw a mangled hand jutting out of the earth’s carcass and crumbled masonry. No pity would calm that death, he thought; too many innocents had been shackled and torn by myopic arrogance to allow any chance for caring.

It wasn't easy to swallow. Reiden and Joseph blankly stared at the craters forming this gulch, and the silence in their dawn discovery was deafening. Reiden inched the bike forward and then stopped, inch by inch, stop by stop. Suddenly, the bike lurched forward, and then, they flew through the wreckage and their disbelief.

It seemed like time had stopped, yet somehow, in front of them, blocks from where they had been, Munich North appeared with the ubiquitous forward contingent defending a roadblock and already moving toward the bike. The guards had their hands stiffly thrust forward, palms up, demanding in no uncertain terms that they halt, dismount, and present identification.

The guards had their weapons leveled at them. They were very anxious. The officer in charge held a Luger. His tone approached a shriek, and he inspected the documents like a ravenous hawk. He did not look up at them or the bike. When finally done, he launched into a staccato inquiry while brusquely ignoring his sergeant, who was attempting to indicate the command insignia on the bike.

Joseph once again outranked the officer in charge. Reiden squirmed uncomfortably and angrily, knowing the importance of his mission and the weight of the orders defining it. He allowed the lieutenant to rant long enough for the sergeant’s patient urging to have an effect, as the lieutenant’s eye suddenly riveted on the high field command insignia leaping off the bike. Reiden then sharply addressed the officer regarding their urgent mission and the need to immediately deliver the field papers and requests from General von Trautten.

With sharp commands, like the crack of a whip, the weapons were lowered and holstered; the gate arm snapped up, their papers stiffly returned, as all stood aside. Yet, the officer glared at Joseph and his burnt, tattered uniform. With an arrogant air, he flicked a finger at the submarine patch and suspiciously slurred, “How calm the ocean is today.”

Reiden glanced at Joseph, who at six feet two practically towered over the lieutenant, and smiled ever so slightly at Joseph’s calm reply: “I wouldn’t know. I fell out of the sky.”

Joseph had now removed his field coat. The officer wavered for a second, only then noting Joseph’s rank of lieutenant commander. He abruptly moved back while shooting a political salute skyward and shouting, “Sieg Heil!” Joseph and Reiden mounted the bike and sped toward a palace-like collection of buildings that quartered Munich North.

Fourteen hours and twenty-three minutes after Joseph had been in the aircraft, plummeting toward the pilot’s death, he was within reach of Christine.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3

[image: ]




Munich North swarmed like a hornet’s nest. Staff rushed about in hysterical fervor. Shouts could be heard throughout the command center as Reiden and Joseph wound their way through the electric atmosphere to Staff Command to complete the documents transfer and communicate the urgency of von Trautten’s needs. They were hardly glanced at except for a few quizzical looks at Joseph’s condition and tattered uniform.

Stopped at the general’s door, an attendant had already been alerted by the gatepost about the delivery of high-ranking postings by the unlikely pair and ushered them into the High Staff meeting room. General Balck, widely considered the most brilliant panzer commander in the war, stood at a massive table covered with the military’s latest desperate maneuvers. He looked like a statue one sees in a park erected to commemorate victories won, instead of a man sending other men to their deaths without honor and specific capture. This task weighed heavily on Black as the troops' bravery, exerted in small ways, would even have an enemy combatant grimly respect.

One of the adjutants broke away from the discussion that was brewing vehemently around the bronze general. He whispered gruffly to the same attendant who had ushered Reiden and Joseph in. He reached forward to receive the field postings, orders, and personal instructions from General von Trautten. He looked up at Joseph, as others had throughout the last twelve hours, taking in Joseph’s burnt and singed Navy uniform, including the submarine patch, and dryly said, “You are in the wrong port.”

Joseph saluted the major with a bent smile and replied, “I haven’t even reached port yet.”

Major Geft riffled through the papers and passed the field reports to the attendant, who briskly crossed to the war table and handed them to Balck’s staff. 

Over the major’s shoulder, Joseph watched the general grimace, purse his lips, and redirect the stove-hot conversation of those huddled around the table by delivering new directives in a crisp barrage.

