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January 27, 1945, Auschwitz-Birkenau, Poland 

The day dawned like any other, but ended like no other.

Hank Mullins was a long way from home. He’d left his family behind in North Carolina to travel the world as a roaming photojournalist and war correspondent, and he thought he’d seen it all. He’d covered the Spanish Civil War and had arrived in Guernica after Hitler’s first blitzkrieg test, an event that could still revisit his dreams, causing him to awaken in a cold sweat, as if the enemy were on him.

After Spain, he’d been trapped in Poland behind enemy lines when Nazi Germany invaded in 1939. The atrocities had piled up until he could no longer count them, nor did he wish to. Despite enormous challenges, he’d continued to perform his duties, even when it meant compromising his ethics, working with the enemy while simultaneously connecting with the underground resistance, all the while trying to get back home. 

But as he rode in an open military vehicle, driven by a Red Army soldier, no less, his brain had difficulty processing what his eyes observed. He found himself in utter shock as he stood in the back, braced against the metal, as the vehicle crawled behind a long line of tanks and armored trucks, his camera steadily snapping. Through the years, he’d never had to force himself to take pictures, as it came naturally. Today, however, his arms kept dropping as he stared at the barbed wire fencing that effectively contained an entire city of barracks, factories, and buildings. Somehow, it felt as though he were violating the prisoners’ dignity by snapping their pictures.

Reluctantly, he reminded himself why he was here and raised the camera once again, his heart rate increasing with his rising anxiety.

“What the devil?” The words were in English, the voice unable to mask an elitist Spanish accent, the kind that had become a target in his native Spain under the dictator Francisco Franco.

“Are you taking notes, Rafe?” Hank asked his coworker. He tried to keep his voice steady, though it began to break as he said his coworker’s name. He glanced sideways at the younger man, noting his widened russet eyes and black hair tousled by the chilly wind. 

“You haven’t been giving them,” Rafe Cabrera answered without looking at him.

“Read my mind.”

“The whole world has been under the control of the evil one,” Rafe continued as though he hadn’t heard him. “But the ruler of this world will be cast out. John, chapter 12, verse 31. But I paraphrase.”

“You’re not reading my mind.”

The vehicle slowed to a stop. Major Misha Volkov was waiting for them. He stood calmly with his back to the fencing, smoking a cigarette, as if he were casually awaiting them in front of a restaurant or hotel. His crisp uniform of the 60th Army of the First Ukrainian Front stood out amongst the privates. His deep dimples made him appear to be smiling even when he was not, a contradiction not lost on Hank as he struggled to understand the place to which the Red Army had taken them. Misha motioned for them to join him, and Hank and Rafe hopped over the side of the vehicle.

It was three o’clock in the afternoon, barely two hours before the sun would set. Light was already waning with the cloud cover. Hank knew the delay couldn’t be avoided, as Allied soldiers had spent the day securing the camp, but he was concerned. Even if they allowed him back tomorrow, the action was today. 

“Remember what we discussed,” Misha said. He offered each of them a cigarette, which they accepted. As they lit them and looked past the major at the scenes unfolding all around them, he continued. “Though our troops have gone through the camp, there may still be boobytraps or holdouts. Stay on the main roads for now.”

Misha turned around to face the camp, his expression fixed but his eyes wider than usual. “We have some informants identifying guards and other employees of the Third Reich. We have already rounded up several who attempted to blend in with the prisoners.”

Hank raised his camera and shot through the fencing to capture scores of people so skeletal that it seemed like a miracle they could stand, let alone walk. He knew he would never be able to forget them, their eyes enormous within emaciated faces intently watching him. Some wore blankets over thin, nearly bare shoulders, emblazoned with the Red Army insignia, as medical personnel fanned out to usher them into the courtyard.

“There are only seven thousand or so still here,” Misha continued. 

“Only seven thousand?” Rafe asked incredulously as he wrote down the figure in his reporter’s notebook.

“I’m told the camp’s capacity is roughly 150,000,” he answered impassively. “I want as many photographs as you can take. The soldiers are attempting to assemble the prisoners in the courtyard, there.” He pointed to an open area. “They’ll soon be transported to proper medical facilities, so you’ll have to hurry.”

“Matylda is there,” Hank blurted as he watched her rushing from one patient to another, her crisp nurse’s cap slightly off-kilter from her efforts.

“Yes,” Misha answered as he looked at him pointedly. “We need every medic, especially those from the Polish Home Guard. We have too few soldiers who can speak their language.”

“What’s happening over there?” Rafe asked, pointing to a different area by the fencing where a group of men and women were being rounded up under guard.

“Those are Nazis,” Misha said. He spat on the ground in disgust.

A sense of foreboding rose up inside Hank as he tamped down a wave of nausea. “Come on,” he said. “We’re wasting time.”

“Don’t feed the prisoners!” Misha called out behind them. “Doctors’ orders.”

“Does he think we’re at a zoo?” Rafe spouted. “These are human beings, for Christ's sake.”

Hank’s senses were overwhelmed as he hurried through the wide gate with Rafe on his heels. First and most curiously, there was a stench that made his eyes water and forced many of the rescuers to don facial bandanas. Despite Rafe’s comment, the only thing he could liken it to was the profuse odor that greeted visitors as they strolled into a zoo. This smell, however, was a thousand times more pungent.

Then there was the visual onslaught of so many men, women, and children who were clearly starving, their appearances gut-wrenching. Some acted as if they had dissociated from their environment and the actions unfolding all around them, their eyes blank and unseeing even as their feet moved them forward. 

Others begged for food and water, and Hank and Rafe were compelled to tell them that it was coming. Still others kissed the ground before them, crying while they thanked them for being there. Still others knelt on the ground, their hands clasped in prayer, thanking God for their liberation from evil.

As if the scenes were not enough to overwhelm them, the sounds were deafening. Even those prisoners who spoke were oddly hushed, but the military rescuers were barking orders in every direction, causing men to scramble and repeat the orders throughout the camp. Other soldiers called out when they discovered something critical, the voices seeming to come from everywhere at once. It was a scene of organized chaos, soldiers and medics rushing in every direction.

“What’s the plan, boss?” Rafe asked as he came alongside him. He dabbed at perspiration across his forehead, despite the winter chill, pausing for a moment to close his eyes against the unfolding scene.

Hank peered around them as he attempted to focus on the job at hand. “We’ll follow this road first. I’ll narrate while I’m taking pictures, as usual.”

