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Chapter One

Shayna

The man in the spotless black uniform cupped Shayna’s chin with a gloved hand and raised her head. Her mind was miles and years away, furiously polishing the silver of her family’s treasured heirloom candlesticks. “I asked you a question,” he said. “If I water my garden with blood instead of water, what will my lilies look like? My roses? How will my spices taste, hm?”

Shayna startled as the man’s voice broke into the refuge of her memories from…before. She blinked and the candlesticks she was polishing became black leather boots from which she had been wiping off crimson-streaked grime. She met his eyes only for seconds before looking just past him, as if the answer lay inscribed on one of the wood-lined walls of the office. The state of her hair, dulled with streaks of dirt and ash, shamed her as it drooped in matted ropes over her face. Her lower lip trembled.

“Don’t be shy.” A smile broke his stony visage but did little to soften his cold gaze. “I’ll be patient, girl. Because there’s just something about you. Blonde, like a real Aryan.”

She wanted to spit in his face but was restrained by her hunger to survive.

He leaned down and tapped the yellow star on her dress. “ ‘But no, you’re a Jew.” He shook his head and clucked his tongue. “I did save you and your blonde head from the pit, you know. To work for me.” He brushed a hand against her breast, leaving the other under her chin. Shayna cringed inwardly away from his touch. His motion forced the threadbare shirt to slip down, exposing a bony shoulder and jutting collarbone. She wanted to cover herself but didn’t dare move. “I do that for my special… girls. Like her.” He gestured at an older woman who stood off to one side, silently dusting the bookshelves in the office.

Shayna noted that she also wore the threadbare tattered dress of female prisoners, a yellow star standing out against the drab gray of the material. The imposing officer’s words sharpened Shayna’s terror instead of reassuring her. The woman’s gaze remained downcast, her hands never stopped their incessant dusting and wiping.

“That means you are special too, hm? If you answer this right, I’ll spare you and the others you came in with. But if you can’t answer, well then…”

Shayna could no longer stop the tears running down her cheeks. Her breathing quickened. “Please, Herr Commandant, I am just… I just… I don’t—”

“Quiet.” He released her chin, allowing her head to droop. She focused on the jackboots glistening inches from her face, still crusted in places with reddish smears. “What’s your name?”

Terror stirred sudden nausea in her stomach. She struggled to swallow down the sourness. Gritting her teeth, she managed to whisper an answer to the boots. “Shayna. Shayna Essen-”

“Listen closely, Shayna the Jewish girl. So many lives depend on this. If I feed the soil in my garden blood instead of water, what will my flowers look like? What will my spices taste like?”

Shayna shook her head helplessly and shut her eyes against the single gunshot she knew was coming.

“No answer, Jew? No answer? Maybe we’ll both find out together, hm?” He kicked Shayna backward onto the floor. As she lay sprawled on her back, the crooked slash of his smile mocked her. “Now get out.” He brushed imaginary dirt off his uniform with exaggerated flamboyant strokes. “I have to go welcome our new guests.”

The woman who had stayed so quiet was busily stooping to brush at dirt real and imagined like a bird pecking the ground. “Take her with you back to her people. Back to your people, Gitel.” He rose to his feet and brushed off his pants.

Shayna scrambled to her feet and scurried out on trembling legs. Gitel pushed her out ahead as Shayna rubbed at her throat, trying to loosen the grip of terror squeezing her breath away. She stumbled after the woman toward the barracks housing the other prisoners who had come in on Shayna’s transport days before, when a loud squeal of metal on metal pierced the camp and stopped them in their tracks. Shayna shivered at the familiar commotion, an eerie replay of her own arrival.

Her eyes were drawn to the helmeted soldiers and leashed dogs swarming the train as it screeched to a stop. Harshly baying German Shepherds punctuated orders shouted in German and Polish. Shayna stared transfixed at the rows of frail elders, trembling mothers, and crying children tumbling out of the boxcars in a grotesque parody of toys spilling off shelves. The soldiers prodded rifle butts onto hesitant passengers over the edges of their cars, some cracking down on unprotected skulls. Each car in the long transport train vomited its human cargo until the tracks were lined with hundreds of terrified families. Some stood with faces averted, most kneeled or lay sprawled where they had landed. Soldiers strode like gray-clad gods among those unable to rise from the ground, commanding them to stand or risk being killed on the spot.

Shayna’s thoughts again retreated into the refuge of pleasant memories of her life before. She had been so eager to knead and bake the challah, the traditional Jewish bread that had its own prayer during Sabbath celebration. Not because she had held religious tradition so dear, but because it had allowed her to snack on the softest tastiest middle of each doughy twist before it went into the oven. The sweet heavy aroma soon filled the house so thickly Shayna felt as if she could taste it on her tongue. She had pretended reverence on those solemn Friday evenings, helping her mother light the Sabbath candles and intoning the prayer while curbing impatience at the length of the endless ritual. Synagogue services had been worse torture as she sat in the musty somber gloom of the synagogue amidst all the other women while the sunshine and breeze teased her through the small windows. It was only the furtive glances she and Avram had shared during the endless chanting that had prevented her from excusing herself and escaping to the freedom of the outdoors.

