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Chapter One
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Norway, May 13, 1945

A ray of sunlight pierced through the glass of a cottage window and landed on Stefan Heimlich’s cheek. Intense heat prickled his skin. 

He frowned and inched backward, retreating into the shadows, becoming one himself. Why sunshine today? The weather should mirror his mood, and today it was dark. He wanted thunder to rattle the walls of the small house in the woods, he wanted the sky to be a soulless black and for frightening lightning to flare it, and he wanted drops of rain sharp as arrows to spear the roof so the people he cared about had to seek refuge inside. Well, Paul’s father could leave if he wanted to, but not Paul. Not Paul. 

The dot of heat found his cheek again, like it had fun doing a little hide-and-seek game. Irritated, he tilted his head to avoid it. But he couldn’t do anything about the sun’s slow rotation around the Earth, just like he couldn’t do anything about the more pressing matters that bothered him: Paul Hartmann, his young Norwegian lover, leaving for town to start law studies at the university. And the German capitulation following Hitler’s death a few days ago, kickstarting a manhunt for those who had sided with the Wehrmacht during the five-year occupation of Norway and who were now considered war criminals. More importantly than anyone, German officers like he, who had taken active part in the control of the population. 

Control equaled power. As commander of all the security organizations in Norway, he’d had unlimited power. The power to torture a suspect during interrogations and to sentence him or her to prison, forced labor, medical experimentations, and death. 

With the fall of the German empire, this power had backfired. Two days ago, the local police and a guy from Milorg, the military arm of the Norwegian Resistance movement, had driven all the way up here on top of a mountain in the faraway Sigdal valley to enquire about him. The Milorg prick had accused Paul of being Stefan’s lover, just because Paul’s witch of a mother couldn’t keep her damned mouth shut. Stefan had been this close to getting caught and had had just enough time to run away up the hillside. The memory made him fume with anger and renewed angst. 

He inched out of the safety of the shadows and into the lit interior of the cottage. It consisted of a single room with two rudimentary couches, a kitchen space, a wood-burning stove, a fireplace, and a table and chairs in the middle. Hunting and fishing tools hung on the round log walls. The cottage was too small for three people. Stefan had slept on the floor.

How was he going to survive long, freezing Norwegian winter months on his own, living from hand to mouth and having to avoid civilization at all costs? He could be killed by a wild animal, or die from disease, cold, or starvation. If his luck really ran out, the police could launch a new search for him, or he could be caught and hanged by a local lynch mob.

He slid along one wall and peeked out the window. 

Paul stood in a clearing in the woods, by his father’s sleek, green-lacquered car, watching him load stuff into the trunk. Soon, they would be gone. Two days ago, Paul said he would stay with Stefan for the duration of the summer. But this morning, as his father prepared to drive back to Oslo, Paul had a change of heart and said he’d join him. He wanted to enroll in the university and look for a place to rent before the summer.

What a disappointment. There was no way to know when he’d be back. Maybe he wouldn’t at all. Who could tell in the aftermath of a five-year long war? The future was more uncertain than ever. Paul could run into problems, too. The police had him on their radar for a suspected involvement with Stefan, even if he thought he’d dissuaded them the first time. 

Stefan swallowed a ball of anxiety in his throat and retreated back into the shadows.

The door opened. Paul barged in, shaking his head, gaze somber. “The more I think about it...” He slammed the door behind him and squinted in the dark cottage, his gaze searching left-to-right. Once he found Stefan, he fixed on him and gave a silent stare. Then murmured, as if he feared the walls themselves were listening, “Are you okay?” 

Stefan returned the stare without a word.

This might be the last time we see each other.

Paul had steely blue eyes that never seemed to rest, like he was always awake, in constant alert. Stefan remembered finding it quite striking, even unnerving, during the interrogations at the Gestapo quarters. As though the young man continuously sought a way to assess, understand, and handle any situation he was in. A trait of intelligence. 