“Got it.” Rafe already had a notepad in his hands and his pencil at the ready, as he always did. They had become a well-oiled team ever since Hank met Rafe during the Spanish Civil War. He’d initially been assigned as his driver and translator, but as the war raged on, he’d become more than a valuable assistant. He felt joined at the hip. When the war ended in 1939, and Franco targeted Rafe’s family, Rafe followed Hank’s reassignment to Poland while his parents and siblings fled to southern France. Little did they know that they would be trapped a few months later when the Germans invaded.

They made their way past each building at a crawl, stopping to snap pictures of the crowds that had gathered to gawk at them with the largest eyes in the smallest faces that Hank had ever witnessed. Soldiers often interrupted, instructing the prisoners to gather in the courtyard, their Polish words often stilted as though they’d rehearsed specific phrases. They worked swiftly and politely, though Hank felt they were intruders with no right to take their photographs. He wished he could explain what their orders had been the night before, that they had to take pictures to share with the Allies so the world would witness the atrocities committed there. But he couldn’t. He could only try to tamp down the catch in his throat and keep snapping, dictating specific descriptions and key phrases to Rafe so they could later add them to the text with the photo.

“What the fuck?” Rafe asked suddenly, his voice sounding brash and incredulous. “Is that Max?”

Hank whirled around, following Rafe’s pointed finger. Soldiers surrounded a short man in a business suit so soiled and wrinkled that it appeared he’d been sleeping in it. He seemed to be searching the crowds for someone, occasionally pointing at specific people, who were then arrested and disarmed, including an unusually tall, ramrod-straight female guard. 

Hank snapped pictures of her as the prisoners descended upon her, pummeling her with their fists, removing her baton, and cracking it over her, as she writhed on the ground. The soldiers did nothing to stop their attack. By the time the prisoners began to back off, she was bleeding profusely, her hair pulled out by handfuls, and one shoe was missing.

As the woman was frisked for weapons, and several knives and whips were recovered, the soldiers decided to strip her to her underwear. While they marched her toward the front fence line, others continued to check her discarded clothing for all the hidden weapons. 

The man in the dark suit turned around, and Hank caught his breath. “I’ll be damned,” he said. “You’re right; that is Max.” He took a step further, then stopped. “Wait. Is that Agata?”

Rafe followed his line of sight. “Agata, from the village?” 

As Hank’s eyes descended upon her, he felt a sinister chill rise through his spine. She was dressed in a guard uniform, and she appeared to be searching the crowds for someone. At Max’s instruction, soldiers surrounded her, pushing her to the ground to check for weapons. Unlike the earlier guard, the prisoners did not surround her but remained a few yards away, warily watching. They discovered only a baton. She cried out involuntarily as they tied her wrists behind her and grabbed her by her forearms to lift her to her feet.

Hank continued snapping pictures until his film ran out. Cursing with the delay, he tossed the spent cartridge to Rafe, who efficiently plopped it into a canister and labeled it. Hank couldn’t get the new film in fast enough, and he rushed after Agata as she was led away. Max was also being escorted toward the front, and Hank struggled to keep sight of both of them through the growing crowd.

“Has the world turned upside down?” The question was directed at Rafe, but his mind was spinning.

“You mean, Agata as a guard and Max helping the Reds?” Rafe continued without waiting for a reply. “I think that’s fairly obvious.”

While the prisoners were directed toward the courtyard, Hank followed the guards to the area beside the barbed-wire fence. Soldiers efficiently, though often brutally, lined them up as they arrived. Agata and the other female guard fell in beside the male guards, many of whom had been beaten and were in various stages of disheveled undress. Hank watched as a male guard was directed to the other side of Agata before he began taking photographs. Though he was seasoned, it didn’t take experience to understand this was a momentous historical occasion, and the pictures of these cruel Nazi guards would be analyzed for generations to come, as if a mere photograph could unravel the mystery behind their brutality.

Agata failed to look at him, and he dared not acknowledge her in front of the others. She stood with her eyes downward, her shoulders slumped, her face bleeding from her encounter on the ground. Her hair was tousled, the strands escaping the bun at her neck. While other guards appeared defiant, guilt was written across her face. Hank took several pictures of her, silently begging her to look up, but she kept her gaze on the ground.

A soldier’s megaphone broke through the commotion, and he turned to listen.

“All media,” the young man bellowed as he stood atop a platform, “are to reconvene beside the first building.” He pointed in that direction. “All media, you are urgently needed.”

“They must have found the bodies,” one guard laughed. Hank snapped his photograph, sickened by his callousness.

As the other guards chuckled or snickered, a prisoner in the crowd called out, “Agata!”

Hank’s eyes swept the crowd to land on a woman in a striped uniform so oversized that it threatened to fall from her thin shoulders. Others in the crowd gathered, chanting, “Agata! Agata!”

“I’ll check it out,” Rafe said as he took long strides toward them.

Confused, Hank turned slowly toward Agata. Her eyes were still downcast, her face immobile, but a long tear raced down her face to drop on the dirt beside her. As he continued to turn, he heard a gasp, and he looked from Agata to Max, who was standing only feet from him. 

Max was clearly startled to see Hank. His eyes were wide, and his hand went instinctively from his side to his chest. As Hank followed his movement, a heavyset male guard who towered over Max stepped forward just behind him and withdrew his hand from his pants pocket. As he quickly removed the pin from a grenade, Hank shouted. Max turned in the direction that Hank was pointing, and Agata looked up and met Hank’s eyes.

What followed was the most terrifying sound Hank had ever heard. There was no warning hiss, as a pineapple grenade might make. This one was instantaneous. He could no longer see as the air around him filled with black smoke. All the camp sounds abruptly ceased—the megaphone, the clamor of soldiers and vehicles, and prisoners who had shouted Agata’s name. 

My eardrums have ruptured, he thought.
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Hank

Hank opened his eyes to a strange, misty air. He expected to smell the acrid scent of a smoke grenade, but the air was oddly devoid of odor. He was lying flat on his back, the smoke obscuring his view of the skies.

His first thought was of Rafe. He called out his name, but his voice sounded odd, and he received no response. He tried to remember where his friend had been standing when the grenade detonated and was relieved when he recalled that Rafe had moved toward the prisoners. He prayed that it had placed him out of harm’s way.

Hank placed his palms against the ground and tried to pull himself into a seated position. He was astonished to observe the length of his body and discover that his legs were missing. That’s strange, he thought. They were there just a moment ago. He felt no pain, though he could clearly see that his pants were in tatters and covered in blood. It was odd seeing half a body, and he wondered how he would manage to get anyone’s attention if he couldn’t get off the ground.

