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BREATH OF BONES

“Breath of Bones grabs early, very early, and does not let go. A captivating weave of legend and reality, this story will draw you in and make you say, ‘I need the next book in the series now.’”

—James L. Rubart, Christy Hall of Fame author

“A riveting piece of history welded with science fiction. Readers intrigued by steampunk, dieselpunk, or World War II will devour this well-researched, wonderfully crafted tale and come back for more.”

—Jamie Foley, award-winning author of Sentinel and Emberhawk

“Breath of Bones is a tale of forgotten legend, tragic hope, and faithful courage. Goyer and Goyer leave no stone unturned in their masterful research and transport the reader across time with a fantastic blend of fiction and history.”

—Nadine Brandes, award-winning author of Romanov and Fawkes

“Tricia and Nathan Goyer deliver the best of their respective worlds in Breath of Bones. Fans of historical fantasy, steampunk, dieselpunk—and WWII fiction-lovers looking for something delightfully different—this is a can’t-miss first installment of what’s sure to be a stellar series.”

—Lindsay A. Franklin, Carol Award–winning author of The Story Peddler

“History, legend, and imaginative tech come alive in Breath of Bones. Josef and Kateřina’s story will send you exploring architectural secrets, fighting for impossible choices, and cheering every victory.”

—Katherine Briggs, author of The Eternity Gate

“Breath of Bones is a fascinating WWII story that takes place in an alternate reality with a guardian for the Jews arriving in the form of a golem. Yet it also portrays the same courage and sacrifice that existed in our own history, of people who chose to save others in the face of evil. I was moved, I cried, and I was encouraged. This is a story for all readers. Highly recommend!”

—Morgan L. Busse, award-winning author of the Ravenwood Saga, Skyworld, and Winter’s Maiden

“With intense and imaginative storytelling and brilliant detail, Breath of Bones uses alternate history to bring us a vital reminder of a very real evil we must never forget.”

—James R. Hannibal, award-winning author of Lion Warrior
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To my husband, John,


who always chooses movies with strange creatures

and otherworldliness, expanding my imagination.

To Nathan,

who jumped on board when I paused my sweeping to ask, “What do you think about a novel like this?”

To Steve Laube,

who was the first to read my work and say,

“This is going to get published,” and who turned to me at my first Realm Makers Conference and said,

“Come to the dark side,” inviting me to write in new,

creative ways to share God’s true light.

—Tricia

To my brother Cory,

who always listens to my crazy ideas

and tells me if they’re good or not.

To Tricia, my mother,

who has fostered my writing skills ever since I was a child.

To my dad, John,

who helped come up with some of the

fantastical elements you’re about to read.

—Nathan


For the glory of God we all had to die,


For the mercy of God we only could cry.

On the eve of the feast, they began their foul deed,

When they grabbed every Jew they found in the street,

And forcibly tried to make him give up,

The creed of his fathers, his trust in our God . . .

May the offering please God be it lamb or sheep

Or the innocent children over whose suffering we weep . . .

O God, put an end to such murderous deed:

It follows us everywhere. The thought makes us bleed.

It made us a target of cruel contempt

In the Land of Bohemia and wherever we went . . .

—Rabbi Avigdor Kara, 1389

Quoted in Hana Volavkova
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Judah Loew dodged sword strikes, unsteadily wielding his longsword while pressing a fistful of his tunic into his side, attempting to stop the flow of blood. Behind him, cries of enemy soldiers rose, as did the crunch of bones and blows against armor. On each side, bodies flew this way and that.

Then, as if moving in slow motion, the soldier standing before Judah lifted his gaze. His eyes widened in horror as an ominous shadow fell upon them.

Judah saw his chance and lunged, slicing open the man’s neck. Bright red droplets splattered across the ground. Crumpling, the Roman soldier’s sword fell, glistening with the fading sunlight and Judah’s blood.

He whispered a quiet prayer for the man, hoping for God’s mercy. Then Judah gasped and sank to a knee, gripping his side as heat spread through his abdomen.

Warm, sticky liquid spread over his fingers. Judah’s stomach clenched at its sweet, metallic scent. His blood mixed with that of his enemies as it dripped onto the clay and grass of the riverbank. Would the madness ever stop?

Judah had never wanted this slaughter, yet he would do whatever it took to protect his people. Will we ever be safe? Will the wolves always seek Jewish blood?

Using his sword as a brace, Judah attempted to rise. His knees wobbled. He pulled in one breath, then another, as if trying to suck air through clay at the river’s edge. His second attempt brought him to shaky feet, and his gaze danced over the surface of the Vltava River. Maybe my fight will end tonight. For the first time, this thought brought no sadness.

The looming shadow grew closer, darkening the water. Judah turned slowly, and his breath caught. And maybe yours, too, my friend.

The massive figure stood before him, bearing a man’s shape. Its opposing presence appeared as tall as the trees at the river’s edge and as wide as the castle wall beyond. It was not flesh that composed its body but deep-red clay, which still bore the marks where Judah had pressed and shaped its surface. A roughly formed face turned to Judah, and two glowing red spheres peered down.

Golem approached with halting steps, and the riverbank trembled under Judah’s feet. Dozens of arrows, spears, and even a sword pierced its body.

He’s only clay. He feels no pain, Judah reminded himself.