The major turned Reiden and Joseph about and, holding Joseph’s elbow, said, “It seems you’ve been on a fast night’s journey through hell.”

Joseph muttered, “When I arrive, I’ll know what kind of journey it’s been. I need to quickly find the location of the hospital my wife is at!”

“All civilian medical services have long been removed from Munich proper, Lieutenant Commander. I will locate the field maternity unit for you momentarily. I need not tell you that this must be a precarious situation for your wife and the delivery. In the past few weeks, for obvious reasons, I have seen very few leaves of absence granted.” The major made a sweeping motion with his arm to highlight the hectic swarm around them.

He seemed momentarily caught in thoughts as precarious as the urgency of everything unfolding around them, including Christine’s impending death, the birth of Joseph’s child, Munich’s destruction, and the Reich’s obliteration. 

“Major Geft, I’ve got field on the patch through for you!” shouted a corporal, shoving a receiver into the major’s hand.

Major Geft snatched the phone, and after several ahs and a curt yes, he threw the receiver back to the corporal and turned, saying, “The maternity units are southeast toward Hochheim, in the wooded area. I will do my best to have you transported as soon as possible.

“I must warn you, everything is a mess. Enemy troop movements from both the east and west are constant, the air raids have increased, and as you can see, Munich North is frantic with troop deployment, and general field reports are streaming in, as you yourselves have brought.” 

Geft, trailing off,  added, “Hitler initiated significant shifts in command at the Staff Command level, adding to the confusion and general sense of disarray and fear.”

Geft’s eyes fluttered briefly, and then he pointed Joseph toward a desk in the middle of the hectic flurry where a young woman, more like a girl of seventeen, sat poring over papers in a leaning stack seemingly about to fall.

The major hurriedly instructed Joseph to sit there and wait for the driver who would transport him to the field hospital.

It was the first moment Joseph had sat in a chair since he had begun his journey. The chair creaked slightly and had a slight unevenness to it, a noticeable wobble. He didn’t mind the tilting from one balance axis to the other. Instead, he controlled the shift with the chairs' cooperation, as if independent of the events collapsing around them.

He realized the young woman was speaking to him. “Commander, I will be with you in just a moment.”

She cradled a phone receiver in the crook of her shoulder, pinning it to her ear while holding sets of papers in both hands. Her hazel eyes fixed on him with a cat-like intensity. She acknowledged the situation and waited for the person on the other end of the line to finish the conversation. 

“I understand,” he replied and settled back into the chair. Joseph observed the frantic stress whirling through the room like a possessed dervish, consuming the air in the large hall.

“I have the orders,” the woman said, waving her left hand. “And that call was to assure me that there will be transport available to take you to Hochheim. Not knowing what is happening with your wife and all must be terrible.” She looked down, somewhat embarrassed, as if she couldn’t enter that world, knowing these personal details yet wanting to show some empathy.

“I appreciate your concern for the circumstances. I’m just so desperate to be there at my wife’s side. Thank you.”

“Would you like some water or a cigarette?”

“Water. Show me where to go, and I’ll get it.” Joseph said, but even as Joseph said it, the young woman abruptly darted off and shortly returned with the water.

Upon her return, Joseph realized another long-time first: He was about to have a glass of water: Not a canteen or a tin cup, but an actual glass—in the middle of the world's end.

“Where are you from?” Joseph asked.

“Munich,” she replied. “I’ve been at Munich North for the last year. You look like you’ve been through a lot just to be sitting here.”

“Yes,” he said quietly. “But it looks like the last months in Munich have been brutal. I’ve only been through this for one day!”

An ashen look dropped over the woman’s face like a shroud. She didn’t reply. They said nothing while a flicker of angst shot through her eyes.

Suddenly, a young private was at her side, handing her a copy of a draft. She glanced up at the trooper and then at Joseph. “Your transport is here. Good luck, Godspeed.”

The private moved quickly away toward the large hall doors as Joseph gathered his things.

“Thank you. Be safe,” Joseph said to her. They looked at each other with a knowing look that suggested otherwise. As Joseph turned to catch the fast-disappearing driver, she buried herself in the stack of filings before her.