The smoke appeared so pervasive that he wondered if there had been subsequent blasts. He hoped that Rafe was alright. He tried calling his name again. He should have been able to see the guards who had been lined up in front of him and the soldiers beside him, but they seemed to have disappeared. Maybe the medics had already taken them away. Maybe they were coming back for him.

He had the urge to look behind him. When he managed to twist around, he found himself staring into a massive white light. He thought the Soviets had turned on a floodlight to cut through the smoke, as the light appeared too large and solitary to be headlights. At least he now knew the direction to move toward to find the others.

It wasn’t until he saw the gates in front of him that he realized he’d been wandering toward a light that appeared to be moving upward as though the terrain was changing. Startled, he peered down at his body. Oh, there they were. He shook one leg and then the other. He chuckled rather nervously and wiped his forehead. He must have been stunned by the blast and only thought they were gone. He felt a rising desire to reach the gates to hold onto them as if he might stumble and faint without their support. His head didn’t feel quite right.

He was astonished to reach the gate to find it padlocked. Misha told them during the briefing that a Ukrainian soldier had fired his weapon into the lock until it had fallen apart and slipped to the ground. It had happened hours before Hank had arrived. He had even taken photographs of the prisoners’ gaunt faces through the open entryway. Why would the soldier have shot off the padlock only to replace it with another?

And his camera was gone. Now he was irritated. The photographs were undoubtedly some of the most important of his career, and he’d lost his camera. Perhaps it wasn’t lost, but only misplaced. Maybe Rafe had it, and Rafe had the first spent film canister.

Hank tried to peer between the bars to the other side, but the smoke obscured everything. He held onto the bars with both hands, and as he looked upward, he realized the German words he’d photographed, Arbeit Macht Frei, were gone. His eyes drifted to an odd carving of a young woman’s face. Ah, he thought. That explains it. In his confusion, he wandered to a different gate. The soldiers hadn’t removed the padlock from this one yet. All he had to do was find his way back to where he’d been.

“You might want to take things slow.” The voice was pleasant but authoritative, much like a doctor’s voice. “You had quite a jolt.”

“Yes,” Hank answered as he stared into the area where he thought the voice originated. “My head doesn’t feel quite right. I might have a concussion.”

The smoke had dissipated, leaving swirling colors in its place that reminded him of the Aurora Borealis. Eventually, he made out the figure of a man with dark hair and olive skin, seated casually only a few feet away. For the briefest of moments, he thought it was Rafe. But, as the skies grew brighter, he realized the facial features were very different. While Rafe’s nose and jaw tended to appear chiseled, this man’s were not, and his eyes seemed larger and darker.

“Do you know where Rafe is?” Hank asked. “My partner. He’s a war correspondent,” he added.

“Rafe was not injured,” the man answered. “He reached the prisoners and was well beyond the blast zone.”

“And the prisoners? Were they injured?”

“They were not.”

“That’s a relief.” 

“Rafe will live a long life,” the man continued casually. “He’ll marry after the war, relocate to America, and have five children. The first will be named after you.”

“That’s a good joke,” Hank answered. He mopped his brow. He thought it would be sweaty, between the blast and his anxiety, but when he withdrew his hand, it was dry. “And you are—?”

“Joseph,” the man answered.

“Well, it’s good to meet you, Joe,” Hank answered. “I’m—”

“I know who you are,” Joe interjected smoothly. “You might want to sit down, Hank.” He gestured toward a stone that jutted out from a stonewall fence adjacent to the gate.

Hank didn’t care to sit down; he preferred to find Rafe and his camera. Yet, as he stared into the eyes of the man seated nearby, he found his hands groping for the stone seat. It was cold to the touch, and when he sat down, he had the strange sensation of energy emanating from it. “How do you know my name? Have we met before?”

“You’re on the other side, Hank.”

He glanced at the gate and then outward, as though expecting to see prisoners and Allied soldiers filling the courtyard. “Oh. Then, where is everybody?” He glanced at the skies. He shouldn’t have been able to see the Aurora Borealis in the afternoon. “What time is it?”

“No, Hank.” Joe’s voice was patient. “You’re on the other side of life.”

“The other side of life,” Hank chuckled, “is death.”

“Some might say that.”

“That’s a horrible joke to play on someone,” he said sadly. “It was nice to meet you, Joe, but I have work to do.” He rose and took a few steps away from the gate, but found he could go no further. There were no physical barriers between him and his destination, but his foot became so heavy that he could not lift it to keep moving forward.

“Perhaps, it was your time.” Although Joe was seated further behind him, his voice seemed to fill the air.

As Hank continued peering ahead, the colorful skies appeared to part, revealing a circle with a hazy outline. It was as though he was standing at the edge of a cliff and staring over it into a scene that was starkly different from the brilliant skies surrounding the gate. It appeared to be shades of brown, gray, and drab green. As he watched, he discovered four bodies lying prone on the ground with a growing number of uniformed people surrounding them. Medics, he thought. He’d certainly seen enough of them in his career. They obscured his view of the injured, and his eyes swept over the growing circle to find a surreal mix of skeletal people, many with blankets around their shoulders, while fit and robust soldiers rushed all around them. Regardless of how long he stood there, he could not see beyond the circle.

Finally, he turned around to find Joe still seated on the stone beside the gate. “I can’t be dead,” Hank said flatly.

“You certainly are not,” Joe answered smoothly. 

“Well, that’s a relief.”

“The soul is eternal, Hank, and you have entered a different dimension.”

“No,” Hank said. “You don’t understand. I can’t be here. I have a wife and three children—”

“Dottie will be fine,” Joe said. “So will your children, Mary, Susanna, and Ray. Funny how both Ray and Rafe have the same birth names. Raphael, isn’t it?”

“How do you know their names?”

“I know all about you, Hank. You were born Henry Mullins in a little town in North Carolina called Lumberton, back in 1898. You weren’t born in a hospital, but your three children were born at Thompson Hospital, weren’t they?”

Hank placed his hand above his heart, expecting it to be thumping out of control. Oddly, he felt nothing. He did not want to see any more of the prison courtyard. He returned slowly to the stone seat opposite Joe and sat numbly.