Judah stepped forward and gasped as the figure raised a closed fist, ready to crush Judah into dust. Will this be my end? The creator destroyed by the creation?

Holding a halting gesture toward Golem, a whisper escaped his lips. “Calm, now. Hněv je špatný rádce.” Yes, anger is a bad advisor.

Golem took a jerky step forward, hesitated, and slowly lowered its fist.

“Good.” A raspy breath escaped, and then Judah coughed. “You did well.”

Movement caught his eye. Beyond Golem, another soldier writhed on the ground, his final breaths labored. More lifeless bodies dotted the river’s edge. Golem had fought them all. Golem had meant only to stop the threat. Stop them, he did. Death was only a living thing’s concept. Golem was not alive. Not touched with the breath of their Creator. But still. Golem did too well.

Judah motioned Golem forward. “Come, follow me now.”

Six steps, then Judah’s feet sunk into the red clay. He stumbled and fell to his knees. Judah gritted his teeth as pain surged through his battered body. He again pulled himself up with great effort. Step by labored step, he led Golem away from the battlefield.

Soon, cobblestone replaced the clay and grass from the river’s edge. Single-story homes and buildings lined the roads. The quiet streets mocked him. Despite his efforts, no one exited the doorways to cheer on this victory. Occasionally, a nervous face peered through a cracked window, but each face pulled back once Golem appeared. It’s not only the enemies who fear.

Lagging steps took them to the synagogue. The oldest Jewish temple in Prague, the Gothic Old-New Synagogue, stood silently on Maiselova Street. Its black, jagged-shaped roof jutted into the sky like the tip of a spear. Golem hunched down as he approached and shuffled through the entrance.

As Golem entered, the wooden beams that framed the doors knocked arrows from its shoulders, sending them clattering to the ground. Together, they shuffled to the back nave and peered up the stairs to the attic.

Red streaked the walls, evidence of the pogroms of 1389, where three thousand Jews sought refuge within the synagogue but met their deaths instead.

In the two hundred years since, there had been seasons of peace. Then, thirteen years ago, the priest Thaddeus claimed that the Jews of Prague used the blood of Christian children in their rituals. Ordinary men and soldiers made it unsafe for Jews to leave their homes. That’s when the words came to Judah in a dream: “Ata Bra Golem Dewuk Hachomer W’tigzar Zedim Chewel Torfe Jisrael.” You shall create a golem from clay, that the malicious anti-Semitic mob be destroyed.

Judah created Golem with the help of his son-in-law, Isaac, and his disciple, Jacob. Now, with their enemies destroyed, Golem had fulfilled its purpose. Judah’s chest heaved with labored breaths as he lifted one foot and then the other, dragging his body up the first step and the next. Golem filled the stairwell and moved with the same slow gait. With great effort, master and creature made their way to the attic.

Approaching an open tarp, Golem lowered himself to a sitting position. His eyes now level with Judah’s.

“It is the Sabbath, dear one.” Vision blurring, Judah neared Golem and reached out toward its face. Golem’s mouth opened, revealing a parchment covered in words. Judah removed the parchment, and Golem slumped. Its eyes faded, and its body stilled. Again, a lump of clay, lifeless.

“Yes, rest now. Rest.” Judah coughed again and then limped to the wall by the stairs. His body weighed heavily, and the world grew darker with each labored breath. Judah leaned against the wall, slid down its cold surface, and closed his eyes. “I will rest now, too.”
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Josef Loew pressed himself against the shadow of the ancient gate that once marked the entrance to Josefov in the Jewish district. Nestling in the stone archway, he felt the cold, mossy surface against his back. A column of Wehrmacht Sturmtruppen, in their meticulously tailored uniforms, marched down the narrow street. The gas lamps’ flickering lights caught the polished edges of their attire, causing them to shimmer menacingly.

The rhythmic clomping of their heavy leather boots, reinforced with metal toe caps, echoed through the alleyways, harmonizing with the frantic beat of Josef’s heart. Their uniforms, a mix of deep charcoal and forest green, were immaculate, with golden epaulets and badges that shone under the ambient light. These were no ordinary troops. Their status was evident in their dress’s finery and march’s discipline.

Gleaming in steel and brass, their weapons were not mere tools of war but works of art. Rifles with ornately engraved barrels, pistols with wooden handles adorned in intricate patterns, and backpacks fitted with curious devices that emitted gentle puffs of smoke and the soft hum of machinery. Small gadgets with rotating gears and flickering lights attached to their belts showcased the blend of military might and the pinnacle of craftsmanship. The sight was both awe-inspiring and deeply foreboding.

Josef’s fists balled at his sides. This madness has to stop. For months, he’d dedicated his life to moving Jewish men, women, and children around the city to keep them one step ahead of the transports that rounded them up and shipped whole families off to the camps. But they couldn’t keep running forever. There was a time to hide and a time to fight. If only his inventions could puncture the Germans’ confidence and remind his people they didn’t have to be led away like lambs to the slaughter. Like David, Gideon, and Joshua in their ancient Scripture, perhaps it was time for the warriors to rise among them for the salvation of their people.

