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      France—Spring, 1944

      “The Nazis are up to no good in the Black Forest.”

      I managed not to point out that the Nazis were rarely up to any good anywhere. Hence the need for the Resistance.

      My superior, Claude Joubert, was not happy to be working with a woman. He was even less happy to work with a woman of Haitian descent who was rumored to be a witch. Certainly it was the twentieth century, and we should be above accusations of witchcraft, even in France, but we weren’t.

      “What would you like me to do, sir?”

      His already thin lips thinned even more. “There is a castle in the depths of that forest, surrounded by a moat, guarded by the SS. No one has been able to discover what they are doing. None of our agents have heard a whisper of the purpose of this place.”

      “Perhaps it is merely another of the Fuehrer’s many retreats.”

      “If so, then why are they bringing in Jews, priests, nuns and wolves.”

      “Wolves?” I repeated.

      Claude peered at me over the top of his tiny, thick glasses. “That is what you choose to question, Renée? The wolves?”

      It seemed obvious to me that wolves was the word that did not fit. Yes, Hitler was obsessed with them. No one knew why. Perhaps it was just because Adolph meant noble wolf. Not that he was in any way noble.

      “Why would they bring wolves inside a castle?” I asked.

      “That is what you must find out.”
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        * * *

      

      Getting into Germany wasn’t difficult. It was getting out of Germany that was the problem. Especially with Gestapo on your heels. But that’s another story.

      I took the train from Paris to a small town on the border as myself, then I disembarked and donned my usual disguise.

      I was a tall, solid woman. If I dressed as a man, people believed it, especially since I’d chopped my hair to an inch of my scalp. The locks still wanted to curl—they always did—but I flattened them with a heavy, felt hat. Just as I’d flattened my more than ample breasts with several yards of cloth. The only ones who peered closer were German soldiers, and I’d learned that hauling a cartload of manure, then spreading more than a bit onto myself, would insure enough distance between us so that they didn’t guess the truth.

      My great-grand-mère had been a slave, my great-grand-père had not. Subsequent ancestors had been mix and match, causing the shade of my skin to be darker than most, but lighter than many. My blue eyes and ability to speak flawless German helped. I did not look like a member of the master race, but I didn’t look like a Haitian ex-patriot either.

      I had come to Paris with dreams of being an actress, then become caught up in the war and stayed because I could not live with myself if I left and did nothing. I was still an actress of sorts, but now, if I failed in convincing my audience, I died.

      It took me less than a day of travel before the forest appeared on the horizon. Twice soldiers stopped me. The scent of my cart, of me, made their eyes water so badly they barely glanced at my impeccably forged papers.

      I sold my horse and cart in the last village before the trees and walked the rest of the way. Whoever had provided us with this intelligence had also provided us with excellent directions to the castle. I guided off a compass and the rising moon. Before midnight that nearly round moon glinted across the surface of the aforementioned moat.

      The place appeared impenetrable—made of stone that had stood for ages, surrounded by the moat, the only way in was the drawbridge. Not to mention the goose-stepping brutes on the battlements. I had no idea how I was going to slip inside and discover what they were up to. And if I managed that, how would I get back out?

      First things first, I wasn’t going to be able to sneak in anywhere smelling like this. I’d seen a pond about half a mile back, and I hurried in that direction.

      As I approached, a doe and her fawn lifted their long graceful necks from the water. The mother snorted at the sight, or maybe the scent, of me, pawed the ground, and the two of them ran into the woods.

      “I don’t blame you, mein freund.” I set my knapsack on the bank, withdrew a fresh pair of trousers, shirt and accruements, along with lye soap. It would remove the smell and, most likely, the top layer of my skin.

      I lost the soiled garments and waded into the pond, scrubbing as I went. The water was even chillier than the air. Spring in the Black Forest could not be described as balmy. But I'd bathed in colder weather, with murkier water. I counted myself lucky to have found a way to bathe at all.

      I spread a thick layer of soap all over, then ducked beneath the surface to rinse. When I burst free, I gasped—not at the cold, which I'd expected, but at the sight of the man who watched me from the shadows of the trees.