“You married Dottie just before you enlisted in the military. It was 1916, wasn’t it, Hank? And the ‘war to end all wars’ was raging. You were eighteen years old when you landed in Europe, and you soon discovered your calling was not to carry a rifle but a camera.” When Hank did not respond, Joe continued, “The war ended, but your wanderlust had just begun. And, sadly, the Great War did not end all wars, as you discovered. Shall we go back in time, Hank?”

~~~~~
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April 1, 1939, Madrid, Spain

It was April Fools’ Day as Hank strode quickly down the narrow hotel corridor. Although he was turning 41 this summer, he moved like a much younger man. He was slender and wiry, his shirt sleeves rolled up to reveal sinewy muscles tanned from years spent outdoors. In one hand, he carried a typed message he’d just picked up from the front desk, and in the other, a twenty-dollar American bill.

He heard the sound of men’s voices long before he reached the hotel bar. It was a cacophony of accents, perpetually seeming as if everyone spoke at once, with no one listening. Any one or all of them were likely to pop up at any moment and rush from the room, a constant adrenaline rush of breaking news and urgent deadlines.

One voice rose above the others. He spoke perfect English in a cultured Spanish accent, but with the edge of too many drinks. “I swear it is true,” he was saying. “Planet Earth is the battleground for good versus evil. Revelation 12, verses seven to nine. When Satan was cast out of Heaven—and I paraphrase—he was hurled to Earth and his angels with him. The battle continues here, my friends.”

Hank burst through the doorway. “Don’t listen to a word he says,” he announced as several grunted their greetings or held their drinks high in tribute. “He is a baby-faced youngster not yet schooled in the ways of the world—and a Catholic to boot.”

“Go to hell,” the other man said.

Hank slapped him on the shoulder. “According to you, I’m already there.” He dropped the twenty-dollar bill on the table in front of him.

The younger man picked up the bill and held it in front of him. “Care to explain?”

“I do, in fact.” Hank pulled out a chair. “Dario, drinks all around!” He settled into his seat as his eyes wandered over the appreciative crowd. He hesitated as his eyes landed on a man in the far corner who seemed oddly familiar. He appeared to be alone, his dark hair and skin blending into the shadows, as he quietly watched him. He glanced around the room, but when he looked back, the man was gone. He took a breath and turned back to his friend. “You have won a bet again, Rafe, and I always pay up. Twenty for you and drinks on me. The war is over.”

“I knew the war was over days ago.”

“Yes, but Franco just announced it. It is now official.” He raised his voice so all could hear. “The Spanish Civil War is over, and Franco has declared himself the leader of the country!”

As the bartender set glasses of ale on the table in front of them, Rafe said, “I don’t know why you sound so fucking happy, Hank. Evil has won yet again.”

“Be careful with your voice,” Hank chided, but he was only half-joking. He leaned forward. “There are spies everywhere.”

“Don’t I know it,” Rafe grumbled. He ran a hand through his abundant black hair, but a lock fell stubbornly across his brow. His thick brows were knit, and his dark eyes troubled.

Hank grew somber. “Are your parents well?”

Rafe shrugged. “Last I heard from them. The mail is nonexistent, as you well know.”

“They are still in France?”

He nodded. “Four months now. They are safe there, safe from Franco. He will seek retaliation now, and there will be nothing in Spain left to stop him.”

“Will you join your family in France or cover the aftermath?”

Rafe took a long swig of his ale and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “France has officially ended La Retirada. In only the last four months, nearly half a million of my people have fled Spain for France, and they have declared the camps overflowing.”

“But your family is not in the camps.”

“It makes no difference. Spaniards are persona non grata.”

“Then you’ll cover the aftermath?”

Rafe shook his head. “I am marked, mi amigo. I have not been kind to Franco and his forces. As long as there is a newspaper still in print with my name in it, it is a death sentence for me here.” He peered into Hank’s eyes in the gloom of the bar. “What will you do, mi amigo Americano?”

Hank slapped the piece of paper onto the table between them, patting it as though it were a friendly dog’s head. “Orders just in. I am going to Germany—after a rendezvous with Dottie.”

“Are you crazy?”

Hank shook his head. “For seeing Dottie? It’s been—”

“Of course not. You should have gone home long before now, and you know it.” Before Hank could respond, Rafe continued, “But why Germany? It’s like jumping from one fire to another—and Hitler is far more powerful than Franco could ever be. Remember Guernica.”

“How could I ever forget it? Anyway, the magazine wants me on the front lines. With the war ending here, the lines have shifted.”

“What front lines? Memelland?”

“Memelland is done. My editor has it on good authority that Germany will soon invade Poland.”

“They wouldn’t dare.”

“The code name is Fall Weiss.”

“Code name,” Rafe repeated, taking a hefty swig of ale.

“That means the source is someone in Hitler’s inner circle. No one else would know it,” Hank said conspiratorially.

“Or it was made up for a twenty.” Rafe shook the bill before returning it to the table.

“Why do you always have to be so cynical?”

“I am a realist, Hank. I have just seen my entire country destroyed. It is every man for himself.” He called for another drink. “And why are you returning to Europe? The war is over here. You should be on your way home to America to your lovely wife and children. Kick back, Hank. Relax. Take it easy for a change.”

“But the job is here. And,” Hank added with a flourish as he patted the piece of paper in front of him, “there is a job for you as well.”

Rafe froze with his glass halfway to his lips. He set it down carefully. “Doing what?”

“Same thing you’ve been doing here,” Hank answered. “Besides, between the two of us, we have all Europe’s major languages covered.”

Rafe shrugged. “Not all, mi amigo. Not by a long shot.”

“Close enough, for where we’re going.”

Rafe frowned. “Why would you want to set foot near the German border? You saw what the Nazis did to Guernica.”

“Yes,” Hank said. “I saw what they did.” It had been Guernica that had changed Rafe. Before Guernica, the Spanish Civil War had been a cultural war between opposing ideologies. On the far left were the Republicans, a mishmash of socialists, communists, and anarchists. They counted among them the majority of the rural population, who had become enraged at the excesses of the wealthy elite while toiling seven days a week and still struggling to survive. On the right, led by Franco, were the Nationalists, fascists who believed in an elite ruling class and dictatorship. 

Guernica had not only changed Rafe but had changed everything. With Hitler and Mussolini supporting the fascists, Hitler had sent his Luftwaffe to bomb the city indiscriminately, killing over 1,600 civilians at a time when the population numbered only 7,000. The town was demolished within three hours. The terror from above was something the world had never witnessed before, and it was said that two years later, the survivors were still traumatized by the horror unleashed on them. The atrocity had garnered international condemnation, but had done nothing to stop the fascists from rising across Europe. It was then that Rafe became convinced that Europe was not heading into a period of differing cultural and political opinions, but rather a battle between good and evil.