Sometimes, his intense blues swam with what Stefan thought to be inner struggle, like exhaustion battling the will to tolerate pain. Or dueling feelings and emotions coursing through him—sadness, betrayal, anger, pride, despise... Stefan had seen them all during the long days of torture. At times, the young man’s eyes had wavered faintly as though the candle inside had been about to blow out, but then he’d found some of his formidable inner strength and just continued standing his ground. 

There were no two people like him. How did a person of this caliber become attracted to his torturer, to the point of risking his own life to save him once Germany fell and the tables were turned? Stefan couldn’t fathom why; he could only be thankful that Paul did. And it tore at him that they hadn’t had more time together before they separated. Two days weren’t enough. They’d just met, just fallen for each other. 

Wrong. The first time they’d met was a couple of weeks ago, when the situation had been the complete opposite. As the head of the Gestapo, Stefan had deemed it his right and duty to extract information from the feisty young Norwegian. He’d whipped him with a riding crop, again and again, shouting the same questions and trying to shatter his determination. He’d broken his nose, fired a 9 mm bullet close to his head, chained him to a stinking garden shed, and held him captive for two days and nights with only a bucket of water to sate his thirst. 

The memory filled him with self-disgust. How could he behave in such a manner? The young man hadn’t done anything wrong other than sleep with a man. Which according to German law was prohibited, yes, but in all fairness, as Paul pointed out, was a private matter between two persons. And he’d refused to admit he’d been raped, which he had, judging from the medical examinations. He’d claimed his right to privacy. 

Well, Stefan had failed to break him. Paul had been too strong. And then he’d forgiven his torturer. 

He held back a grimace of pain. It didn’t help that Paul forgave him, if he couldn’t forgive himself. 

Paul went over to him. Stefan didn’t move, just watched him from his place in the shadows. The young man stopped a couple of feet away, something in his gaze revealing an unease. Or irritation. Difficult to know with only a look. After a moment, he asked, “Are you angry with me?” 

Stefan gave a light shake of his head. “Angry, no. Disappointed, yes.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. It’s only for a few days, right?”

Paul nodded. “I’m going to ask my father to teach me to drive his car, and I’m coming back within the next days.”

“You’re sure.”

“Absolutely.”

Stefan didn’t believe him one bit. Paul’s father might agree to teach him, but if Paul asked to borrow the luxurious ‘29 Ford Model A to drive back here to the mountains only to be with his Gestapo lover, it was not going to happen. His father was a German, too, but he’d come to Norway looking for work before the occupation and resented everything Nazi-related. He just barely, barely tolerated Stefan’s presence in the family cottage, and Stefan knew he wasn’t going to say goodbye to him. 

“I’ll be right back,” Paul insisted.

Stefan didn’t react, wanted Paul to see he didn’t believe him. 

Paul studied him for a moment longer, then his young features broke into a teasing smile. “Eh.” He reached out and stroked Stefan’s cheek. “Don’t do anything bad while I’m gone.” 

The loving gesture warmed Stefan, but he chose not to show a reaction. He wanted to see where Paul would take this. 

Paul waited for a bit but seemed to realize Stefan wouldn’t answer. He gave a lopsided grin, his blues sparkling. “Except, you can think of me when you jack off.”

That tugged on the corners of Stefan’s lips. It was typical of Paul to use humor. Even at his lowest, when the young man was bruised and starved and exhausted after days of torture, he’d found the strength within—and incredible courage—to tease his interrogator, using sarcastic humor to show he would always have the upper hand. Later, after Stefan had saved his life, Paul had begun to tease him using sexual innuendoes to break his barrier. 

Was it this character trait that had intrigued, then amused, then charmed Stefan most? He’d found stunning the way Paul disregarded the difference of rank between them and reduced him to the same level so he could reach through to him, whether Paul needed to scorn him or flirt with him, and how he always succeeded at unbalancing him. 