      I might not have seen him if he hadn’t drawn on his cigarette; the tiny orange circlet flared against the cool, blue night. He was tall, slim, and his hair sparkled like silver beneath the moon.

      He flicked the cigarette. It arched up, up, up then fell at the water’s edge, hissing like a snake. “I apologize, Fräulein. I did not know you were here.”

      I didn’t bother to ask how he knew I was a woman. The answer was as clear as my breasts bobbing with the breeze. I sank until my chin was level with the water.

      “Why are you here?” he continued.

      “Why are you?” I returned, my German as convincing as his.

      I wished that he would step free of the shadows so I could see his face. He no doubt wished I’d rise from the depths of the pond so he could see a whole lot more.

      “Did you come from the castle?” he asked.

      I wasn’t sure how to answer. I had come from the castle. But I didn’t come from the castle. Had he seen me there? Followed me here? If he was a resident of the place he knew I was not, and a lie would mark me as suspect even more than I already was.

      However, wouldn’t he have shot me already if that were the case? Probably not yet. He would want to know why I was lurking about, what I had planned, and most importantly, who had sent me.

      I carried a cyanide capsule on every mission for just this reason. If I died, I died, but I would not give away the names of my comrades so they could die too. Unfortunately, the pill was in my knapsack, which sat closer to him than it did to me.

      “I’d be happy to discuss that with you, but I’ve become chilled.” I lifted my chin and gave him my most haughty stare, the one I modeled after my voodoo queen grand-mère.

      I wished I’d learned the spells she'd offered to teach me. I didn't believe in magic—who could live in this day and age and believe in such witchery?—but she'd had a vast knowledge of herbal cures and nature-based poisons. I felt a sudden, sharp pang for their lack. All knowledge was power, and I could use any advantage these days. I vowed to myself that if I ever got back to Haiti, I'd learn all that my grand-mère would share.

      “If you would turn, so that I might dress?”

      “Turn so that you might run, you mean?”

      “How would I run without clothes and shoes?” More quickly than I’d run with them. I'd spent my childhood in Haiti, where shoes were a luxury and clothes were less confining than here. But he didn't know that.

      “I will turn so that you may dress. However—” He drew a pistol from his coat and stepped from the shadows into the light. His eyes were a brilliant blue, and his gun was a Walther PPK—favored weapon of the Gestapo. “Run and I will shoot you.”

      If he wasn’t a Nazi, he certainly acted like one.

      But he kept his word, facing the trees while I put on my clothes—dark, long sleeved shirt, loose trousers, bulky jacket and boots. I kept mine and didn’t run. Yet. As any woman, I reserved the right to change my mind.

      I shoved my hand into my knapsack and retrieved my capsule, tucking it into a pocket just in case. I also withdrew my knife and hid that in a sheath beneath my coat for the same reason. “You may turn.”

      He’d secreted the PPK again; I wasn’t sure where. His coat—dark, non-descript like my own, but obviously of better quality—gave no hint of the location. His garments gave no hint of an occupation. Which didn’t mean anything. Or maybe it did. The Gestapo wore no uniforms. They were secret police.

      “Now, share with me why you are in the woods, bathing like a wood nymph?”

      “You first.”

      He blinked eyes that were eerily light even in his pale face. I’d surprised him, and he didn’t seem like a man easily surprised. His lips, nice lips—much less thin than any of the rest of him—twitched. “I was not bathing like a wood nymph.”

      “No, you were staring like a satyr.”

      His eyebrows, heavy, thick and as fair as his hair, lifted. “I am a man. What else would I do?”

      I could think of a few things men would do, but I didn’t want to give him any ideas.

      “Fräulein,” he began, then stilled.

      In the distance, voices lifted and lights bobbed in our direction.

      “Button your shirt and get behind me.”

      The PPK was in his hand again, and I hadn’t seen him reach for it. Something stirred in my belly, then settled a bit lower. Attraction to a probable Nazi? Impossible. More likely the fear that I’d have to swallow a cyanide capsule at the age of twenty-one.
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