The comfort of her memories surrendered to the din of the camp, replaced by guilt and bitter regret so strong she gagged against the sour bile that suddenly filled her throat. Her boredom with prayers, her impatience with the mindless adherence of so many neighbors and schoolmates to ancient meaningless rituals, suddenly seemed a terrible betrayal. She’d suffered only an outcast role among her peers. She’d cowered with her people against the evil that had marched into their village months before. Now she forced herself to watch as soldiers strutted up and down the rows of tottering people, hitting anyone who dared look them in the eyes. Several younger females were herded out of line by grinning SS soldiers toward a barracks in the camp. Tears welled up and blurred Shayna’s vision as the terror of their fate gripped her.

A loud whistle interrupted the processing of new arrivals, startling Shayna from her witness. A tall man in a black SS uniform strutted into view, a leashed German Shepherd following obediently. Shayna’s knees weakened. The man with the smile. With the dirty boots. The man for whom her life amounted to nothing more than a correct answer to such threatening musing.

Herr Commandant.

His words echoed in her thoughts… I have to go welcome our new guests… She glanced from side to side, suddenly aware of how exposed she was. A woman next to her sucked in her breath and reached out for Shayna as they both ran toward the nearest shed.

“Girl! Shayna the Jewish girl! Stay with me, girl. They won’t hurt you if you are with me,” Gitel shouted at her. Shayna ignored her, throwing herself around the corner of a wooden shed, thin chest heaving with fear as she cowered against the rough planks. After several moments she dared a glance back at the unfolding scene.

Marching alongside the man in black was a much younger blonde man, his stout figure squeezed into a similar black SS uniform. His scowl and fleshy jowls spoke more of a pugnacious bulldog spoiling for a fight than of a soldier. Under other circumstances Shayna might have laughed at his comical waddle contrasting with the older officer’s swagger as he tried keeping pace. Now, Shayna pressed herself against the shed, the procession now blocking the path back to her own barracks and her mother’s comfort.

The camp commandant handed the leash to his younger subordinate, then stepped onto a box that had been placed in front of the train. The soldiers turned as one and stood at attention. His eyes narrowed as he looked over the ragged civilians, many shivering despite the August sun. His smile widened from a slash to a toothy grin.

“Jews!” he called out. “I am Commandant Rolf Wirtzler. My son Klaus and I welcome you to our home. To your new home. You are not welcome in the new German nation. That is why we have moved you here. Worry not, you will not stay here long. You will be going to a better place from here, I assure you. But we will enjoy each other’s company whilst you are here, hm? Your people like to dance, yes? Before you leave, I promise that I will dance with each of you.” Even from a distance, his grin appeared to Shayna as an animal’s snarl as it eyed its prey, baring yellowed teeth instead of fangs.

“Who knows how to dance?” the commander continued. He looked over the people in front of him and chuckled. No one moved. No hands raised, no one stepped forward. His only answer, a German Shepherd’s loud barks.

“Hush, Odin.” His eyes narrowed. “No? I thought all you Jews knew how to have a good time. With our money, hm? We will dance, I promise you. In fact, I believe it is time for me to dance with all your friends who arrived yesterday.”

Another whistle shrieked over their heads. Shayna jumped at the sudden piercing shrill. The commandant stepped down off his box and stalked toward the camp, his soldiers shouting orders to the prisoners in front of them. Children, parents, and elders alike took off running under the blows of the soldiers as they were shoved and herded from the depot further into the camp. Dogs scurried back and forth along the outskirts of the crowd, snapping at anyone who veered out of line.

The crowd finally stumbled to a halt at the command of the guards. Shayna peered around another corner as she followed the crowd’s movements and gasped, overcome with nausea. The group stood at the edge of two large pits, one of which was stacked to its brim with contorted bodies. Many of the new arrivals recoiled from the foul stench, so thick and acrid it seemed to physically strangle them. Some of the bodies squirmed or twitched. Faces with gaping mouths seemed to be screaming out at the crowd. Next to that pit was another pit, freshly dug.

It was empty.

Commandant Wirtzler made his way to the front of the pit of bodies. “Jews,” he called out. “The German people want you to enjoy your time here. As a token of our welcome, I dance with all your friends and neighbors.” The man’s son, Klaus, laughed, imitating his father’s imposing stance. The other soldiers joined in with laughter. Wirtzler stepped over the edge of the pit and strode across the bodies. He stopped in the middle of the mass, turned to the crowd, and lifted his hands in the air, his legs somehow moving up and down.

Shayna’s horror deepened when she saw it: the bodies beneath him were moving.

Wirtzler’s legs rose and fell atop the squirming turmoil of the dead as if he were standing atop a moving tide. Bloated bodies surfaced, rolled, then submerged as other corpses took their place. Yellow Stars of David dotted the roiling mass like strange blossoms of color sprouting from a field of decay. Wirtzler kept high-stepping against the churn beneath him, his legs pistoning and arms wheeling to maintain balance. His smile changed to bellowing peals of laughter.

“See Jews, you are all such good dancers. Maybe tomorrow we will add a good German waltz from Wagner, no?” He bounced and swayed on the pile for several minutes, gazing proudly at his son and the uniformed sycophants around him. He finally picked his way through the writhing bodies until he crossed over the lip of the pit onto land. His boots were crusted with brown and yellow matter, swirled with red streaks.