He followed the young man out of a side hall that led to an alcove filled with milling and rushing men, women, officers, and a small child who glanced up at Joseph. Her face said it all: lost. The picture of the child, caught during the dash toward the end that anyone in the Munich North rooms could feel was near, was heartrending. Her face danced before his eyes while being pulled back to reality with sirens suddenly wailing and distant, muffled bomb thumps approaching them.

Munich was under another air strike. His driver yanked him toward a car that he recognized as once having been a cab. A unit number was displayed on the nearer side of the cab, accompanied by the ubiquitous eagle and swastika above the markings. They leaped into the vehicle, and the private began speaking for the first time as he jammed the car into gear; they sped through the gates Joseph had entered hours ago. The gate arms slammed up as they approached, and Joseph noted the flag of rank on the cab’s right fender: two stars.

“Private Heinrik, sir. I’ll be taking us to the medical bivouac. We will arrive in under half an hour, depending on the number of Fortresses in the raid and the direction and sweep the raid took. A deafening clatter barked around Joseph and Heinrik as antiaircraft batteries opened fire toward the Allied squadrons in the sky above. Looking forward, Joseph saw cotton-white flak puffs surrounding the bombers as the B-17s plowed ahead to their right. The sky seemed filled with them. 

Heinrik’s voice was thin above the clatter and thumps. “We have little air cover at times. We’re wide open to those bastards.”

Suddenly, seven dots swept up from ground level and punched into the B-17s as red tracers tore through space while the bombers held their course. Then, a dot angled in, and he watched as a volley of cannon shells tore into a Flying Fortress. It briefly shuddered before a fireball blossomed from the left engine and under the cockpit area. The craft lumbered to the left, slowly drifting down and away from the squadron. Two explosions ripped its shell, and the craft broke in half; the horizon swallowed the kill, followed by ground explosions and flames flaring up in the distance.

The city around them shook from the force of the five-hundred-pound ordnance that whistled, dreamlike, down to their violent destinations alongside the antiaircraft battalions gnashing at the slowly disappearing B-17s. The hawk-like rakes of the few remaining fighters rose and met the hoard, mixing into the thundering herd above. They were like riders dashing into a full cavalry charge, only to be swallowed up and tossed aside as toys once the sortie’s cover squadron met them.

A whining scream signaled the fighter’s futile engagement; a flaming death trail followed by a muffled whump shook Heinrik and Joseph as the craft slammed into the city’s shattered floor while they careened through the streets in the raid’s aftermath. 

Joseph, centered in the maelstrom, was like a child with too many sights to take in as life and death whizzed past in the drop zones. He turned to Heinrik, who, with intent and studied skill, was picking his way through the carnage almost nonchalantly. Joseph shouted to the young man, “How many raids have there been?”

“As many as we can live through,” the private shot back as he skirted some craters. “But the raids have increased in intensity and frequency in the last year!”

There was a pause in conversation as Heinrik swerved to avoid some rubble, two corpses, and a writhing woman who, in her shock and pain, was fiercely clinging to a loaf of bread she cradled to her chest. With her mangled left hand dangling loosely from her wrist, blood poured down her forehead, and she stiffened and fell on her face, unable to hold onto the bread with one hand. Heinrik glumly said the scene was repeated daily in a besieged Munich.

“I’m Private Heinrik, sir. Sorry for not identifying myself earlier, but the trip started ...” he didn’t finish the thought while careening through the chaos.

Joseph barked, “Thank you for your skill. You seemed to sense where the raid would go while working through the city, and you identified yourself. You’ve got more important things to remember than introductions in this din.”

Heinrik shouted his reply just as some fairly close explosions muffled their conversation. “The sorties veer from the northwest or the west and begin their drop runs within the city's outskirts. Lately, however, the targets seem to be more specific. They’re  bomb racks are empty by southeastern Munich’s outer edge.”

Joseph felt his chest tighten up, his gut churning. “How far southeast is the Hochheim field unit from those areas?”

“It’s safe enough. The rendezvous and turn spike is a sharp, hard north after their runs,” Heinrik replied. The ride settled out because they had gained distance from the raid’s direct and collateral damage. 

The private asked, “May I ask what the situation is with your wife in the maternity area?”