Stefan often asked himself how exactly he’d become attracted to this young man. How had it started, and when had he known? He was a normal heterosexual, a ladies’ man from an early age. He’d married a woman in Germany and had a son with her, and, after moving to Norway, he’d had an affair with a young woman and had a daughter with her. He couldn’t think of a single episode in his life where he had been attracted to a man. And yet ... with Paul, it had come to him easily, naturally, as though the boy were genderless, perhaps, or his personality somehow erased his maleness and turned him into a non-gender person able to charm Stefan. 

To give Paul credit, he wasn’t effeminate in any way. He dressed and behaved like one would expect of a young man of his age and culture. The only thing maybe giving away his queerness was his neatly groomed brows, but one often saw men taking care of their facial appearance, so that wasn’t a noticeable detail. Stefan always shaved and had a strict personal hygiene, which would be put to the test from now on. 

So, it was Paul’s personality that made him stand out. He had a heart the size of a giant’s, pure and noble and generous, able to forgive the worst crimes. He was one hundred percent frank, honest, direct, and mindbogglingly bold even after long hours of torture. Stefan had never met a prisoner so unafraid of a beating, so defiant in face of authority, so proud and headstrong and stubborn... Yes, it was Paul’s courageous resilience, too, that had sparked something in Stefan, an admiration that little by little had morphed into attraction.

It didn’t hurt that Paul had good looks by anyone’s standards, be they man or woman. 

Correction. He was too skinny and hunched, beaten up mentally and physically, to be called goodlooking. But he had the potential to be if given the chance to blossom, if getting more meat to his bones, and if overcoming some of the trauma he’d experienced. He was twenty-one but looked at least ten years older, poor boy. His nose was as sharp as his jaw and cheekbones, probably the result of eating too little for too long. And he kept his blond hair cropped short, reminding Stefan of the photographs he’d seen of prisoners in concentration camps. 

That last thought pinched his heart so hard, he winced. He was personally responsible for sending a hundred-and-fifty-one people to camps. And he was in part responsible for Paul’s trauma, too. How would he ever forgive himself, as Paul asked him to?

A light of mischief in Paul’s gaze said he wanted them to be on the same page. He wanted Stefan to play along. Deadpan, Paul let the tip of his tongue run from one side of his upper lip to the other, then brought a hand to his crotch and stroked once, the sensual move slow. 

Again, that teasing humor! Stefan stifled a smile. He recalled the times this had happened during Paul’s imprisonment, like when he’d joked that Stefan was sexually frustrated because his secretary, Josefine, didn’t “give him any.” Or when Stefan straddled his stomach after a failed attempt to escape, and Paul said he could feel his hard dick pressing against him. It hadn’t been true, but the young man’s sheer wit and directness had made Stefan bark out a laugh. 

Laughter bubbled inside him now, too, but he struggled to keep face. Paul was a rare find, a treasure, the only one who could make Stefan feel better even in his darkest hour. He’d courted several beautiful, witty women in his years, but none had had this kind of talent. No one could push at his heart strings, morale strings, and libido strings as Paul did. And no one could make him laugh out loud so fast.  

Paul went in for the kill: stepped into Stefan’s space and whispered to his ear, “Tonight, I’ll fist my cock and think of you.” 

Okay, that was probably the trait Stefan liked best about him: his shoot-from-the-hip sexual assaults. 

He almost grinned, but the situation was far too serious. They weren’t on the same page. He was in no mood to joke, and Paul couldn’t fully comprehend his colossal loss. Following the fall of the German empire, Stefan had lost his family, his horse, his dreams for the future, his comfortable life and high rank he’d worked hard to acquire, his friends and colleagues, and even his nationality, because in a new world where men like him would most likely be executed for war crimes, his identity must forever be concealed.