Josef pressed himself closer to the ground. Trailing the platoon of soldiers, a spider tank advanced with deliberate grace on its curved, elongated legs. Its brass-and-steel body reflected the muted light, revealing intricate gears and steam vents that hissed intermittently. Having been field-tested in Spain during their Civil War, the rumors of these eight-legged monstrosities capable of scaling walls and descending into trenches were chillingly accurate.

Each leg, expertly engineered, had joints decorated with ornate patterns, giving it a fusion of intimidation and elegance. The central body of the tank bore multiple viewing slits, with a rotating upper turret equipped with steam-powered cannons. The spider tank was manned by a team: a commander who dictated the strategy, a gunner who aimed the weapons, a loader responsible for ammunition, a driver who navigated the mechanical arachnid, and a radio operator ensuring seamless communication.

For all its engineering marvels and tactical advantages, the tank had one unmistakable flaw. The loud click, click, click of its legs echoed ominously as it traversed the medieval cobblestone streets, announcing its presence to anyone within earshot. Those in the resistance knew to listen for this sound as a harbinger of the approaching menace.

“Pavouci,” Josef mumbled under his breath. Spiders were out today. It meant only one thing: more families would be swept into their web. For eight months, men, women, and children had been hauled away “to the east.” While many hoped the families were simply relocated, the evil glints in the soldiers’ eyes told Josef a different story.

Above the medieval streets of the Jewish district, an airship navigated, floating over the gabled roofs and tightly packed buildings inhabited for over a thousand years. Under the dirigible, dressed in dark-blue uniforms with quilted layers for warmth, rode the Zeppelintruppen. Perched in the rigid basket, with rifles poised, they appeared like hunters aiming at skittering rabbits. Additional air scouts peered into the streets and alleyways with steel binoculars pressed to their faces.

The Wehrmacht column marched out of view, and Josef hurried to his place of refuge—soon to be the center of deliverance for his people. He was a Loew, after all. Like his father and grandfather, it was his turn to make his mark.

With quickened steps, Josef hurried toward his grandfather’s clock shop and the warehouse once used as a storehouse by Jewish merchants of the Prague markets. His advance turned into a jog as he moved past the Old Jewish cemetery with its rows of rock headstones, tilted and blackened with age. How many of his people had already died in this war, shuttled away to walled camps by the Einsatzgruppen, the killing units, with no tombstones to record their names or mark their final resting places?

The weight of his call rested on Josef’s shoulders. For centuries, his family had accepted the vocation established by his great-grandfather to protect the Jewish people. And today, Josef could be one step closer to doing that—if he could only get his newest weapon to work. An ache pinched in the pit of his stomach as he thought of the last words his father had spoken to him before joining the others being marched to the train station. You are a Loew. Remember that . . . There wasn’t a day he didn’t remember. Not a day he didn’t strive to prove himself worthy.

Pulling a heavy key from his pocket, Josef fumbled with the lock on the door. He blew out a breath. I will make myself worthy. I will prove it by my deeds, Father. I will live up to that name.

Someone touched Josef’s shoulder, and he jumped. Gripping the key harder, Josef turned with a swing.

“Josef, it is I!” a woman’s cry split the air.

He quickly dropped the key into his pocket and placed a finger over the woman’s mouth. “Quiet, do you wish for the soldiers to come? Do you wish for us both to be killed?”

The woman’s dark eyes, red-rimmed and puffy, widened. A single brown curl slipped from her cap. Freckles dotted her nose. Josef blinked as recognition came to him. “Hermina?”

She nodded, and he quickly apologized and removed his finger from her face. The woman whimpered, her body shivering while she gripped his sleeve as she inched forward.

He’d known Hermina Roth since he was a child. At least a decade older than his nineteen years, she had worked as a seamstress at the dress shop his mother favored. Yet this waif standing before him was a withered replica of the round, jovial young woman she’d been before the German occupation.

Josef’s gaze darted to the dirigible overhead from which the Zeppelintruppen aimed their rifles, their focus fixed on something beyond him. He slowly released a breath. Moving his key to the lock, Josef opened the door. Hermina relaxed her grip on his sleeve and followed him inside.

The now-slender woman with sunken cheekbones crumbled into his arms as soon as the door shut. He awkwardly patted her back until she drew a shaky breath and righted herself. Her pale, blotchy face caused his stomach to tie into knots.

“We are next on the list.” She pulled a photograph from her pocket and held it out. “We will be required to report to the train station in three days. My uncle sent me a warning. My husband has already been taken away. I am strong. But the children . . .”

Josef took the photo and peered at the image of two small girls in smart frocks, hair curled in ringlets, sitting on matching white wicker chairs. Their toddler brother stood beside them, solemnly staring off to the right as if he alone knew the danger to come. A flare of anger rose, and Josef ground his teeth.

The hunters and the rabbits. Soldiers seeking children.

Yet how much more could he do? He worked tirelessly on weapons. On shuttling Jews. What more could he give? Must he start hiding families, too?

I know what my father would do. And what Judah Loew had done before us—risked all for our people. Josef ran his thumb along the photo’s edge and offered it back. Pain tightened the back of his throat.

He swallowed it away. “I will do my best. I will see what locations are available. Yet even if we find someplace to hide your family for a while, it’s nearly impossible to get anyone out of the city, children especially.”

The woman pulled her coat tight around her and lowered her gaze. Her shoulders visibly shivered. He touched her arm and sucked in another deep breath. You are a Loew. Remember that. Josef forced a smile. “It is nearly impossible, but I will do my best to find a place. And then we will see about getting you out of Prague to safety.”