Joseph asked, “How long has the field hospital been bivouacked outside the city?”

Heinrik immediately noticed Joseph’s tense reply, but there was no answer to his question.

“The situation worsened in the last ten months to the point where all civilian casualties, including maternity cases, were removed from the city for obvious safety concerns, but patients have been in good hands even with the strained availability of staff and supplies.”

Joseph heard a slight shift in Heinrik’s tone with his last comment, but didn’t pursue it further and sank into a private, tense quiet.

They were working out of the bomb run to escape the city, and Heinrik piped up again. 

“The intermittent explosions are the gas lines exploding in the city structures. They’re a constant for a few hours after a raid.”

Three fire brigade trucks shot past them and, one by one, stopped, sprinting to work through the wreckage to attack the fires and assist civilians.

The long, elegant length of the Nymphenburg Palace appeared to the left of the car. It loomed like a white-beached whale. The severely cratered grounds left Joseph surprised that the three-hundred-year reminder of royalty remained primarily intact. One could almost hear the groan seeping from the stately grounds. The palace’s double wings were a distant memory of its long-dismantled royalty. At the very least, it represented an aristocratic era that defined the dignity of men who had fought to protect their subjects, rather than imprisoning them in shame, terrified silence, and guilt.

Heinrik had been muttering something as they sped past the dying memory of Bavarian pride, and Joseph asked, “Were you saying Germany could have avoided all of this?”

The private quickly glanced at Joseph, who could see in his look the hesitant, fear-speckled face of a nation that dared not speak about the crimes of the Nazis that had engulfed their homeland for years.

Joseph countered the hesitancy by saying, “Desperate people sometimes grasp at the worst to escape the now, to have an illusion of a future, even if it rests on lies and the empty promise of power.”

He could see immediate shocked relief come over the driver. This Heinrik, this private Heinrik, this Bavarian Heinrik, this German Heinrik was just another one of the millions who forever would not be any of those things and instead would always only be a Nazi. It was a daming fact, thought Joseph.

Heinrik slowly gathered his thoughts as they passed out of Munich. He darted a glance here and there at Joseph and the unfolding countryside, with its rolling hills, copses of trees, and farmhouses clustered together, medieval-like, around the ubiquitous church spire. He said, “My sister was killed in Aachen just a month ago, caught between a firefight involving our troops and the British and Americans.

“My brothers—one was wounded and lost his right leg. The other was killed in southern Italy while resisting the advance of the Americans. Three months ago, my mother died in that madness we just drove through, and my father has been captured and is probably dead outside of Stalingrad.” The private choked back the tears and emotion that now gripped his neck, strangling him like the hand of fate that had killed his family and the nation.

Joseph reached across the cab and firmly squeezed Heinrik’s shoulder. They said no more, and once again, as this part of Joseph’s fearful journey to his wife’s side neared its end, he reeled under the weight of all those deaths that cruelly unfolded in Crimea and the killing fields of Poland. There was the shame of the advance on Stalingrad and the Jewish, Slav, and Russian victims of killings that Joseph knew he would spend the rest of his life atoning for if there was any life left to live. 

Any moment now could be the end, and both knew it. Joseph and Heinrik felt a brief kinship in being able to acknowledge at least this fact, as well as their weariness and disgust with how the war had stained them and wrenched life from those they loved while rendering the same to the victims of the grandiose, insane Führer. 

However, those exact words were not safe to be spoken between them in the paranoid world of Gestapo Germany.

The hills began to gently undulate around the pair as they raced toward the medical bivouac area. And then, in the distance, nearly hidden from view, a group of white medical tents lay clustered together like sugar cubes. Their Red Cross-tipped tops seemed to wink at the men as they approached through the trees.

Joseph’s heart nearly leaped from his chest while fear cloaked him with an ice blanket.

Heinrik said, “The command center is probably the largest tenting curling around the compound's right side.”