“So,” Rafe was saying, “why would you possibly want to go into the lair of the lion?”

Hank finished his drink and leaned back in his chair. He rapped the table absent-mindedly. After a long moment of thought, he said, “We know what Hitler is capable of doing. We have seen it with our own eyes in Guernica and elsewhere. We know that Spain was a test for fascism, and now the fascists have won. If this truly is the battle between good and evil that you have been going on about for two years now, someone has to tell the world.” He tapped the camera that always hung around his neck. “I trust myself, and I trust you, to tell the story accurately and honestly.”

Rafe nodded unconvincingly and stared at a spot on the floor.

“I leave at daybreak for America,” Hank said. “I’ll be back in one week. And I want you to go with me.”

“You’ll supply the car?”

“The magazine will supply everything.”

“And how do you propose getting me across the border?”

“Ah, you of little faith. The magazine has also thought of everything.” Hank stood and carefully replaced his chair. The buzz in the bar was constant, gaining volume as the hours crept past. He leaned forward so only Rafe could hear. “Daybreak. Will you drive me to the airport? The taxis are not dependable at the moment.”

“You will still be drunk at daybreak.”

“I plan to be. But you, my friend, must sober up, because you will drive me while I sleep.”

As Hank began to leave, Rafe said, “I’ll be there.”

“And Germany?”

“I’ll go there, too.”

“Don’t you want to know what they’re willing to pay you?”

Rafe shrugged. “I would have gone for free.”
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Agata

The skies were a color that Agata had never before witnessed. They appeared to be all the colors of the rainbow at once, and yet swirling like the river she’d fished in as a child, as the trout converged in the late afternoon. She thought she almost saw the trout as she stared, but as the moment dragged on, she realized she was seeing the colors of circling clouds that eventually converged into a dark, ominous gray.

It was silent. There were no songbirds joyously singing as if every moment was a cause for celebration. Unlike her childhood expeditions, no frogs or crickets were emerging at dusk.  There were no voices, though she slowly began to realize that people surrounded her. Their mouths moved all at once as they frantically rushed in, their eyes revealing a peculiar jumble of horror and satisfaction. 

Agata remembered now. She remembered the Jews crowded a short distance away, chanting her name. A tall, burly man with more weight than she’d seen since the early war years had demanded something in Russian of those who had been unceremoniously gathered. Someone else had translated his words into both German and Polish. “Which one of you is Agata?” he demanded.

She couldn’t remember if she had responded. At that moment, a deafening noise had rocked the earth under her feet. She had a brief memory of being thrown into the air, all arms and legs, and then others’ arms and legs intermingled with her own, interspersed with pieces of fabric, shoes, and blood.

Agata attempted to hear the men shouting just inches from her before realizing that the explosion had deafened her. She tried to look at their faces; she attempted to turn her head to look into the crowd, for surely Elsa had been there only moments ago. Her mind cried out for the men to look for Elsa. She could not be hurt. She could not have died. Not now. Not after everything they had survived.

But her voice never reached her lips.

She attempted to raise herself onto her elbows and was surprised to find she could. In fact, she felt surprisingly light as she had when she swam in the river. She was buoyant.

But as she came to a seated position, she looked down at her body to find that she was gushing blood. Once more, she attempted to cry out, for she could not sustain such a massive blood loss. They had to act quickly.

They were moving away from her, and with the words she longed to shout still frozen somewhere inside her, she tried again to get their attention. She stood quickly and effortlessly. Amazed at her strength and endurance, she exhaled in relief, only to recoil when a strangled voice beneath her rasped. Agata turned to find her body still on the ground. She lay flat on her back, her eyes wide but unseeing, a rattle in her throat expelling a mixture of blood and mucus.

It was then that she noticed the fog rolling in. It was heavy and furious, as though the storm clouds that she’d witnessed only a moment before were descending to earth. She could no longer see the throngs of people in their threadbare clothing, their faces smeared with months of dirt and grime, their bodies no more than skeletal remains, that somehow managed to keep breathing. She could no longer hear them chanting her name. The others that had been gathered around her were gone as well, as were the soldiers who had demanded they stand in single file, as she had commanded the prisoners so many times.

The air remained silent as it closed in around her. She was sickened by her body lying on the ground, the red liquid continuing to pool as though the ice and soil demanded every last drop of her blood. Cod at the fish market was treated better, their bodies resting on slabs of clean, fresh ice, not the churned, desecrated camp mud.

A blinding white light stung her eyes. As she shielded herself from it, she realized it was cutting through the gray clouds with pinpoint precision, opening a path for her.

She did not wish to leave. Elsa was here. She had to see to Elsa’s welfare. She had to make sure she was still alive. Survive, Elsa, she wanted to shout. All you have to do is survive another day. You can do it, Elsa. You have to do it.

Then the gray clouds were gone, and in their place was a tunnel beckoning to her. She seemed to rise, but try though she might, she could not see the vast complex of dusty red barracks and the scores of people who she knew were there. The endless smoke that rose from the crematoriums was gone. The sickening stench was absent. There was nothing, nothing but her soul trying to reunite with her body so she could find Elsa.

She didn’t remember her journey. She didn’t recall when she could no longer see her body lying on the ground, and when the white, thick fog enveloped her completely.

Agata only knew that in the next instance, she stood in front of a pair of gates. They were not the ugly black gates at the entrance to the camp that proclaimed “Arbeit Macht Frei,” or “work sets you free.” These gates pulsed as though they were made of energy. She attempted to grasp the pickets, but her hands stopped just short of touching them. A padlock hung where the two sides met. As she stared at it, it transformed from pearl white to glowing silver, then morphed into oscillating gold. 

Unable to touch the pickets or the padlock, she tilted her head back to view the top, but the gates did not end. Instead, they stretched for miles into the sky until a mountain of white, frothy fog obscured them. An image of her childhood swirled through her mind. She sat beside her mother in a church with stained glass windows and rich, dark wood, her eyes riveted on a cross behind the altar as the priest spoke of the pearly gates of Saint Peter. It was a homily that her father scoffed at when he heard it, which cemented his decision never to attend the church services with them.

Yet, here she was, a world away from the camp and her life in Poland, away from the filth, the mud, the stink, and the cruelty. All that existed now was her soul before these gates, and they were locked.