Hermina’s face lifted, and tear-filled eyes met his. “Thank you. Thank you. God bless you.”

Josef straightened his stance. “I will get word to you within a day.”

Hermina nodded, accepting his word as a promise. Then she slipped out, and Josef secured the door. He closed his eyes and, for a moment, wished he didn’t carry the weight of these responsibilities on his shoulders. So many lives at stake, so many more futures to be cut short. He wiped his forehead and then rubbed his eyes. Although weariness caused his head to ache and his senses to dull, he needed to continue.

For as long as Josef Loew could remember, stories of his ancestor Judah Loew ben Bezalel had been told. Or, more accurately, of the creature the esteemed rabbi had created. Magical, mysterious. What some would claim a monster. But Josef believed there were times when a beast was needed to fight madmen. If only he could believe in the legend. A creature like that could help his people, the Jews, against this new Nazi horror.

Some families passed down romantic legends—with stories of love and adventure. But not Josef’s family. Josef’s family had been called to protect the weak in the ancient city of Prague, known for Bohemian rulers and artists.

I will do what I can, legend or not. I might die, but I’ll protect those who cannot defend themselves, as the Loews have always done.

Josef’s feet shuffled across the aged, wooden floor of the clock shop and down three steps toward Grandfather’s workbench, which separated the front of the shop from a brick wall at the back. Before the occupation, when the shop was a busy place of commerce, the hum of customers’ voices filled the space. Now only dozens of clocks ticked in unison—their chimes ringing out on the hour and half hour. These days, Grandfather only left one clock unwound, an iron-and-copper mechanical clock dating from the sixteenth century.

Next to that elaborate mechanical clock, a dull silver wall clock with a cracked face hung on a hook on the back wall as if waiting to be repaired. Pausing before the wall clock, Josef glanced over his shoulder to ensure the dark curtains blocked the front windows completely. Satisfied no one from the street could see in, he opened the glass in front of the clock face. Then Josef wound the clock until it read 10:17.

A small click sounded, and to his left, a tall grandfather clock gently swung open, revealing a hidden doorway. It remained ajar long enough for Josef to slip inside. Then it closed again. The Pavouci might be crawling the streets of the Jewish district with the racket of their feet on cobblestone, but Josef refused to struggle without hope like a fly within their web.
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Before tonight, Kateřina Dubová had never attended a formal party. Her father thought her too young for such things. Yet now, a distinguished officer—one of the Nazi elite—pulled her undeniably close and led her across the dance floor. If she were to prove to her father she could write a story to make the newspaper’s front page, she had to pay attention She had to learn the secrets of their enemy, all while making the Nazis believe she could be trusted.

Who wouldn’t trust someone who’d landed the job because of who her father was, not due to her skill? Her date believed so. She felt it in the way his warm touch spread across her back as if he’d already claimed his prize: her belief in him, his party, and the conquering of their enemies. Nothing could be further from the truth.

Sturmbannführer Langer smelled of cigarettes and a heavy cologne that reminded her of sage and an earthy aroma similar to the dark clay that lined the banks of the Vltava River near her home. It was the first time Kateřina had danced with a man who wasn’t a cousin or childhood friend. The first time she was given a real story to write. Even though she was twenty and had already finished her journalism degree, her father still saw her as a child. Well, at least he had before tonight.

An SS officer dancing with a reporter, an unlikely pair. Yet they were one of a half dozen couples on the makeshift dance floor. A string quartet played nearby. So close that if Kateřina tried, she could reach out and touch the cello.

When her father had first asked her to write a story for his newspaper, Zemědělské Listy, about new products coming out of the glass factory in Sázava, Kateřina had been disappointed. What story could one find in a small village southeast of Prague? That was until Father told her to dress formally and be prepared by five o’clock, when a car would arrive. A car and driver? A formal Nazi affair?

Even more intriguing, the banquet was set up in the glass-cutting room of the factory where the finest Bohemian crystal in all of Czechoslovakia had once been crafted. The simple workroom had been staged with the familiar decorations of swastikas, eagles, and other symbols of Nazi power. Yet, unlike extravagant Nazi events with carefully arranged seating plans that emphasized the hierarchy and importance of the attendees, only eight round tables had been set up tonight with an open seating plan.

Why this factory? Kateřina had wondered on the drive down. And why invite me?

When she arrived, her questions found their answers. This factory was no longer used to manufacture fine crystal pieces. Since Adolf Hitler came to power, the Nazi regime had transformed many industries to support the war effort. This was the Reich’s newest accomplishment.

With a turn and a step, Kateřina’s escort spun her. She had a full view of a table ladened with glass cylinders approximately 30 centimeters in diameter and 60 centimeters in height. The glass glimmered in the flickering candlelight.

Kateřina’s stomach clenched. The words clicked through her mind as if she were already sitting in front of her voice box, watching black-typed words appear on crisp white paper as she spoke them into existence.

Furnaces that once produced delicate crystal stemware now manufacture glass cylinders for Nazi chemical warfare.

Another spin and the officer’s breath on her cheek reminded Kateřina not to get lost in her thoughts. His grip tightened, and she glanced away from the clear canisters to his piercing blue eyes. Probably the most beautiful eyes she’d ever seen, yet like the canisters, they hid death inside.