Again, Joseph felt that same unease he had experienced in the city, due to Heinrik's tone when he described matters of personnel and the current situation; it uneasily gripped him. They were nearly there, and the ubiquitous roadblock protecting the entry to the complex stood between Joseph and the hope that his wife and child were alive and safe. The strain of waiting to know their fate was almost unbearable. He was struck by how the fear of death and the hope for life shared the power to bring us to our knees.
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The tense inspection with the gate guards proceeded quickly, as the vehicle, with its flag of rank, added an element of urgency to the exchange. The sergeant handling the post barked his orders, the gate bar flew up, and Heinrik gunned the car toward the sprawling array of tents, aiming for the largest one.

It was at that moment that another surge of fear shot through Joseph’s chest as he realized that the medical unit was not only serving as an emergency maternity unit but also as a treatment center for wounded civilians and the military. To the far left, he could see wounded civilians and Wehrmacht men and officers scurrying and hobbling about. Their presence meant one thing to him: the medical unit became a target.

Heinrik yanked the steering wheel, and the car pitched to the left. He stopped in front of a giant tent in the area. The private reached over, opened the door, grasped Joseph’s upper arm tightly, and said, “Godspeed. Commander, I only wish the best for you, sir, and perhaps we’ll meet up after you find out her condition.”

Joseph left the car and watched as Heinrik made his way through the foot traffic, vehicles, and makeshift ambulances. Joseph felt the tense electric urgency throughout the bivouac. Turning on his heels, he bolted toward the medical unit’s bustling hub and was immediately met by an orderly asking what he needed.

“I’m here for my wife and her emergency delivery of our unborn child,” he shouted while handing his orders to the young man.

The orderly pulled Joseph down a row of tables set up at the entrance to the unit. Slapping the paperwork down, he hurriedly explained to an older woman the urgency of the orders and the need for Joseph to meet the physician overseeing his wife and the pregnancy.

The woman looked concerned and asked Joseph to sit on some benches while she bolted into the treatment center. It was only the second time Joseph had sat down in a chair since the long journey from the submarine pens at Bremen less than thirty-six hours ago.

Slowly, reality began to permeate Joseph’s senses. The billowing tents filled with pain and deep-searing impotence, jolting cries drenched with fearful anticipation and bravery, orders shouted out like the barking antiaircraft batteries in Munich’s streets —a swirling adagio of birthing and dying. The war was in the distance—its muffled percussion, a constant reminder that the apocalypse looms nearby. 

Joseph bent forward, and all that had transpired in the past two days grabbed him like a giant beast, crushing the air out of his lungs. He felt faint for an instant. The beast’s claws pierced his hopes, wishes, and dreams.

Suddenly, throughout the tent city, the first sharp, shrill cry of a newborn injected itself into the world—into everybody’s world. There was a brief moment, a prolonged held-in breath, before the baby’s hiccupping, gurgled second cry belted forth, bringing the relief one feels knowing that there is life, viability, and continuity. That meshed with Joseph’s desperate fears and the agony of not knowing.

A smocked physician and a nurse briskly approached Joseph, and again, fear slashed through his heart, rendering him numb and speechless. The physician calmly put his hand on Joseph’s shoulder, gently pressing him down as he had begun to rise to meet them.

“I’m Dr. Mann, Commander, and I’ve read the notes regarding your presence at the hospital. I can candidly inform you that both your wife and child survived the toxemia. It was a precarious time. The fact that they escaped the potential for protein-saturated urine, swelling, hypertension, and terminal seizures was both miraculous and lucky. Last night—actually this morning, at 3:00 a.m.—your baby daughter was born. Your wife and child are alive and resting now.

“Although your wife is still not out of the woods, she can recover with proper rest and quiet.” Given the circumstances, Dr. Mann glanced heavenward as if to mock his comment.

“Your baby is quite sound and is sleeping in the makeshift nursery. Everything is, as you can see, hectic and chaotic, but the staff is tough and prepared to deal with the maternity scene and the casualty scene of civilians and Wehrmacht personnel.” The grueling pace of the emergency medical treatment bivouac showed on the physician, who had initially appeared to be in his forties but seemed younger on second glance.

Joseph was stunned into a calm, silent space for a moment before relief and gratitude burst like a cloudburst, spilling his long pent-up fear into the hospital. “Thank you with all of my heart, Doctor! Can I see either my wife or child at this moment?”