Shayna’s stomach roiled as she squinted at Wirtzler’s strutting figure. She shook her head violently but couldn’t erase the vision of the man’s boots, the very boots she had polished. She bent over and vomited. She had scrubbed away the crusted remains of her people. Could those crimson specks have been all that was left of old Zalman Schpeichler, the man who always gave her candies when her mother shopped at his market? Had she swiped away Rabbi Frejtak’s blood from the leather she had rubbed to an obscene shine? She’d ignored his endless prayers and irrelevant sermons, laughed with Avram over the long gray beard so revered among the town’s wrinkled patriarchs, and now…

She scoured her hands in the dirt then vomited again. Only bile released from her empty stomach. She wiped her mouth with shaking hands and was peeking around the corner when a hand touched her shoulder. Shayna whirled around and crouched against the shed, waiting to be beaten for her forbidden vantage.

Gitel leaned over her. She grasped Shayna’s shoulder more firmly. “I told you, child. If you stay with me, you are safe. They won’t hurt me. They won’t hurt you if you stay with me.” Her eyes gleamed out from the drabness of her features.

“Won’t hurt me? Won’t hurt you? Did you… do you see what that man is doing?” Shayna asked, her tears overflowing. “Dancing on dead bodies. No one is safe here. Not as long as we wear these.” She pulled at the yellow star sewn onto her dress. The woman opened her mouth, but Shayna cut her off. “Safe? You think you’re safe? My father never hurt anyone. Ever. Just went to his law office every day and helped people. Jewish people. German people. We were happy. Was he safe? They took him away. Mama told me they took him away to work. But I know better.” She curled her hand into a fist and swiped away the tears running down her cheeks. “My Papa could be one of the bodies in that pit. Getting danced on. Don’t tell me I’ll be safe.”

Guilt battled with rage for brief moments until rage emerged victorious. She breathed deeply, reared back, but at the last moment she swallowed what she had intended to spit. Instead, she hurled from her mouth only a word dripping with hate. “Traitor!”

Gitel returned Shayna’s outburst with a glare of fury. “Dancing is not evil, child. Dancing is never evil. I’m not dead, am I? Because I am one of his favorites. You are safe, with me. Listen to me now, Shayna the Jewish girl.”

A pang of guilt squeezed Shayna’s chest. Jewish girl? Guilt wormed its way back. Did she really deserve that, after ridiculing her traditions for so long? Yet here, amidst a world shorn of humanity, all knew her as only Shayna the Jewish girl. She shook her head, trying to dislodge the accusations pounding her thoughts. Traitor? Who was she to call Gitel a traitor?

The woman gripped her arm with fingers like talons. “Listen to me. You and I… we must be his favorites. You must be special, too. To survive, like I have survived. So, I will tell you a secret, something no one else knows. And you will be so powerful. Like me.”

Shayna turned away from the woman’s rantings, holding her hands over her ears, but couldn’t shut out Gitel’s words. She stared at the woman in disbelief as the woman’s tale unfolded. Her rapt attention broke only when a whistle shrilled from the distance, pulling her gaze from Gitel to the open assembly yard.

Wirtzler was advancing on the huddled people before the pit, red footprints marking his trail. She could see no traces of amusement on his thin features as he turned his gaze onto the prisoners. His expression hardened. “Now get out of my sight, you filth!” He turned to his son and beckoned with one gloved hand.

A second whistle sounded from one of the guards. The younger Wirtzler unsnapped the German Shepherd’s leash and uttered, “Odin! Duty!” The dog darted toward the crowd, snapping and biting at those on the edge. Shayna and the other ragged prisoners screamed and ran in the other direction. Her heart pounded as more dogs joined in and surrounded the crowd as if herding a crowd of sheep. Guards fired into the air, directing their charges toward several wooden barracks.

Shayna was jerked to her feet. Gitel gripped her arm even more tightly and pulled her out from behind the cover of the shed. To Shayna’s horror, the woman ran toward the group of Nazis surrounding the commandant’s son, dragging Shayna along.

“Hurry, girl, hurry!” Gitel said as she hobbled across the parade grounds. “They won’t hurt you if you stay with me. He loves me, girl. You can serve him, too. With me. You can…” Her words were lost among the shouts and gunfire. The guards surrounding the commandant’s son turned toward them, raising their rifles.

“Let me GO!” Shayna jerked against the woman’s grip. Terror blanked her mind as gunshots cracked through the air. She fell to her knees and struggled to free her arm. Gitel dragged her only a few more feet until her grip loosened, leaving Shayna sprawled in the dirt. Shayna watched the woman run to the younger Wirtzler and his bodyguards. She waited for Gitel’s body to be torn apart by bullets, but she reached the group intact. Shayna could not break her gaze away from the sight. The woman dropped to her knees and raised her arms. The guards lowered their rifles and waved her into the same building Wirtzler and his dog had just entered, but not before most of them groped and squeezed her as she passed.