“Such a beautiful young woman. Yet why is such a rose among the thorns?” Sturmbannführer Langer’s words purred over the music. His uniform was starched straight, and his medals glinted in the candlelight. Unlike her father, who acted as if the occupation of the Germans was simply another bit of news to report, Kateřina wished she could speak out against the changes, especially the imposition of Nazi ideology and suppression of Czech culture and language. Czechs were forced to learn German, and their language was banned in official settings. With a Czech father and German mother, Kateřina had thankfully grown up knowing both languages. But that still didn’t prevent her from wishing for how things used to be. Mother would have stood against it. She would have said something—German-born or not.

Kateřina straightened her spine as she replied to the officer in German. “I may be a rose, but I am not weak. I have heard that a flower is a soldier standing in attention to the sun.”

He shot her a glance of delight. “Ah, I see. So you are here to honor der Führer und Reichskanzler?” The man’s German accent thickened as his leader’s name rolled from his lips.

“My duty is to report on this new regime.” Kateřina pressed her lips into a thin line. She wanted to say more, but not now. Not to him. Her throat tightened with emotion. Reporting was precisely what she’d tried to do for the last six months, only to find herself covering food shortages and long queues. She was made out as a fool in the eyes of the other reporters, even more so since she was the editor’s daughter. Her chin trembled at the humiliation of it.

The man slowed his steps. “Fräulein, what is it?”

Kateřina forced the edge of her lips up and wiped at a tear on the corner of her eye that threatened to break through. Not here. Not in front of him.

Yet when she noticed sympathy in the man’s gaze, she changed her mind. Perhaps she didn’t need to appear strong. Her weakness might be what got her what she wanted most—a front-page story. A story to get her father’s attention.

A story to make Father see her for once in her life.

As the music rose, she allowed her body to shift slightly closer to her dance partner. Kateřina eyed the glass canisters again, more boldly this time. “There is little need for new crystal vases; am I correct?”

The officer’s brows lifted. Then laughter rumbled from Sturmbannführer Langer’s chest, catching Kateřina off guard and causing her to miss a step. Yet her feet found their way before her dance partner noticed her fumble.

“Ja, you are correct. There is no need to purchase new crystal vases or other valuable items. We’ve already stripped everything of worth from Josefov.”

Kateřina’s brow furrowed. Josefov, the Jewish district?

He glanced at the canisters and offered a lopsided grin. “And soon we’ll claim everything they have, even their very breath.”

The breath of Jews?

An ache pressed on her chest as if the air in her lungs had become concrete. It took every ounce of focus to keep in step with the music. To keep inhaling and exhaling. To smile.

She jutted out her chin and swayed with her steps, like she’d seen in the picture movies. Yes, she could play the part of a character in one of the talking films. She could act like the doe-eyed reporter the officer believed her to be. Maybe who Father thought her to be, too.

Black-typed words filled her mind again. While industrial leaders believe the Nazis have plans for gas warfare on the front lines, the German high command may have a different enemy they wish to destroy.

The music stopped, and Kateřina pulled back from his embrace, swallowing down any hint of emotion. “Thank you for the dance, Sturmbannführer Langer.”

“Please, call me Hilbert.”

“Danke, Hilbert.”

Pulling from him, Kateřina turned and eyed the room. As she scanned the cluster of dining tables, she noticed only a few open seats. At every table sat members of the Nazi elite.

When Kateřina arrived, she was one of the few women in attendance. As she stood before the group, the men’s hungry gazes caused her knees to soften. Hilbert touched her elbow and directed her toward the factory machines. Kateřina was thankful for his closeness. Better to become an ally of one wolf than face the pack.

“I am certain the glass workers are thankful to have jobs again.” Kateřina kept her tone light. This was the story she’d been sent to write.

Since the occupation of the Germans, the Nazi regime took control of the media. Many newspapers and other media outlets had been shut down or forced to comply with Nazi censorship and propaganda. Zemědělské Listy—the newspaper her father worked for—was carefully observed by Nazi censors. She knew the type of stale story her father expected her to turn in.

Still, the journalist in her wanted to know the whole story. And maybe she could mold her words to spotlight this new German industry while encoding a warning to Czech citizens that poison gas was being used in other ways. Yet surely not against innocent women and children. War was one thing, but heartless genocide?

Kateřina tucked her arm into Hilbert’s and allowed him to guide her toward the tables where glass cutters had shaped valuable art pieces for nearly a hundred years. “So, can you tell me more about this new production?” she asked as simply as if she were inquiring about the weather.

“As you know, the glass industry has a long and rich history in Czechoslovakia.” Hilbert puffed out his chest, taking on the role of a tour guide. “For decades, Bohemian glass has been exported worldwide. We have no desire to destroy this great land of artisans and skilled laborers. The workers have work—work that still requires skill. Perhaps you can relay this in your story?”

Kateřina nodded, understanding. The Nazis wanted better press from her father’s paper. And Father had sent her. Did he believe she’d get caught up in the glory and the splendor and not realize the truth? Fine, at least Father thought of her. At least he, for once, gave her a shot at the front page.