“I’ve been padlocked,” she breathed, surprised that her voice had returned. “I committed murder.”

“What did you say?”

The voice startled her, and she whirled around. “Where are you?” she demanded.

“Over here,” the voice responded calmly.

The fog parted to reveal a woman sitting on a log. Her hair was short and white, framing a face with enormous brown eyes. She wore a gown that undulated in white, silver, and gold threads. It reached from her neck, covering her entire body, including her feet. 

“Who are you?” Agata breathed.

“I am Celeste.”

“Celeste,” she repeated. She did not recall an archangel named Celeste.

“Celeste,” the woman also repeated. As if reading her mind, she added, “And I am not an archangel. I am your guide.”

Agata managed to chuckle wryly. “My guide. You know nothing about me.”

“Oh, but I do.” Celeste remained seated, her voice both commanding and quiet. “You were born Agata Goldberg.”

“This is a dream,” Agata said, holding her head in her hands. “I’ve been knocked unconscious. Wake up, wake up, wake up.”

“I can assure you that this is not a dream.”

“Wake up, wake up,” Agata repeated.

“You prefer to be known as Agata Heinrich. It is the name on your forged identification.”

Agata sucked in her breath. She dropped her hands to stare at the woman.

“It was your mother’s name, was it not?” Celeste smiled patiently. When Agata did not respond, she continued, “You were born in 1922 in a German town not far from the Polish border.”

“Fürstenwalde,” she said flatly.

“It is a beautiful town, is it not? There is a very important train station there. Trains and beer gardens.”

“There’s a lot more to it than that.”

“Of course, there is. Your father, Ira Goldberg, worked as a janitor at the port there, did he not?”

At the mention of her father’s name, Agata’s heart grew heavy. Her father had been an avid reader with a voracious appetite for knowledge. He could pontificate on ancient Greeks and Romans, emerging medical advancements, and algebra and geometry. Yet, he worked the night shift mopping the floors of warehouses situated along the Spree River. Founded in the 13th century, Fürstenwalde had always been a vital port for goods moving up and down the river. Since the 19th century, a constant volume of crates had been transported into warehouses for further distribution by rail. Beer and other goods were also stored in the warehouses before they were loaded onto ships. Her father often arrived home after the sun had risen, his back bent and feet swollen from hours of mopping, yet she had never heard him complain.

At school, however, all the children knew that her father was a Jew in a lowly job, and the harassment was often more than she thought she could bear. She was swift to point out that her mother was not Jewish and neither was she, no matter what they said. Had not been Jewish, she corrected herself. 

“At the age of six, your sister was born,” Celeste continued, bringing her attention back to the conversation.

“Elsa.”

“Yes. Elsa. Shall we go back to the day of her birth?”

“I don’t need to.” Agata straightened her back. “I lived through it once. I don’t need to again.”

“Ah.” Celeste seemed to grow larger as she studied Agata, her gown billowing out so it became one with the mist. “But, you see, this is how it works here.”

“How what works?”

“Every event in your lifetime has been lived through the filter of your own beliefs and convictions. When you reach this side, you must revisit those events through the emotions and repercussions of those you impacted.”

Agata’s head began to pound as her emotions started to spin. The words “every event” echoed in her mind. She could not relive some events. She had spent a lifetime building walls to protect herself, particularly since the rise of Hitler and the invasion of Poland. She could not relive them. She simply could not. “Is this hell?”

Celeste cocked her head. “Did you think hell would look like this?”

She glanced at the padlocked gates. “No. But why would you punish me by forcing me to relive my life?”

“It is not punishment, my dear. They are lessons in understanding and compassion.”

Agata opened her mouth to protest, but Celeste was gone in an instant. In her place was a long, immaculate hallway that smelled of disinfectants and cleaning solutions. On either side of the hallways were open doors, and the muffled sounds of coughs, groans, and moans. As Agata made her way down the hallway, she knew where she was, and she recognized herself before she reached the end, where half a dozen uncomfortable wood chairs were neatly arranged. 

The young Agata sat alone, as she had for hours, a thin picture book gripped in her hands, her palms covered in perspiration. It was an oppressively hot day, and although the windows were open in the hospital rooms, there was no cross breeze to speak of. 

She wore chunky black shoes, neat socks, and a dress that had been recently ironed but was now wrinkled from hours of fidgeting. The book and the pictures had long ago been memorized, and Agata could think of no other way to entertain her mind. She needed to use the bathroom, but there did not appear to be one in this hallway, and she had been told to remain seated there.

Sometime earlier, Agata thought her wait might be nearing an end, as her mother’s two sisters, Gertrud and Herta, had arrived. They had passed her in a flurry without acknowledging her presence, whisked along by a nurse in a crisp blue and white uniform with a starched white cap perched atop her short chestnut hair, her shoes oddly silent on the polished floors as Gertrud’s and Herta’s rudely clopped along.

Agata thought she heard a baby's cry, but the sound was distant and weak. She thought this would be a joyous occasion, but the longer she sat there, the more frightened she became. She wiped away the tears that spilled along her cheek and longed for her mother’s kind embrace and reassurance that all was well.

A movement caught her attention, and she glanced to the end of the hall. A nurse was just about to go through a set of double doors when she turned around and smiled at her. She looked oddly familiar with her white hair and kind expression, but she couldn’t place where she might have seen her. Agata had never been to a hospital before. Then, the woman was gone, but something about her presence lingered in the air.

When no one emerged from her mother’s room down the hall, Agata worked up enough courage to stand, set her book in her chair, and inch her way down the corridor. It was dreadfully long, and she was frightened of the open doors. She felt their pain and discomfort as she moved along; the acute spasm of a man coughing over an open pail, an elderly woman longing to tell the nurses that she was still in agony despite the medication, but who was unable to speak. 

Agata felt everything acutely, and as she neared her mother’s closed door, the air became heavier. She quietly pushed open the door enough to peer inside.

Her mother was covered in sturdy, white sheets that reached over her chest. Her father, Ira, stood on one side of her, grasping her hand and muttering something she couldn’t quite hear. On the other side were Gertrud and Herta, both of whom were sobbing.

Then her father’s voice became amplified in Agata’s mind as he cried, “Anna, Anna, come back! We need you, Anna, your girls need you!”

Agata opened the door a little wider. A crib was near her mother’s bed. The nurse she had seen escorting her aunts leaned over the lowered rail, briskly working over something inside. Agata tiptoed across the floor behind her aunts’ backs as she peeked inside to discover a tiny baby swaddled in white linens as the nurse finished cleaning her face and placed a pacifier in her minuscule mouth.