Shayna lay frozen in amazement until more whistles prompted her upright. She ran away from Wirtzler and Gitel and the guns, toward the herd of prisoners. She took advantage of the panic and confusion to blend in with the other inmates on their maddened dash from the SS. She wedged herself through the torrent of terrified prisoners crowding through the door to her barracks and collapsed into her mother’s arms.

“Shayna, Shayna, Shayna. My precious Mushi, thank God,” Hannah Essenreich muttered as she crushed her daughter in a desperate embrace. “I was so scared, my Mushi. I thought you were out… there. I thought—”

“I’m okay, Mama. I was with… I had to stay with… with… the commandant. And then—”

Hannah released her hug and leaned back, looking closely at her daughter. “Wirtzler? That devil. He didn’t… did he?”

“No Mama. I just cleaned… just had to clean. Just had to…” She broke into sobs.

Hannah clutched her daughter back against her. Around them Shayna heard the keening of adults and children alike, everyone clutching one another. Peering over her mother’s shoulder, she saw several elder men rocking back and forth in murmured prayer. Her tears finally dried in the solace of her mother’s embrace.

“There was a woman, Mama. A Jewish woman, like us. She was in the Commandant’s office with me. Gitel. She told me… she tried to get me to… Mama she told me—”

Hannah cut her off with a finger to her lips. “Meshuggeneh Gitel? The Crazy One? They told me about her when we first arrived, my Shayneleh. They’ve driven the poor thing crazy here. She tells anyone who will listen that she’s special, that she will never be killed. She’s special alright. The beast Wirtzler and his spawn… she does what she does for them to stay alive. We all do things to stay alive in this world of hell, Shayneleh. Stay away from her, Shayna. She is a slave Jew, and she’s crazy. Nothing she says is real. She stays a slave to Wirtzler’s demons for sex, cleaning, God only knows what else. Do not let her bring the same attention to you, Shayna. Stay away from her.”

“But she told me they would kill me if they found out I knew. She told me I had to be special like her. What she said was so hard to believe. But she told me details, dates, like she really knew the truth about—”

Gunshots from outside the barracks interrupted her. Hannah covered her ears with her hands and moaned. Shayna shook her head and resolved to tell her mother when she could listen. She had to. It was too incredible, too dangerous to keep to herself. Even if Gitel was meshuggeneh. As more gunshots pierced the muttering and wails inside the barracks, she pried herself from her mother and crept to the wall of the crowded barracks, finding a small cleft between planks and peering through it. The plaza had cleared except for a scattered dozen or so who remained on the ground. Shayna shuddered and clutched thin arms around herself as she watched guards walk to each huddled form, press a rifle to each head, and shoot.

Still, she couldn’t tear her gaze away as they dragged the bodies to the pit and hurled them in. Lifeless arms stretched up in stiffened rigor as if to receive each bloodied body. Other guards poured a liquid over the heap and then threw lit torches onto the pile.

Shayna remained glued to the peephole, unable to tear her gaze from the massive bonfire that lit the twilight, until a whispered conversation caught her ear. She turned to find a man talking to her mother.

“The bodies of our people,” the middle-aged man murmured. “They’re not dancing under that monster. They’re dying. They get bloated with gas, especially in that sun. They rise to the surface, get crushed or squeezed, and expel the gas through their mouths or bullet holes. Then they sink back into the mass. That whole pit is a decaying, bloated, gas filled. Those bodies are just going through nature’s process of dying.” Sobs wracked his frail body. “God damn those Nazis. They are monsters. Monsters. Where is our God?”

Shayna clapped her hands over her ears, sickened by the man’s whispers.

Hannah dragged herself to the man, wrapping her arms around him. “God will come. God will never desert his Chosen. We must be strong.” She pulled back slightly and stared at him. “How do you know all this about…?” She nodded toward the pit.

“I am a—” He paused and patted the yellow star on his shirt. “I was a doctor. They threw me out after the laws were passed.” He wiped his tears. “I also know all about that monster, Wirtzler. Did you know he is the Rolf Wirtzler? I saw him perform years ago. The great dancer with the German National Ballet. When Germany was human. When Jews and Gentiles danced together in beautiful performances. Now he is a dancer for the new Germany. He and the rest of Hitler’s monsters.” His tone became bitter. “Only one of those monsters can make something as beautiful as The Dance into a torture of human beings.” He exhaled a deep shuddering breath.

The man leaned close to Hannah. His tone sharpened. “And how do you know about God coming? Did it look like God was there when that—” He gritted his teeth. “When that horror of a man was dancing on the bodies of Jewish children?”

“We don’t need God, right Mama?” Shayna said. “I remember your stories of the Golem. I know they were just stories, but… maybe it’s true? Mama, legends have to come from somewhere, right? You say God is real, right? So why can’t His avenging creature be true? If we pray, Mama?”

Her mother put a finger to her lips. “Hush now, Shayna. Never say that. Those were just stories. Stories to put you to sleep. You are too old to believe in that now. You are old enough to believe in God and what He can do. What He will do.”