“You may visit the nursery; if your wife is awake, you may only see her briefly. She needs rest at least through the morning and perhaps into the afternoon. Also, as soon as we can release your child to you, do you have accommodations ready? It would be best to move the infant as far into the countryside as possible, and when your wife is ready, her too.”

“I will take them to her sister’s in Hochheim if that is safe.”

The physician thought briefly, hesitated, and said, “Yes, that’ll do. However, the farther from Munich, the better. There are ongoing rumors of enemy troop movements, both east and west, and I need not tell you the Russians are on the move. At all costs, please do not fall into their hands. Is Hochheim farther east or southeast from here, and if east, how far east?”

Joseph assured Dr. Mann regarding the location of the tiny village. The physician and the nurse, after a consulting glance, thought that Hochheim would be safe.

Joseph followed the nurse to the holding area for post-delivery mothers after Dr. Mann had excused himself. As they parted the curtain, he saw Christine for the first time in nearly a year and a half, except for three precious days on leave that had welded them together in their passion for each other in the war’s cauldron.

She lay flat on a cot, her long blonde hair stringy and damp. Reaching for her, Joseph smiled at the memory of her dishwater-blonde hair, now pasted against her pale skin, glistening with sweat. Her eyes fluttered open briefly, her pale, iridescent blue gaze momentarily appearing. Joseph felt relief again as tears spilled down his cheek, his life flashing through his mind: her radiant smile, rich laughter, and her way with the world and the people surrounding them. She had always been kind and patient with their family members, even with Braunsten, the family bully and an eventual Waffen-SS Stormtrooper.

Christine rustled slightly under the blanket and brought her hand to her chest, but didn’t open her eyes again. She was sleeping, just as she had been when Joseph had initially approached her area. The relief and gratitude were almost overwhelming. He fell to his knees and buried his head in her hands. At that moment, the nurse cautiously separated him from Christine’s side, whispering about the need to leave her so that she could gather her strength.

The nurse led Joseph to the nursery, and a golden shock of hair peeped above a crib in the front row. He sidled up to the face of an angel, squinting up at the world. He reached out, and one tiny Botticelli hand gripped his finger with a strength that would never cease to surprise him.

A quiet gurgled sigh emanated from the cherub. Joseph realized that tears washed down his face. As the salt reached his lips, he whispered, “Gabrielle.”

She was named so because she was an angel of miracles, born into the maelstrom with the demons of war lurking just outside the tent. In that moment, Joseph could feel something manifesting in her future, something about grace and patience that was  Christine’s essence.

The nurse reappeared, bustling about the nursery, quickly surveying the ten cribs and tending to various tasks. Then, she was at Joseph’s side with a look indicating the need for him to accompany her. He reluctantly slipped his finger out of his daughter’s tiny hand, gently touched her cheek, and, tearing his gaze away, followed the nurse through the cloud-like tenting to the front of the medical bivouac.

Dr. Mann saw Joseph and the nurse approaching and walked over to them immediately.

“Commander, I know you are aware of the seriousness of your wife’s condition and the pressing need to remove both her and your daughter from the area as soon as possible. I assure you the baby can travel at least a short distance, and we hope your wife will be strong enough to leave the area in one or two days.

“You should take your daughter away to the best available shelter today—tomorrow at the latest. We are forcing new mothers and their infants to leave due to the deteriorating conditions in and around Munich, hell, in Bavaria. The situation is fast collapsing, and—” the doctor cut himself off because surgically draped staff were flagging him down.

As he rushed after the team and disappeared, Dr. Mann shouted, “Godspeed, kapitänleutnant!”

Joseph knew that Christine’s sister was in Hochheim and dashed outside to find a ride to the village to take his daughter there as soon as possible. No phone service was available, as all civilian communication was down, and even military communications failed due to enemy troop movements and the damage sustained throughout the area.

To Joseph’s delight, a beaming Heinrik suddenly appeared out of nowhere. 

“I can’t believe my eyes!” Joseph exclaimed. They momentarily grabbed each other’s shoulders, and Heinrik chuckled with Joseph beside himself with relief.