The nurse abruptly looked up to find her standing there. “You shouldn’t be in here!” she snapped.

Agata’s aunts whirled around, and Ira rushed from the other side of the bed. He placed both hands on Agata’s shoulders, but instead of marching her back down the hall as she expected, he led her to a chair set against the wall. 

“Agata,” he said. He repeated her name at least twice more. He was a handsome man with thick, dark hair, kind brown eyes, and a wide forehead. Though his eyes remained tender and warm, they also conveyed intense suffering. In that moment, Agata felt his heart shattering, his soul inconsolable.

Herta left Gertrud’s side and came to stand beside Ira. They both dropped to their knees in front of her. As Ira sank his head into her lap, each sob wracked her small body, and she longed to stand and rush to her mother’s side.

“Agata,” Herta said sternly, “you must listen to me.” Agata forced her eyes from her father to her aunt. Herta was a large woman who towered over most men, her buxom figure commanding attention and respect. Her honey-brown hair was cut short and styled in finger waves, appearing oddly immaculate amidst the turmoil surrounding them. Her hazel eyes were red and puffy as she spoke. “Your mother is gone. She isn’t coming back—”

“Don’t!” Ira cried out, raising his head to lash out at Herta.

Agata focused on the tear stains in her lap as Herta continued. 

“She must know. There is no sugar-coating what just happened. Agata, look at me.” As Agata dragged her eyes upward to meet her aunt’s, she continued, “It is time that you grew up.”

“She’s six!” Ira protested.

“You must grow up, Agata, because there is a baby in that crib and your mother is gone. You must be that baby’s mother. Your father cannot do this alone.”

Agata’s attention became riveted on her aunt’s words. She vaguely felt her own tears rolling down her cheeks.

“You must take care of yourself now, Agata, and you must care for your new little sister. There is no one else.”

Gertrud stepped to the crib. Cradling the newborn, she set her into Agata’s lap, arranging her hands to support her. “This is Elsabeth,” she said. Gertrud was shorter and thinner than her sister but with the same reddened, hazel eyes. “Your mother chose the name.” She began to choke on her words as all three adults struggled to contain their emotions. After a moment, she continued. “Your mother would want you to take good care of her. We’ll find a wet nurse, but you must keep her clean, her diapers changed, and well fed. Do you understand? She is your responsibility now.”

Ira stood. “Surely, you can’t think that a six-year-old—”

“You must leave, Ira,” Herta said, also rising.

He pointed to his wife. “Anna is here!”

“She won’t be for long, and we can’t protect you anymore.”

Agata felt the life in her lap, but her attention was riveted on the adults.

“Ira,” Gertrud said, her voice softer than her sister’s, “you were tolerated because of our father’s position. Now that Anna is gone, we can’t protect you anymore. You will be fired from your job. You can no longer live in our home—”

“But the girls! Surely, you can find it in your hearts to help these defenseless little girls!”

“They are Jewish now, Ira.”

“They are half-Christian!”

“Not in Germany. They are Jews. And it has only been our father’s position that has held back the community from expelling you. Now that Anna is gone, you must leave.”

“But—”

“You must leave,” Herta said sternly. “You must do it for these girls.”

Agata stared at the newborn in her lap. She was swaddled in a linen wrap so that only her head emerged. She had red, chubby cheeks, a wide stub nose, and a delicate covering of short, dark hair. Her pacifier slipped from her mouth, and as she struggled to turn her head back toward it, her lips were tiny and pink. She looked like a little angel. And Agata hated her.

In that instant, Agata wanted nothing more than to jump up from the chair and hand this bundle over to somebody else. If she got rid of it, it would bring her mother back. It was this package in linen that had killed her mother, but there might be hope yet that Anna would return to her. She had to return. She was six years old, and she needed her mother.

Then the baby turned its eyes on Agata. They were enormous, dark eyes, and they seemed to contain a wisdom that was not possible in a human, let alone a newborn. She opened her mouth to reveal hard little gums, and she waved her head this way and that in search of a nipple.

Agata balanced the child on her lap as she reached for the pacifier and placed it back in the child's mouth. The baby cooed. Her eyes seemed to fill with love, a love that became threads that bound the two of them together, wrapping Agata in its invisible embrace. “Elsa,” she breathed. “I am your mother now.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


4


[image: ]




Max

The smoke filled the air. At times, it was so heavy that Max Kursell was sure it would leave thick black soot all over him. He had seen from afar smoldering ruins from hard-fought battles, and this was certainly heavier than any cannon fire, much less a handheld grenade. He wondered if the grenade had only been the first of several explosions.

Max tried to shout for help, but he could not find his voice. He placed his hand on his throat and was horrified to discover that when he pulled his palm away, it was covered in blood. He hadn’t felt any pain. In fact, he didn’t feel anything at all.

Panic set in as he realized that complete silence surrounded him. He had heard stories of a formidable soundlessness in the camp, as it was against the rules for any prisoners to speak, lest they be punished. But this was different.

There should have been a great deal of noise. The Soviets and Ukrainians had arrived in large numbers in clamorous tanks and trucks. Military officers should be shouting orders. Those affected by the grenade should be screaming for assistance. Unless, he thought, they were all too wounded or stunned.

He realized he was standing, wandering aimlessly through a fog of war. He looked down to find that his legs were unscathed; so were his arms. He patted his torso, moving up to his throat again. It was dry. When he pulled his hand away, there was no blood on it, not even from his first contact only a moment before.

Max laughed, the sound reverberating around him. He had evaded being wounded. He’d made it through the war! He had survived and even thrived in Poland for six years of Nazi occupation. Now, he’d been able to convince the Soviets that he was on their side.

He nearly ran headlong into the gate. It had not been there a moment ago; he was sure of it. Perhaps it had been. He felt confused and disoriented. He found the padlock and swore under his breath before he grabbed the gates with both hands and rattled them. “Unlock this gate!” he shouted, his voice echoing as if he stood in an amphitheater. “Unlock it, I say! Right this instance!”

“Does it look like the camp gate to you?”

The voice startled him, and he whirled to the right and then to the left. The voice had seemed to come from all around him, encompassing him, encircling him. It was deep and guttural as if a wolf had suddenly found the capacity for words.

“Who are you?” he demanded. “Where are you?”

Max was met only with silence. He began to feel as if his torso was becoming constricted, and he struggled to breathe. “Do you know who I am?” he bellowed.

After another moment of contained stillness, the voice responded. “Of course, I do, Maxwell Erich Kursell.”

Max froze. As the disembodied voice had spoken, the air around him had filled once more with odorless smoke the color of pitch. A senseless terror gripped him with such force that he struggled to remain in control of his faculties.