“God didn’t protect Papa when they came for him,” Shayna whispered. “He told us he’d be back for us but…” She pulled away. Her glare bore into her mother’s eyes. “He’s not coming back, is he? He never worked for them, did he? He’s in that pit? Or in some other pit somewhere? You can tell me, Mama. He’s lying in that pit, ignored by God—”

“Sha!” Hannah cut her off. The man beside her was staring at Shayna aghast. Her mother whispered to him, “She is a seventeen-year-old child. A terrified child. We will pray.” Hannah put one arm around Shayna, draped the other around the doctor who was weeping again. She lifted her face upward, her eyes closed. One by one, others in the room joined her in fervent prayer.

Shayna rolled her eyes. Even in this hell, she couldn’t escape all the mutterings and prayers so beholden to her fellow Jews. She’d loved all the stories she’d been brought up with, real and fantastical. The heroes of her religion had thrilled her, the underdog victories of Judah Maccabee, David against Goliath, Joshua. The bedtime tales of the Golem, slayer of Jewish enemies, had put her to sleep with the security such stories created. But the meaningless chanting and prayers absorbing so much time that could be spent reading or playing…She looked around and saw despair, disease, but no heroes. She sighed and picked at the hated yellow star on her dress, realizing that she would always be one of those Jews in the eyes of enemies, families, friends no matter what. She twisted and hugged her mother, then peered around the room through slitted lids. One person caught her attention, the only other one besides Shayna who hadn’t joined in prayer. The old man squatted against the wall, stroking a scraggly beard. Long sideburns curled down both sides of his face. The end of his beard was melted into a grotesque congealed tangle. Rheumy, bloodshot eyes never left Shayna, even after most of the room’s inhabitants had drifted into uneasy sleep on the bare floor. It was only when Hannah’s eyes finally closed that the old man crept across the floor.

Shayna remained propped up against the wall. Hunger and fear and the unwavering image of tangled bodies in the pit kept her from sleep. The sight of the old man creeping spider—like toward her was finally more than she could bear. She opened her mouth to scream, but the old man put a finger to his lips and smiled. His eyes locked onto Shayna’s and hypnotized her into silence.

He crept closer, avoiding the slumbering prostrate forms around him, and leaned in close. Shayna flinched at the unwashed smell wafting off his body, but the wall behind her prevented any further retreat.

“Don’t worry, child,” he whispered into her ear. “My name is Chaim. Rabbi Chaim Mamser, from Prague. I’m not going to hurt you, child,” he said. “I heard what you said to your mama. You were right, child. About the Golem.”

Shayna gawked at his wrinkled face. His beard gave off a strange acrid smell.

The old man noticed her fixed gaze. “You don’t like my beard, huh? Neither do I.” He spread apart blackened tufts with long dirty fingernails, revealing blistered skin beneath. “Compliments of a gang of Hitler Youth. Seems they like how human hair sizzles and burns so slowly.”

“You know about the Golem? You believe in it too, yes? This place is Hell. If Hell can exist, why can’t a creature like the Golem? Why can’t that be how God will save us, like Mama says?” Shayna’s words spilled in a whispered torrent, terror overwhelming her.

The rabbi clamped gnarled hands around her arms. His fetid breath brushed her face. “I don’t know if God is here anymore. But His word remains. Do you believe in the Bible?”

Shayna nodded.

“So, you know that God’s word in the Bible has to be true?”

She nodded again.

“Then you remember the story of Adam? Adam was made by God from the dust of the Earth. He was fashioned from the Earth, child. Just like the Golem is made. So you see, child, Adam was the first Golem.”

Shayna’s eyes widened. Could it be true?

“That’s how the Jews know of it. Adam was real, the Bible tells us so. Thus his ancestor, the Golem, must be real. That’s why we know it can protect us in troubled times. Like now. If it’s in the Bible, then it must be real, and God can make another Golem for His people. Understand, child?”

Shayna could not sleep the rest of that long night, unable to shake the old man’s words. God can make another Golem.






Chapter Two

Shayna

Avram held her in his thin arms, both of them reveling in the fragrances that the meadow released. So different from the mustiness of the synagogue from which they had both fled as soon as morning prayers were over. She turned her face up to the sun, which embraced the two of them with a comforting warmth and brightness so different from the oppressive gloom of the sanctuary. Everything in the outskirts of her small western Polish village of Katowice was so different from the strict meaningless rituals and expectations that governed the town’s small Jewish community. She settled back against Avram, his scrawny pale body as comforting and protective in that moment as if he were twice his size and years older. Avram, in fact, was no different in build than all the other boys and teens with their long curling sideburns, soft tufts of adolescent beard just beginning to sprout, and delicate skin so pale from avoidance of the outdoors. But Avram loved her and had become a willing rebel against the rigid Jewish traditions that had imprisoned them. She smiled at him. He smiled back and kissed her tentatively on the top of her head. This was their sanctuary, this open place lit only by the sun, enclosed only by the endless ceiling of blue sky.

Shouts interrupted the tranquility of the meadow. Shayna stiffened and sat up. Black smoke drifting up from the village blew lazily, staining the blue of the sky above her. Chattering gunshots pierced the quiet, followed by the echoes of shouts, thunderous booms. She turned into Avram and hugged him tightly. More shouts assaulted the two. Shouts and screams…

Shayna woke to shouting. The dream broke apart, replaced by the stark reality of the barracks. As she and the rest of the hut’s prisoners were prodded back onto the plaza with its two pits, her eyes watered under the acrid sting of smoke. The previous day’s stench of decaying bodies had been overtaken by the reek of charred flesh. Shayna gazed at the smoke and ash which hung over the camp like a storm cloud, floating down like black snowflakes on captives and captors alike.