“Ja, of course,” she answered in a thick German accent—one she knew from visiting her mother’s family in Berlin. “The Czech people need to know they still have a place. That not every industry has been stripped from our—their—grasp.”

As Kateřina paused, Hilbert’s arm came around her waist and pulled her close. “And why did the newspaper wait so long to send you? A hidden asset. I can already see you’ll be a great gift to our cause.”

Kateřina beamed. “Maybe that will change? Maybe soon I’ll be allowed to interview der Führer himself?” She winked.

Sturmbannführer Langer burst out in a fit of laughter that caused him to bend at the waist. “My, you are ambitious, aren’t you?” He kissed the top of her head before he straightened. “Maybe in time that will be possible. And while I cannot offer up our great leader, perhaps the Obergruppenführer will do?”

Kateřina’s lips parted in surprise. “Reinhard Heydrich?” The name escaped in a whisper.

Hilbert’s eyes sparkled, knowing he offered a front-page story on a silver platter.

“Will you honestly arrange for me to interview Reinhard Heydrich?”

His fingers reached up and tucked a strand of her blond hair behind her ear. “Ja. Would that please you?”

“Very much.” Kateřina tightened her grip on his arm. Reinhard Heydrich, Stellvertretender Reichsprotektor of Bohemia and Moravia, was said to be the darkest figure of the Nazi regime. From the wolf’s lair to the den of the devil himself. Father isn’t going to believe it. Maybe when the invitation arrived, her father would finally meet her eyes and tell her she’d done well.
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A shaft of light shot down from a high window inside the sheltered workshop, and Josef paused to wipe his brow. Setting down his welding tool, he adjusted the blackout curtain to block the natural light. With the curtain secure, he pushed the switch to turn on the bright electric bulb hanging from the center of the room.

This could be the weapon that gave his people a fighting chance against the Nazis. They didn’t have the manpower to conquer their enemies, but if they could damage their firepower and sting their pride, perhaps Jewish lives could be saved.

As dim yellow light filtered in, a fluttering in Josef’s stomach told him today could be the day he finished his newest creation. Over the last year, he’d spent most of his time moving Jews from Josefov to other parts of the city and the countryside. Yet his people could only scatter like seeds on the wind for so long. Soon, they’d have to root themselves and fight.

The workshop was twice as large as the clock shop storefront. Aromas of gas fumes, acetone, and lubricating oil mixed with the mustiness of faded paper journals and dusty wooden boxes, some dating back to Judah Loew ben Bezalel himself.

Josef’s newest weapon sat on the wooden workbench in the center of the room. A two-foot crafted metal shaft with interlocking parts glimmered under the hanging lights. Fitted to the end of the shaft was an octagonal mallet larger than his two fists put together.

Forged from steel, the average observer would guess the object to be a blacksmith’s hammer. Josef knew its true power. Or at least the power it could possess once he perfected the fuel ratio. He whistled, picturing a torch of fire shooting from one end of the mallet toward the enemy.

Wielding a weapon like this would allow resistance fighters to superheat the metal armor of the Sturmtruppen to blister their enemies, cook them within their metal suits, and take them out of the fight. Because of the required proximity for the blast, it wasn’t the weapon patriots needed to win their war. Still, capable of providing two dozen flaming shots with its limited fuel, it was something to fight with.

Picking up the mallet, Josef grinned at the heaviness. Eyeing the metal pieces he’d crafted before dawn, he chose the bracket he needed to control the fuel flow. The sounds of metal components clinking against each other sounded as Josef fitted the small pieces onto the metal shaft. The precision of the mechanisms would make the difference between success and failure.

Hours slipped by. The growling of Josef’s stomach told him he’d missed dinner. Not that he had much to eat these days.

His fingers, stained a blackish brown from the lubricant, trembled as he slid the last pieces in place.

With the new mechanisms in place, he fitted a collection of small canisters into the iron head of a hammer. With this design, a small amount of fuel should ignite when expelled, providing the expected blast.

Josef swept his brown hair away from his forehead, his forearm grazing the patch of his eyebrow that had been singed a few days earlier.

The hidden door creaked from behind. He whipped around toward the room’s entrance. An aged man stood there. His gray beard touched the first button on his shirt. A small black cap covered his head, and his dark coat hung from his frame. The only spot of color was the yellow star pinned to his jacket.

Instinctively, Josef moved his arms over the canisters. “Grandfather, you’re still awake?”

Samuel Loew answered with a raised bushy eyebrow. He hobbled to Josef’s side, eyeing the canisters.

“Fire again?” Grandfather scoffed. “There are many other methods, my boy. Most are not so destructive.”

Josef folded his forehead into a scowl, winced, and rubbed the back of his neck, turning away from his grandfather’s probing gaze. “I think I have it this time. See, the flames will come out here in a focused stream.” He pointed to the revolving cylinder on the flat part of the mallet opposite the canisters. “And now, I have the flames focused, so there is less spread.”

Josef lifted the hammer with effort and raised it above his head. “I used solid metal pieces to minimize the seams and make the overall structure sturdy.”

“And what is the purpose of a flaming hammer?” Grandfather tilted his chin downward and eyed Josef over the top of his glasses. “You forget what our people need. Not more destruction. Every weapon you turn against others will cause two more to be turned against you.”

And what if we have a thousand weapons turned against us already? Josef dared not say such things aloud while under the steely gaze of his grandfather. “I understand.”