Heinrik said, “I delivered the last local dispatches and, while leaving the compound, was shocked to see a member of my unit here, standing in front of the military tents, banged up and on crutches. I circled back and saw him, and I knew you would be in a bad way, no matter the outcome. My orders were to transport you, but it doesn’t say only to Munich. Where do we go from here?” he said with a mischievous grin. With a worried frown, he asked, “What is your wife’s condition now, Commander?”

Tearing up, Joseph told him what had happened.

“I know Juliana, my wife’s sister, is in Hochheim, a few kilometers from here. I want to locate her there since the staff has approved me taking the baby there.”

“Let’s depart whenever you are ready,” Heinrik replied. “We are still in the cab, which will be better than a tri-wheeler for getting your daughter to your sister-in-law.”
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The gravel crunched under their boots as Joseph and Heinrik crossed the entrance to the complex, found the vehicle, and piled in. This time, they were through the sentry post in seconds. Relief settled over Joseph as the road began to curve around low hills dotted with scattered livestock and clustered barns and farmhouses; the scenery brought a surreal quality to the world.

The pastoral contrast to Munich’s jagged reality, as the enemy closed in on Germany with their armies swarming and rolling across the bloodied puzzle of Europe toward this lone piece not yet placed into the finished mosaic of horror, was evident and terrifying to Joseph.

His child, his wife, and the surviving remnants of his family had probable death in their immediate futures. Joseph felt the despair and helplessness of all the victims murdered by the vile, deadly virus that, ironically, sprang out of the shattered crystal vase that was once Munich.

As the car trundled through the landscape, Heinrik turned toward Joseph and said, “It was kind, brave, and comforting when you shared your thoughts regarding the tyranny and desperate situation we, as Germans, now find ourselves in.”

Joseph nodded, making a gesture of fist-clenched acknowledgment.

“That was the only time in the past six years that I have openly spoken about my losses while sharing my shame and contempt for the regime and what will be our fate. After our brief exchange, I wondered how many millions have known all along—especially after the disaster of Stalingrad—that the writing is on the wall in blood.”

Joseph agreed. “We’ll never know due to the grip of fear that throttles the country’s throat.”

They approached a small bridge fording a stream. It brought to mind Caesar’s little stream, the Rubicon. Once crossed by his loyal legions, there was no turning back, and that decision would bring either their victory or defeat, changing the Empire for the better or worse. Joseph mused that at least those legions had a choice between an honorable defeat and an honorable victory, which was not so for the Germans under the Reich.

Breaking from his reverie, Joseph said, “It is an old lesson that it is unwise to start a war, but it is a fatal disaster to lose those you start.’ Our war will carry a madness and shame unmatched by few others.”

Heinrik looked solemnly at Joseph, nodding slightly. Joseph hated admitting this truth about the war; it hurt. The world would record this chapter in our history, never to be forgotten. He sighed at the thought, and then Hochheim was before them.

“We are here,” Heinrik happily remarked.

The town was small, medieval, and compact. The rolling farmland continued for half a kilometer into Hochheim. They parked in front of the local Gasthaus.

Joseph jumped out of the car and flew into the building, but was met with a sight of disarray inside. An older man behind the bar blankly stared at him. The man exclaimed that there was nothing for them to serve and was edgy. He glanced at Joseph in his tattered and burnt uniform and twisted to look out the side window at the parked Wehrmacht vehicle.

“Do you know the residence of Juliana Theizgarten?” Joseph inquired.

The older man gasped out something directed toward the back room, and a young girl poked her head out from the parted curtains. 

“Juliana?” she asked.

“Yes, it is urgent. I am Juliana’s brother-in-law, bringing my wife and newborn from the medical tents outside of Munich. I wish to secure lodging for them both.”

The girl instantly came forward, surveying Joseph with apprehension and concern about his request. The older man and girl stared at Heinrik, who had since entered the eatery. Ultimately, she quickly gave them the directions and the number for Juliana’s house, instantly relieving Joseph. After scribbling the information down on a scrap of paper he had received from the girl, he wheeled on his heels to head back to the car.

“Sir!” the girl said.

Joseph turned back toward the girl, sensing the fear in her voice. 