Shayna kept hold of her mother’s hand as rifle butts forced them like a herd of cattle until they were stopped in front of the looming empty pit. She and the others peered fearfully at the adjoining pit. No longer was it a cauldron of moving bodies. Now, smoke rose from the scorched blackened forms within it. Popping sounds belched into the air every few minutes, and small spouts of flame lit up tendrils of smoke as if it were the opening to Hell itself.

Shayna tightened her grip on her mother’s hand and looked upwards. A breeze had blown holes in the haze. Powderpuff clouds dotted a blue sky suddenly revealed through the smoke. It was as if a comforting vision from her childhood peeked down at her and beckoned rescue from the horrors she had been thrust into. She had only to blink, or shake her head, or pray for that refuge, and the nightmare around her would dissolve. She released her mother’s hand and lifted her arms to that peaceful world above just as the other prisoners around her tensed.

The soldiers around them snapped to attention and Shayna followed suit, spying Commandant Wirtzler striding forward from the far side of the pit. His very presence sent a stab of dread through her. Once again, he was flanked by Odin on one side and his son on the other. A satisfied smile pricked Klaus Wirtzler’s expression, as if he had just heard a clever joke.

Shayna’s mother clutched her hand tightly. Looking up, she found her mother smiling down through tears. The rabbi took her other hand. His eyes were closed, his head bent. A rapid babble of Hebrew whispered from his lips. Shayna snatched her hand from his clutch and looked from side to side for others from her town, others of her trusted neighbors who could help—

There. She blinked but the boy stood out several rows away, his back turned towards Shayna. Avram! Her Avram, not so much a fighter with his pale gangly form, but he knew her. He’d shared her secrets. He’d shared the world with her. Hunched over the inscrutable Hebrew texts only when he had to, otherwise meeting her to stare up at clouds for hours, laughing at the silliness of spending hours immersed with other pale chanting teens in gloomy services, sneaking food with her during the Yom Kippur fasts…She wrenched at her mother’s hand, pulling to go to him, to prove that this was all just a nightmare.

“Jews!” Wirtzler’s voice carried from the opposite side of the pit. Avram turned around at the Commandant’s shout. His skin was pasty against his long black curls. His eyes darted back and forth in sockets widened with terror but showed no sign of recognition as they glanced ever so briefly in Shayna’s direction. He had the gaunt pale expression of so many of the boys Shayna had always disdained. This was not the Avram she knew. Her last vision of him had been as the gentle comforting companion who had held her in their secret place and kissed away her resentments and anxieties. Now he looked like just another gaunt.

Hannah jerked back on Shayna’s hand, pulling her closer. Shayna looked up at the commandant along with everyone else, the boy gone from her sight and from her thoughts.

Odin punctuated his master’s shout with several loud barks. Wirtzler rubbed the dog’s head, then mounted a box to survey the crowd. “It is time for all of you to prepare another dance floor, like your friends did for you, hm?” Stiff smiles broke out among several of the guards’ stony expressions.

Shayna squeezed her mother’s hand as Wirtzler’s words registered and her fate became clear. Wails sprang up from the crowd around them, drowning out an undercurrent of muttered Hebrew prayers. The SS guards encircled the crowd, rifles drawn. Mothers and fathers clutched each other and held onto their children, while others bowed and slumped in surrender to the certainty of their looming deaths.

Hannah hugged Shayna tightly. Her eyes glistened as tears overflowed and ran down her cheeks. “Stay close to me, Liebchen. I love you very much. I will always be with you, my sweet darling. I love you forever. I love, I love…”

The guards moved in, shouting and clubbing, thrusting people forward. Still clutched against her mother’s chest, Shayna could no longer see through the crowd around her. A round of gunshots cracked through the air, stilling the shouts and wailing.

Guards resumed shouting, pushing more people forward, and Shayna and her mother were carried along with them, still separated from the pit by several rows of prisoners. A second volley of gunshots stopped the crowd in their tracks. And then the plod forward continued. Another explosion of synchronized gunfire rang out over the crowd. The crowd shuffled forward another short distance.

Shayna’s gaze dropped to the ground, her mind blanking out the sky, the people around her, the heavy reek of the air, everything except her legs that had a mind of their own as they plodded forward. She and her mother finally arrived at the front. Guards separated them in a line from the others behind. Prodded at gunpoint, they moved with twenty or so others in a line toward the pit before them. At the command of the guards, they stopped at the edge and turned around. Shayna looked over her shoulder into the pit behind her. Bleeding bodies were piled halfway to the top. She met the glazed open eyes of a child, his chest patterned with bleeding holes, red splatters dripping from his face. He seemed to be staring back at her, his gaping mouth crying at her to run.

Shayna screamed as a cordon of rifles raised and pointed at her and the others in line. Many in the row looked up, hands raised to God. Shayna screamed again.