“Go ahead,” the voice continued. “Look again. Does it resemble the gate to the camp?”

Haltingly, Max looked upward from the padlock. “No,” he said. “It does not. The words are gone. But,” he added, “I have been wandering. Perhaps I am at a different gate.” He had no sooner spoken the last word than a cherub’s face in the top center of the gate began to morph. It turned crimson and grew larger, the serene expression contorting into a monstrous image with a sinister smile, the tongue extending outward. He recoiled from it, dropping his grip on the iron pickets. He stumbled backward. “Where am I?” His voice had lost its studied command and sounded uncertain in the dark, swirling smoke.

“Perhaps, you have died, Max Kursell.” The voice sounded throaty and silky now, like an animal stalking its prey.

“If I have died,” he swallowed, forcing himself to assume control once more, “then are these the gates of heaven?”

A sinister laughter cackled around him. He felt as though someone had pinched him, but when he spun around, no one was there. He swiveled this way and that until dizziness overtook him. It was a head wound, he thought. I have a head injury. I must get help.

“Show yourself,” he commanded.

“Ah. The last command you will ever utter.” The smoke seemed to be pushed back and away until he found himself staring at a figure only a few yards away. He leaned in and squinted in an effort to see it more clearly. It must be a man, he thought. The voice had been too deep to be a woman. He appeared to be sitting, but his height was evident even while perched. He wore a cloak the color of graphite, which was so long that it covered his shoes and so high that it almost appeared to reach the brim of a head covering. The covering itself was odd; it was neither a hat nor a hood but both, concealing the face entirely. As Max watched, the smoke appeared to merge with the heavy fabric, creating an undulating mist.

“Who are you?” Max asked.

“I am Abaddon.”

“Abaddon.” He took a breath. He must remain in control. “And what is it you do here, Abaddon?”

The figure rose, and as it did, Max shrank away. It appeared to be at least three times his size.

“I hold the secret to the gate.”

When Max found his voice again, it sounded weak and small. “Are you Satan?”

The figure remained in front of him, vibrating as though it had become a part of the coal-black air.

“There is some mistake,” he continued. When Abaddon did not respond, he swallowed and continued, “I can give you whatever you need to open the gate.”

“Whatever I need?” The cackle began again. “What is that, Max? Your money? Your material possessions?” The arms became outstretched, reaching at least ten feet in each direction. “At the moment of your death, your money ceased to exist. Everything you ever owned has disappeared.”

“But—”

“Money and possessions are nonexistent here. No, Max. All that remains is your soul. Your soul is the key to the gate.”

When Abaddon’s words eventually faded away from echoing and circling him, Max said, “Then, I have faithfully attended church services every Sunday. You must know that.”

“Was your soul there to worship, Max?”

“Well, of course,” Max stammered. “That’s the only reason people go to church.”

“Is it?” When Max did not respond, Abaddon continued, “You see, Max, you cannot bargain with me—nor with anyone on this side. We see through to the essence of your soul. It was not your actions that decided your fate. It was the purpose and meaning that served as the seeds to your actions.”

“Purpose and meaning?” he gasped. “My purpose was to survive. My purpose was to remain outside of the camp as a free man, not inside as a prisoner, no better than a caged animal.”

“‘No better than an animal?’ And who made them ‘no better than an animal,’ Max?”

“Surely, you don’t—I—I was only following orders.”

Abaddon chuckled. “If you only knew how many times I have heard that.”

“But I was—”

“Remember, Max.” At the sound of Abaddon’s voice, Max became mute, unable to continue. “You cannot bargain with us here. Whatever power you think you have is worthless here. It means nothing, just like your money.”

After a long moment, Max found his voice had returned. “Surely, you must know that I never killed anyone.”

“‘Never killed anyone?’ Do you think killing someone requires you to pull the trigger yourself, Max?” A glint of red shone from the depths of the head covering, as if the creature’s teeth were the color of blood. “Killing someone sometimes requires a chain. An order, a declaration, a pointed finger. At any point along the chain, the act can be stopped; the chain can be broken. How many people did you select for slaughter?” When Max did not respond, Abaddon continued, “And when you cried and declared you were unable to do it, how many others did you order to participate in your stead?”

“I was too far down the chain to make a difference. Besides, how was I to know what happened in the camp?”

“Ah. Perhaps you thought they would be treated like kings.” When Max fumbled for an answer, Abaddon continued, “Of course not, Max. The purpose was to make an example of them. The intent was to make them suffer. Each one had a soul, Max. And each one’s soul was no less than your own but equal to your own. Everything else was a façade, Max. Their nationalities, their languages, their cultures... all a façade.”

“Who are you?” Max breathed. “Are you God? Are you Satan?”

“It matters not who I am. What matters is who you were, who you became. What matters are the people you harmed, the souls whose lives you ruined, the reverberation of your deeds.”

“You said my soul is the key. Then I demand that you open this gate.”

“Open the gate, Max? And do you know what lies on the other side?”

As Max peered between the pickets, Armageddon loomed before him. On one side, he witnessed flames and death, shouting and cries, suffering, mayhem, and chaos. Too far on the opposite side for him to see clearly were lights, shields, and—he squinted to see more clearly—were those arms upraised?

“Your demands are worthless here, Max,” Abaddon said. His arms seemed to encircle him, and yet, his arms were not solid but black, putrid smoke that threatened to enter his nose and mouth. “There is only one way to open that gate. And we must begin by going back to every moment in your life.”

“Why? I have already lived it! Unless—yes, allow me to make different decisions—”

“The decisions have already been made, Max. The moments have already passed. It is time now for us to see them as God does.”

“But—” His words were cut off as the arms spun him like a tornado. His breath was wrenched from him, his eyes were blinded, and a deafening roar enveloped him. 

~~~~~
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The apple hit eight-year-old Max in the forehead as he rushed along the busy street. He felt momentarily stunned as his head jerked backward from the blow; the images of the dusty street and rows of brown brick apartment buildings were replaced by a dizzying array of black spots. His legs and feet took on a life of their own as they stumbled rearwards before righting themselves and jerkily propelling him forward. A steady trickle of blood ran down his forehead and into one eye, nearly blinding him. He barely heard the boys’ laughter, an echoing series of guffaws and taunts as he attempted to hurry beyond their range. He knew better than to respond, though he wanted more than anything to call them names and shake his fist. To do so would bring them from their open window above him down a narrow staircase into the street, where they would pummel him until he could bear no more.

And he was late already.
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