“Good.” Grandfather nodded and stepped back from the worktable. “Now, bring it and come along.”

“What? Where are we going?”

Grandfather turned back and offered a smirk before waving for Josef to follow. Confused, Josef picked up the hefty device and followed him through the hidden passageway and into the clock shop. Despite his six decades, Grandfather moved at a pace that would be a light jog for most. Walking out the clock shop’s side door, Grandfather entered the high-walled garden. Outside, cloud cover filtered the moonlight and cast the courtyard in shades of gray.

After latching the door behind him, Josef quickly paced to catch up. As Josef was about to question his grandfather again, he opened the warehouse door and ushered Josef inside. With a twinkle in his eyes, Grandfather closed the door and locked it tight. Then he hurried to the far corner of the expansive room.

“Both the best and worst part about being an inventor,” Grandfather spoke as he moved boxes and pushed aside scrap wood, “is that your inventions will be used in ways you never expected.”

Josef eyed his weapon and twirled it about. “It shoots fire. How else could that be used?”

“You would be surprised. The airplane was invented in 1903. A few decades later, it is used to rain explosives from the sky.” Grandfather simulated a bomb dropping and then exploding.

Josef lowered the mallet to his side and nodded. “Be careful what you make, yes? It could be used for bad purposes. I get it.”

“Not at all. The opposite. If an honest invention can be used for such terror, then any weapon can be made into something new.” Grandfather walked to Josef’s side and gestured for him to raise the weapon and shoot its flame. “Ah, on the lowest setting, if you would.”

Josef swallowed a lump in his throat. Now? Here?

Taking a deep breath and sending up a quick prayer for success, Josef raised the shaft in front of him, aiming toward the empty, expansive area of the warehouse. He twisted the shaft’s handle, switching the number of open compartments to one, limiting fuel and flame.

Failed attempts flashed through Josef’s mind, including the fire that nearly engulfed his head during his last try. He stretched his arm a little farther, closed one eye, and scrunched his face.

“Here it goes,” he whispered to both Grandfather and himself. Finally, he twisted the handle with one quick motion. Flames erupted from the head of the mallet. Josef had expected a steady flame. Instead, a raging river of fire shot out, blasting as hot as a furnace.

He attempted to steady his stance as the unguarded flame grew in intensity. Then, with another burst of fire, the mallet lurched and twisted toward him. Flames flashed toward his body. It took every ounce of his power to redirect the orange-and-yellow stream away.

Another sudden jerk almost wrenched the weapon from his grasp, but his grandfather was quicker. The older man’s strong fingers wrapped around the shaft, helping to hold it steady.

“It’s too strong!” Josef called over the roar of the torch. Heat bore down on his hands, and his arms trembled under the exertion.

“Extinguish it!” Grandfather shouted.

Josef twisted the handle in the other direction, and the flames flickered to a stop. The force of the mallet switched off, and only the object’s weight pulled against Josef’s fatigued arms.

Sucking a deep breath, he gingerly set the weapon on the tiled floor. His arms flopped like empty sacks at his sides. He ached from the exertion. He flexed his fingers and then rubbed them together.

“The gasses burn and expand too quickly,” Samuel explained as he examined the shaft on the ground. “As a result, all the force from the flames shot directly back toward you.”

“It’s a design flaw, then.” Josef shook his head. Not again. I have to start from scratch.

“I would not say that. It is an interesting concept I have never thought of.” Samuel rose to his feet and patted Josef’s shoulder. “Good work, Grandson. It gives me something to consider.”

“Consider? For what?”

Grandfather rose and moved toward the door once more. “For something I’m thinking about. A project I am working on myself.”
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Kateřina drew a slow, steady breath through a clenched jaw as a hundred rotating metal teeth, powered by a complex system of steam pistons and gears, tore her story apart. The paper shredder, boasting a gleaming brass maw and an intricate mesh of exposed cogs and adorned with ornate dials and pressure valves, stood as tall as her father’s mahogany desk. Its insatiable appetite was notorious. In her six months of working for her father, Kateřina had witnessed numerous news pieces being devoured, but witnessing her work being destroyed was a first. Then again, she’d never penned a story of such significance until today.

Bits of white drifted into the trash bin like snowflakes, but not her resolve. If Father doesn’t respect me, I will find a way for him to respect my words.

The shredder’s grinding stopped. Other than the noise of the newsroom beyond her father’s door, the steady ticking of the wall clock was the only sound in his office. The iron-and-copper mechanical clock was said to be from when Rudolf II was Holy Roman Emperor, King of Bohemia, and member of the House of Habsburg. Rudolf ruled from Prazský Hra—the castle Kateřina could see out the window beyond her father’s desk. How things have changed.

Rudolf would roll over in his grave if he saw what was happening in his beloved Prague. Called the Father of the Scientific Revolution, Rudolf was a mystic who spared no expense to expand the arts. He dabbled in astronomy and alchemy and even had a court poet.

Now, most Czech intellectuals, scientists, and artists had been swept away to camps for fear of their influence over the common people. And those allowed to stay? Their work was censored. However, the Nazis did not need to send a private censor to the offices of Zemědělské Listy. Her father did a fine job controlling every word printed in his newspaper.