“Halt!” The command came as a physical blow. Hannah staggered several steps backward and wobbled at the edge of the pit. Silence fell over the scene as Commandant Wirtzler strode into the line of fire. The SS firing squad lowered their rifles in unison and stood at attention. Wirtzler continued his solitary march until he stopped in front of Shayna. As if pulling a favorite tactic from back in time, he jerked Shayna’s head up with a gloved hand under her chin. Shayna looked into eyes that pierced her with cold intensity.

“Shayna the Jewish girl, yes?” he asked, his voice carrying over the silent grounds. Shayna stood frozen. “I’ve been looking for you.” A smile widened across his features. “And here you are. You never answered my question.” His voice raised. “You could have saved everyone, if you had only answered my question. But now…” He paused to look up and down the row of people standing before him. His smile leered down at Shayna. “Now because of you, everyone must answer that question of what happens if a garden is fed with blood instead of water. Because I will plant my garden over your bodies. Who knows what will grow, hm?” He raised his voice. “Because of you.”

He spun around and walked to where his son and Odin had been waiting. He waved a hand at the phalanx of SS guards standing at attention, who raised their rifles once again, pointing black snouts forward. Shayna clutched her mother in a desperate embrace, terror quickly replacing the briefest grip of shame left by the stain of Wirtzler’s words. She had no time to feel or think anything else, as explosions of loud gunshots fractured the air. One by one, those in line around her jerked and fell backwards into the pit. Hannah spun around and collapsed against Shayna, who was rocked a moment later with a searing punch to her shoulder. She toppled backwards under her mother and crashed onto the spongy surface of bodies. An agonizing throb tore from her shoulder and lanced into the rest of her body. She lay motionless, overwhelmed with terror, with pain, as more and more weight pressed from above her. Down she sank, lower and lower into the darkness of the pit until redness and black clouded her vision.

Heavy objects… bodies… crashed onto her, jolting her from the brink of oblivion. The metallic scent of blood and gunpowder stung her throat as another volley of gunshots tore into the air above. Then more thudding, dropping all around her, splashing her with sticky liquid. The gunshots grew more muffled until she could barely hear them at all. A limp arm slapped across her face. She looked from side to side, finding only gaping, bloodied faces. Something clutched her hand, and she screamed. “Mama, Mama, Mama! Help Mama. Help me, Mama!” she shouted.

“It’s me, child. It’s me. I’m here with you, child.” Shayna twisted her head as far as it would go and saw the rabbi with the ugly beard, who had spoken to her the night before. Shayna twisted back and forth, searching for her mother, but each movement dislodged the bodies around her and burrowed her even deeper. Fetid air squelched into Shayna’s face. The roiling tangle of broken limbs pushed her further down between them, as searing agony exploded from her shoulder.

Finally, she felt solid earth beneath her. Something red and sticky dripped onto her face. Shayna struggled to breathe against the heavy shroud of bodies crushing her. Blackness spotted her vision, growing into a swirling nothingness that drew her down… down…

“Child.” She twisted and stared at the old man’s gaunt visage pressed close to her. “Bring the Golem, child. Live for all of us.” He dug with trembling hands into his coat and pushed out a lump of gray material, pocked with bullet holes and marbled with red swirls of blood. It had absorbed the rounds intended for the old man, but the Hebrew letters etched into the clay had somehow survived. The lump rolled out of the old man’s hands and splashed into the muck next to Shayna.

Her mother’s stories broke through the impending darkness. The Golem. Shayna grasped madly at the bottom of the pit. Her hands came away covered in mud mixed with ash and blood, some her own. Only the tears splashing into the muck belonged to Shayna alone. The old man mumbled in Hebrew, as the sea of bodies pressed down on her, suffocating, crushing her. Summoning a last bit of strength, Shayna whispered the prayers from her mother’s stories as she dug down into the muck. Frantically, she molded handfuls of blood-soaked mud and clay until her mother’s stories blended with the old man’s prayers into an insistent buzz. The clay squirmed to life.






Chapter Three

Klaus

The bony girl his father had just singled out disappeared into the pit, no longer special. Klaus sighed. Shayna the Jewish girl? He shook his head. Why even allow her a name? The whole process could have taken half the time without his father’s ridiculous performance.

The metronomic gunfire became hypnotizing as the sun beat down on Klaus. Just as several more rows of bowed people shuffled forward, his father stepped off the wooden block and shouted to the execution squad. Klaus rolled his eyes in frustration as the shooting stopped. This time, though, his father approached the pit with more energy than he had previously.

“Maybe time for more fun?” his father called out. “I just can’t resist The Dance with all my new friends.”

The SS looked at each other. Klaus read their expressions. The bodies were too fresh. They needed time in the sun to decompose into a bloated human dance floor. Klaus started forward, intent on asserting his leadership and protecting his father from an impetuous mistake.

Too late.

The elder Wirtzler strode with elegant precision into the pit, nearly filled with a stew of human ingredients. He stalked into the middle, keeping his balance with pinwheeling arms. His laughter echoed over the plaza as he pranced and stepped without any movement of the bodies beneath helping him. Klaus shook his head but couldn’t hide a resigned smile. “You’ll all dance, too,” Wirtzler bellowed to the remaining people still awaiting their bullets. “You will dance—”

Wirtzler jerked his head down. A thick dripping arm erupted from the bodies and gripped his left boot. He tried to shake free from the dead claw that somehow found a way to hook him. His derisive grin melted into a frown as the grip tightened around his ankle.