She continued, “We have nothing to offer you, but we are also without any news about what is happening with the bombing in Munich. A Wehrmacht unit here just two hours ago left toward the east. Although there has been no conflict in Hochheim, we know things are not going well. Should we leave? Stay? What should we do?”

She was understandably frightened. 

Heinrik responded, “Hold tight, stay put, and do not travel east! After we have located the commander’s sister-in-law, we will stop by with the baby on our return and give you any new information we have.”

The girl seemed appeased for the moment with his answer.

Joseph and Heinrik returned to the vehicle and quickly determined where Juliana must be, given Hochheim’s tiny size, and sped off. 

Finding the house, Joseph leaped out of the car, scrambled to the door, and tapped loudly with the rough wooden door knocker. He could hear movement inside the cottage and murmuring, and then the door suddenly opened.

Juliana looked at her brother-in-law with speechless amazement. 

“Joseph?” 

“Yes, yes!” he exclaimed, bundling her up in his arms and tightly hugging her.

Joseph anxiously told her about the last thirty-six hours, including the visit to the hospital and his urgent need to bring the baby and her sister to her house.

“Everything you’ve said is more than I could have hoped for! I have had no way of communicating with the hospital, and never dreamed you would be able to be here. I saw my sister three days ago and was fearfully awaiting any news of her condition. A friend had taken me to Christine with a tractor, but we had little gasoline and even less transportation. To have you appear with the stunning good news that they both survived the delivery takes my breath away!”

Juliana paused, tears streaming down her face. She shook uncontrollably in his arms while Joseph patiently held her. Juliana quickly looked up at Joseph and over at Heinrik, who stood a few steps behind them, and grew embarrassed. She meekly smoothed out her plain dress and invited them inside.

After entering her home, Joseph could see the threadbare existence Juliana was leading and quickly asked if she could handle putting her sister up at the house.

“Yes, yes. We can make do; the baby has nowhere else to go. Christine’s flat in Munich was destroyed in an air raid some weeks ago, 

Juliana paused and again began to tear up, but controlled herself and said, “Bergen died in that raid, trapped in the basement of the apartments.”

Try as she might, her tears kept welling up. And then, thinking of other family members, she continued to talk through the tears streaming down her face.

“Gretchen and Mather were shot in the street and killed while fleeing the Russians in the Sudetenland. Roland escaped and managed to get that news to us before disappearing two weeks after their deaths. He may have survived by getting to Vienna, but I’ve heard nothing from him since. Oh God, it’s just been hellish! Are we all doomed, Joseph?”

Heinrik and Joseph glanced at each other. Joseph spoke first. “Juliana, we must take it a day at a time now. The east and west fronts are collapsing, so staying put is probably the wisest course of action. Your hope, our hope, is that the Americans will reach Vienna before the Russians.”

Heinrik added, “The word is that the Americans are slicing through the southern Ruhr at a pace that could bring them to Munich and Vienna before the Russians. As for the war effort, let’s not kid ourselves. We are on the brink of defeat, and now your survival skills and luck will determine your fate and your sister’s and any other family members’ fates. Keep your wits about you. We will return shortly with Joseph’s baby.” He shot a look at Joseph and then fell quiet.

“We must get back to the medical area, Juliana. We will return immediately with Gabrielle,” Joseph said emphatically.

Juliana smiled and looked puzzled at the pronouncement of the baby’s name; since Joseph’s description of everything, she understood that with her sister sedated, there had been no communication between Joseph and Christine. Juliana reached out, squeezed Joseph’s hand, and then surprised Heinrik with a hug.

They all exchanged hopeful looks, and as Joseph turned to leave, Juliana murmured, “Thank you both, and Godspeed!”

• • • •
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THE MEN PRACTICALLY tripped over each other as they sprinted down the steps to the car. Heinrik started the car, and they slowly pulled away from the house, with Juliana standing on the steps and looking down while smoothing out her simple frock.

The car shot through the village and skipped along the route they had just traversed, coming to Hochheim, and within minutes, the sugar cube clump of tents appeared below them. With the slight elevation, Joseph had a clear view of Munich, and his heart skipped a beat as dark clouds of smoke, etched with fire in the core, rose in the center and southeastern parts of the city. There was no time to think about it since they were approaching the bivouac.
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