Who could understand, other than men of his rank? There were none left. Reichskommissar Joseph Terboven had committed suicide, Kriminalrat Sigfried Fehmer had vanished, and six other officers including Belgian SS colonel Léon Degrelle had fled to Spain. The remaining Gestapo members had taken a train to a military camp near Porsgrunn, disguised as ordinary soldiers in the hopes of being taken as war prisoners and released. 

Stefan was left alone in the wild, a rogue Offizier devoid of everything that had defined him.
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Chapter Two
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Enough. Paul had made several attempts at softening Stefan’s edge, but the stubborn man wouldn’t budge. 

Paul hated him for it. Just like he’d hated him, the first time they’d met, for being so fucking handsome. A torturer shouldn’t have a striking look with high cheekbones, a distinct jawline, and sharp, expressive blues that bore into your soul and made you feel strangely aware of him. A man capable of beating and insulting you day after day should be as ugly and nauseous on the outside as the sourly blackness that filled his insides.

Water under the bridge. 

Shaking the bad feelings, Paul stepped forward and circled his arms around him. He molded them together like two lovers who would never see each other again—but they would: in just a few days, he would be back. He would make it happen. 

Their contact chest to chest, stomach to stomach, soothed his aching heart. He needed this tender moment with Stefan before being separated from him. Too soon, Pappa would call, and he would have no choice but to leave. 

He pressed his mouth against Stefan’s lips and let the tip of his tongue tease between them. To his immense pleasure, Stefan opened his mouth with a small sigh. Finally. 

Paul seized the chance to slip his tongue into the hot wetness of Stefan’s mouth and kissed him deeply, roaming inside, curling his tongue around Stefan’s and savoring his taste. So erotic. His body tensed and hardened, every cell reacting to their intimacy. He would always feel like this with Stefan, always fall for the incredible pull between them. A life without him was unthinkable, their connection too strong, their desire through the roof. 

In the back of his mind, he apprehended Pappa’s impending call. Any second, now. He had finished packing. 

No, not yet. Paul refused to let go. Stefan’s lips were too damn full and soft and tender, responding to his kiss just like he needed them to, with eagerness and passion. And he hugged Paul back. 

Lust began to fog Paul’s brain, darts of heat shooting straight to his groin. He became hard so fast, so painfully, and pushed against his lover. A thickness grew in Stefan’s pants, too. With a sound of pleasure deep in his throat, Paul grinded his hard cock against Stefan’s in a needy dance. A dance that would inevitably have them reach a peak of excitement and come groaning loud in each other’s arms. To think they hadn’t had sex since that insane episode by the lake two days ago!

Stefan released him and created distance, cold air seeping between their heated bodies. His sapphires shone in the dark and were slightly hooded. And that smooth, smooth chin with those swollen lips was to die for. 

Oh, you handsome man. 

Dazed and breathless, Paul felt faint. 

Stefan whispered, voice gruff, “I don’t want to embarrass myself in front of your father.”

Paul smiled to reassure him. “He’s out packing.” 

“—And could come in anytime.” 

“Why? To give you a goodbye kiss?” Paul joked.

Not likely. Pappa had no reason to return to the cottage. Although Stefan and he were born in the same country, Pappa hated everything about the German reign of terror in Norway and had serious trouble accepting the idea that his son was romancing a Gestapo officer. 

Stefan’s gaze darkened. “Why is everything a joke to you? Can’t you be serious for a second?” 

Oh...

Before Paul could argue, Stefan snapped, raising his voice. “You do realize we might never see each other again? That this situation is very dangerous for me, that some Milorg fuck might be a little overzealous and shoot me on the spot instead of taking me to court?”

Boom, pain. Like a bullet to the heart. 

Paul bent his head forward and fought to control his reaction. But couldn’t. With just a few words, Stefan had broken his spirit. 