Seeing her efforts scattered like sawdust in the metal bin beneath the shredder, she glanced away. Heat crawled up her neck, yet she fixed her face as if carved by stone. I will not give my father the pleasure of tears.

Then again, the man standing before her with salt-and-pepper hair, a wrinkled brow, and tight, thin lips did not resemble the father she once knew. Even his pressed suit seemed too large on his frame.

The clock ticked on, and Kateřina struggled for words. Her father, too, refused to speak. Where was the laughing man who used to take her to feed the swans, tossing breadcrumbs from the Charles Bridge under the shadows of the saints? Or the tender man who would embrace her when she skinned her knee? As a child, her father would blow on her scrapes to make them better and then take her for ice cream in Old Town Square. That man had been lost to her years ago. Like the statues of the saints that lined the Charles Bridge, he was a stiff shell of the man he used to be.

Pavel Dub, Editor in Chief, the sign on his door read. Dub, meaning mighty oak. And that was how she used to see her father, even though all she’d ever known was his broken body from his fight in the Great War.

Kateřina glanced at the empty sleeve of his suit coat pinned at his left elbow. All her life, she’d known her father’s missing arm had resulted from his wartime exploits. Still, Kateřina hadn’t given much thought to the fighting he’d faced or the trauma he’d endured until the German annexation of the Sudetenland four years prior. As the German tanks had rolled into their homeland, the father she’d known had disappeared like fog over the Vltava River under a bright, shining sun. After months had passed and he had still not returned to her, she’d attempted to reach him the only way she knew how—through words.

After years of study and hard work, she’d earned a spot as one of her father’s reporters. Or had she? Kateřina pressed two fingers to the bridge of her nose, fighting the mounting pain in the center of her forehead. Would anything she wrote be good enough? Would she ever see approval in her father’s gaze?

“I don’t understand the problem.” Kateřina kept her tone steady. “Why did you shred it? I could have fixed—”

“There was nothing to fix.” Her father pulled his arm behind him. He straightened his shoulders and turned to peer out at the sea of red tile roofs spreading through the castle district. “You can’t fix accusations.”

“Accusations?” Kateřina turned and shut the office door behind her, muting the rhythmic click of typewriter keys and the monotone voices of secretaries and reporters, including Evka, her only friend among the staff. Evka wore an elaborate headset fitted with tubes and wires winding down to a brass dictation machine. She spoke steadily into its funnel-like mouthpiece. Despite this shield from the outer commotion, her father remained unmoved, his back to her. In the Zemědělské Listy newsroom, the clock counted the hours until the paper was due. Unlike years prior, no one was in a rush. Even though the keys of their voice-activated typewriters and dictation machines clicked endlessly, no phones rang. No reporters called with last-minute stories. No messengers rushed in with breaking news. Instead, the printed stories were stale—as if there was no war or occupation and there were no trains hauling away intellectuals, politicians, or Jews.

Heat once again flushed Kateřina’s body. She had not mentioned the Germans or their plans for the new gas cylinders. Then it hit her. “You never intended to use the story, did you?” She spoke to his back and grasped her hands to control their shaking. “So why did you send me? What could you have gained from Sturmbannführer Langer pulling me close as we danced or from him kissing me?” She didn’t tell him the officer only kissed the top of her head. She’d let her father think the worst.

Her father’s fingers flinched. A movement so slight she would have missed if she’d blinked.

An eerie stillness came over the room, and finally, her father turned. His narrowed gaze fixed on hers. “If you want to be one of my reporters, you must not cast such accusations upon our occupiers.” His voice trembled. “Do you wish to be arrested? Locked away?”

“Locked away? What are you talking about? I didn’t mention the Germans at all.”

Her father’s eyes locked on hers. “So maybe the Germans will not take offense by phrases such as was once the seat of royalty? Or how you revealed that their cylinders will be used for applications beyond military warfare.” He paused.

Instead of meeting her father’s gaze, Kateřina focused on the vein in his neck pulsating with his heartbeat. He cleared his throat. “Not to mention your embedded secret message.”

Kateřina’s lips parted, and she lifted her eyes to his. “Embedded secret message?”

Her father narrowed his gaze. “The glass factory has a new breath of life? Cylinders are being made in record numbers to meet a booming demand. These cylinders are being produced for various uses?” He snarled. “Any intelligent person will understand. Germans are sending poison gas to the camps. The lack of food and poor hygiene aren’t the only things killing the imprisoned Jews—even women and children.” He pointed to the bin of shredded paper. “Do you know what they’d do to you if word got out?”

Kateřina took a step back. She shook her head as a sudden heaviness moved into her core, making breathing hard. “Are you saying that’s true?”

The color rushed from her father’s face. He touched his temples as if trying to compose himself. “Kateřina, I thought—” Her father’s eyes searched her face pleadingly. “From your words, I thought you’d figured it out.” He mumbled under his breath as if scolding himself.

Women and children, too? Kateřina’s brow furrowed. Is that the reason she’d seen death in Hilbert’s eyes?

She attempted to process what her father said. “From what I was told, I guessed the gas was being used against s-some Jews,” she stammered. “But surely the Germans would not be using gas to rob innocent women and children of their breath.” Her words emerged labored, even as the ticking clock on the wall quickened to a double stroke. She blinked, unsure if her eyes and ears were playing tricks on her.
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