Did he think Paul wasn’t aware of the danger, that he wasn’t very, very afraid, that leaving his lover all alone up here on the mountain didn’t hurt so bad his chest felt like it was leaking blood? And couldn’t he understand that this pain added to the other terrible one, Mamma’s betrayal?

Big tears filled his eyes and rolled down his cheeks. Huh, you’d think he was a baby. But the circumstances really were too overwhelming and unfair. 

Mind blackening, he shot a fist out to punch Stefan in the chest. Not hard, but enough to destabilize him, enough to make him take a step backward. And then he spun on his heels and marched out of the cottage making a lot of noise and slamming the door behind. 

Pappa waited in the car, his silhouette visible through the rear window. The motor spewed gray smoke in the woods.

Paul stopped half-way and considered not joining him. He could still change his mind. Stay with Stefan. Make up with him. Make love to him. Be his partner and boyfriend and protector for the summer before attending classes in August.

But he had just punched him, so things weren’t going too well between them, huh? Besides, he had this Mamma thing to fix in Oslo. 

She sent the fucking police after me.

Anger boiled inside. He’d originally decided to let go, but the more he thought about it, the more he knew he had to do something. Her foul act bothered him too much, and if he let it pass as if it didn’t matter, he would lose all self-respect. 

What to do, he didn’t know, but images flew through his mind of thrashing her house in a bout of fury, destroying every damn piece of furniture, even throwing his own books into a pile on the floor and setting them on fire. 

He wiped his cheeks, sniffed, and went to the car. 

During the bumpy and winding ride down the hillside, he stared out the passenger window. Could sense Dad’s glances to the back of his head but ignored them. Barely noticed the terrain passing by, just looked out without seeing, his heart crying in one minute and his mind busy plotting in the next.

His mother was a psychotic witch, and she’d snitched about his hiding Stefan. One thing was the upbringing she’d given him, the abuse, the cold shoulders, the badmouthing since he was little... Another thing was telling the Resistance he was the lover of a German commander after the end of the war, knowing well the Norwegians wanted nothing more than to catch a fleeing officer, especially the head of the Gestapo who had conducted interrogations and convicted many innocents to forced labor. 

He sighed, the pressure on his chest too heavy. 

First things first. 

Be reasonable. 

First, he needed to find a place of his own. He could neither stay with his mother, after what she’d done to him, nor with his father, whose apartment was too small for two men. But Pappa had some savings and wanted to give Paul money for an apartment, so he could start searching right away. 

As for university, nothing could possibly be ready so soon after the end of the war, but he could visit the Faculty of Law in the center of Oslo and see how to proceed from there. Having been forced to postpone his studies during the occupation, he was determined to start criminal law classes to learn how to bring justice to his people and his country. There were going to be massive prosecutions against the Germans and the Norwegians who had sided with them, and he was eager to follow these trials until he became a lawyer and could conduct them himself. 

In that regard, the fact his lover was one of the worst war criminals didn’t escape him. It plagued him to no end. He had immense scruples and still hadn’t found out how to deal with the problem—both on a personal and a professional level. But he had to start somewhere, be useful. Never again sell his skinny body to other men for a few lousy kroner. No, he needed to do something that was important, an act that made an impact. 

* * *
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Pappa’s voice awoke him. Said something about being glad they’d reconnected after their separation. 

Paul opened his eyes and squinted at their surroundings. Windows reflected sharp sunlight. He’d fallen asleep, and from the flatness of the asphalt road and the number of tall houses along the roadside, they were fast approaching Oslo.

“Yeah, me too,” he replied. 

Thank God he hadn’t been car sick like two days ago, when he’d had an awful migraine and the nausea worsened with each turn of the dirt track up to the cottage. He’d ended up puking. The memory disgusted him, but his sickness had helped handle the police and Milorg inquisition because Pappa took over the talking. Incredibly enough, he’d managed to dissuade them and even made them feel a little stupid about claiming his poor, skinny son was the lover of a powerful Gestapo commander. What a scene!

It was good to have Pappa back in his life after eighteen long and lonely years of absence. Paul didn’t hate him for leaving when he was three. He’d longed for a dad, yes, and often wished there’d been a male figure at home to deal with his mother’s psychotic mood swings. But Pappa explained he’d really tried and failed to tolerate her, and now, he was eager to make up for the lost years and give his son everything he owned. 

Pappa drove in silence for a moment, his thick brows scrunched as if in deep thought. 

Paul’s thoughts drifted to Stefan, and it hurt him to know that the closer he came to town, the farther he went away from Stefan, who was all alone on the desolate Borofjell mountain. 

Pappa glanced at a road sign to the right. “Røa... isn’t that a small place up from Furulund?”

Furulund...

“Yes.” It felt like an eternity since Paul rode his bike to the Gestapo headquarters and pretended to be a German soldier to meet Stefan, but in truth, it was only about a week ago.

Pappa took off and followed the road that climbed up a long, sloping hill. 

“Why are you driving here?” Paul asked.

“I want to see where it happened.”

Paul held back a, “What?” because it was evident: Pappa meant the places where Paul had been detained. 

Major changes had occurred since he’d been there. It wasn’t just the spring that made the area look greener and neater. The large wood villas stood wide open, as if to rinse out the smells and ghosts from the German occupation. Gone were the control posts, barbed wire, guard dogs, and panicked soldiers burning documents in the gardens following Hitler’s death. The deep machine gun trenches zigzagging between properties had been filled, and Norwegians who had reclaimed their homes were out in the sun cleaning up mess, moving furniture, carrying suitcases. Laughing children played between cars and trucks parked along the road, and music sounded from open windows.

Ahead appeared the cubic concrete building that was such a stark contrast to its fine, well-groomed neighborhood. 

Paul pointed. “This is ‘Festung Furulund,’ the Gestapo’s headquarters. They moved their administration from Victoria Terrasse in the town center after the Allies bombed it on New Year’s Eve.”

“The bombing that killed twenty-something Norwegians in a tramway?”

“Yes.”   

Pappa huffed. “I remember that one. It was a scandal.” He drove up to the large building and parked in front of its cemented windows. “The door’s open. This is where you were interrogated?”

“Yes, but first they took me to the Møllergata prison, then to Victoria Terrasse.”

He grimaced and put a hand on Paul’s arm. “My boy, to think of what you’ve been through... It makes me sick to my stomach.” He opened his door. “I’d like to have a look inside. Are you coming?”

Paul shook his head, didn’t want to see the mahogany office where Stefan had whipped him, humiliated him, shot at him. The oak floor where he’d been left for dead with a broken nose leaking blood. Just the thought made his body re-live some of the pain and reminded him of the extreme will strength he’d had to muster to stand his ground.

He slipped out of the car and went to a rock mound behind the building, which hid the Gestapo’s bunker. Framed by stone slabs and concrete, its open door was five centimeters thick metal. A cool draught seeped out, along with the smells of paint and chemicals. 

He stepped inside, goosebumps growing on his skin. It seemed to be a dark and eerily silent system of narrow halls and rooms bathed in blue light from fluorescent tubes. His footfalls echoed with each step, making the hair on his neck stand. He passed bedrooms, a kitchen, storage rooms. Everywhere, a mess of containers, radios, lamps, empty ammunition boxes—the Home Front must have taken what they needed on Liberation Day—and shelves with canned food, wine bottles... Even coding machines sunken in what smelled like acid, likely so the Norwegians couldn’t use them. The tunnel had to be fifty or sixty meters long. To think it had been dug out by prisoners from the Grini concentration camp before being used to coordinate the Wehrmacht’s warfare in Norway!

Enough. He became nauseous, couldn’t stay one more second in this ‘fortress’, as the Germans had called it. The bunker felt infested with evil, and its walls seemed to tighten around him. 

He jogged all the way back out, gulped fresh air outside, and welcomed the sun gently heating his face. 

Pappa waited by the car, hands in his pockets, features grim. “All the furniture is upturned, and there’s papers and objects all over the floor. Even the living room upstairs, which has a fireplace and a casino, is a mess.” 

Paul sat in the passenger seat and recalled how the Germans had panicked at the news of the Führer’s demise. And how he’d stopped Stefan from putting a bullet in his head. 

Pappa joined him and started the engine. “How did your interrogation end?” 

“I told you,” Paul said, leaning faintly in his seat. “Stefan saved my life. He faked killing me and transported me to another place, where no one could see me.”

“Is it far from here?”

Paul pointed to a roadcross in front of the building. “In Furulundsveien, the narrow road you see behind the tramway station over there.” 

“Okay.” Pappa put the car in gear and drove up the snaking dirt road. “Is it another office?”

“No, it’s his house. I mean, it was. The Gestapo requisitioned about forty villas around the Festung. Can you imagine? To house two-hundred German officers and soldiers.” He rolled his eyes. “It’s nice to see their owners are moving back in.” 

“Indeed.”

“This is it. Number eight.” Paul pointed to a white front gate to the left. The property was framed by tall leaf trees whose buds were popping up everywhere. 

His heart thudded at the thought of seeing Stefan’s home again, and the garden shed turned horse barn where he’d spent two days and nights chained in a fetal position underneath Stefan’s warm winter jacket. This was where his attraction for the commander had bloomed. 

Pappa turned onto the pebbled driveaway. At the sight of the vast, baroque white mansion with two porches and shiny black rooftiles on top, he whistled. “It’s huge. And look at those colored mosaics in the windows.”

Yep, only the best for the top commander...

A few meters from the house stood the small shed. It must be empty. An ache pinched Paul’s chest. Stefan had lost everything he loved. His family, his job, his home, and also his horse. 

A luxurious black car was parked in front of the house, doors open. A woman appeared with a bag in hand and turned to them. She was a mid-aged blonde in elegant clothes, a round hat, and red lipstick coloring her pale face.

As Pappa turned off the engine and rolled his window down, she came over to them with a smile. “God dag,” she told him, voice light and with an educated accent. Good day.

“God dag.”

“May I help you? Are you looking for someone?” 

“Is this your house?”

“Yes, we’ve just arrived. The Germans expropriated it in January.”

“It looks lovely.”

“It is.” Her red smile widened. “It is so nice to finally be back in our own home. In the meantime, we’ve had to live in a friend’s apartment in town.” Her gaze darkened. “It’s a mess inside, though. They’ve destroyed everything. Even the precious paintings and artifacts they took from the Jews.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“And before we were allowed to move back, Milorg searched every corner of our house. The chief of the Gestapo himself lived here, you understand, so they wanted to gather evidence for his prosecution. But the Germans burned all the documents before they left, and from what I hear, he’s gone, too. Poof, disappeared.” She waved her hand.

A pause. She bent forward to look over at Paul in the passenger seat. Her gaze was a calm green, frank and innocent. She couldn’t possibly have seen the things war did to people. “They’ve questioned us about his whereabouts,” she said, gazing from Paul to Pappa.

Cursing sounded outside, an angry male voice. She sent a look to the shed and frowned before continuing to talk. “But of course, we don’t know anything. We’re not collaborators.” She huffed and flattened her dress. 

More angry shouting. 

The woman pursed her red lips. “Pfft, it’s my husband. Pardon his language. He’s just found out that we’ve inherited a horse. Like we know anything about hor—”

Oh! Paul shot his eyes wide open. 

A man wearing a long coat and a hat came out of the shed, red-faced and brows scrunched, leading a tall horse. It was indeed Stefan’s maroon beauty that had held Paul company during his captivity. From its flat ears and flaring nostrils, it didn’t look too happy with its new owner. 
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