Klaus’s smile also vanished as his father sank down into the bodies. The camp commandant whipped his head back and forth looking for help, then he stared directly at Klaus, eyes wide. It was an expression Klaus didn’t recognize in the father who remained always in control, never afraid. It terrified Klaus even more than did the quicksand of bodies.

“Klaus! Get me out of here!” the elder Wirtzler shouted hoarsely. He sank deeper, now buried up to his waist. He pushed down with both arms, trying to lift himself up, but each hand simply sank into the yielding mass of corpses. His bellicose expression had turned pleading, his eyes dancing in all directions. He raised his hands in the air and called to his soldiers in an emasculating shriek, “Get over here! Move, move, move! Get me out of here!”

Klaus stood rooted to the ground in terror. Odin barked at his master and strained at the leash until he broke free. The dog bounded forward and leaped into the pit, snarling and snapping at the stiffened corpses. Wirtzler’s expression turned hopeful as he reached out to his dog, calling his name over and over as the animal bounded closer. Now buried to mid-chest, he stretched out his arms as far as they would go. “Odin, here boy! Get over—”

He vanished beneath the bodies.

Klaus struggled to breathe against the vice squeezing around his chest. He wobbled on legs turned jellied.

Odin whined over the pile. Too terrified to move, Klaus imagined the bodies rising out of the pit and pulling him into their midst. A loud whistle sounded, followed by sharp orders from the SS platoon leader. Soldiers rushed forward, raising their rifles and firing into the pit.

The gunfire shattered Klaus’s paralysis. He stumbled forward. “Stop! Stop shooting! You’ll kill my father, you idiots! Stop shooting. I command you!”

The soldiers continued to rake the pit with gunfire, ignoring the man in black. Bullets tore into Odin. The dog collapsed among the coils of bodies. Fountains of blood exploded from the corpses. Still, the guards kept shooting.

From the center of the pit a tall naked form exploded into view, scattering bodies in all directions. He… it was covered in mud, its face a shapeless heap of sludge resting on dripping broad shoulders.

The Nazi guards froze in place. No longer shooting, they stared at the thing. The figure strode forward with wide ponderous steps, swiveling its body back and forth. It resembled a swimmer wading toward land through large crashing waves, except crooked bodies resisted his progress instead of ocean tides. One arm held a limp teenage girl that drooped lifelessly from his grasp. With its other arm the thing tossed something into the air that spurted blood. Klaus’s jaw sagged in horror as the object landed among the bodies. The severed leg bore a black jackboot, a silver SS insignia emblazoned on the leather. In a pit of Jews, Klaus knew the leg could only belong to his father.

Klaus screamed. SS soldiers shouted to each other and resumed shooting; their aim now directed at the thing advancing toward them. Bullets plunked harmlessly into the mud—covered body, as if hitting a tree trunk. It plunged its free hand through the pile and stood upright again, drawing up with it an old man. The creature surged to the edge of the pit, its shapeless head sharpened with each step, becoming the smooth features of a swarthy young man. The soldiers staggered back, still firing their rifles.

Klaus scurried to a wooden structure where he crouched behind a wall and watched the chaos unfold.

As the figure clambered out of the pit, glimpses of skin became visible through the mud still smearing its body. The thing’s face shifted and moved as it advanced through the fusillade of bullets. It paused long enough to gently lay the girl and the old man down on the ground, and when it straightened up, its features had changed again. It glared at the soldiers through the eyes of a much older, wrinkled man with a scraggly beard that ended in a matted mess. The man-thing reached the first wall of retreating soldiers, and with one swipe of its arm sent them flying.

A brave guard charged forward with a long dagger raised, but the man-thing easily blocked his attack with one hand. With the other, it grasped the soldier’s arm and twisted it off at the shoulder with a wet snap. It pushed the screaming soldier aside and rampaged into the cordon of Nazis still shooting, flinging men about as if they were toy soldiers. Still dripping mud, the creature bent over a pile of SS guards sprawled on the ground, plucking one’s head off his body with ease. It tossed the head away, the eyes staring in sightless shock as it landed in the pit. The creature smashed another’s head with his foot, reducing it to a splatter of blood and brains.

The camp had been hastily built as a waystation for defenseless Jews, and its soldiers had no guard towers, bunkers, or machine gun nests to call upon for support. Until now they had been unnecessary. Summoned by the shouts and screams of their comrades, more soldiers scrambled from the mess hall. Meanwhile, the huddled mass of families looked on with horror and confusion as the muddy thing from the pit rampaged.

With the attention of their SS executioners now consumed with what had emerged from the pit, several Jews stumbled toward the unguarded gate of the camp. Soon the entire group was breaking ranks and running madly away from the pit, out the gate, and away from the camp. Elderly grandparents and parents holding infants were abandoned as they shuffled more slowly toward freedom, all but ignored by the camp’s guards.

The cacophony of shrieks, gunshots, and frantic orders joined the screech of whistles into a shrill backdrop as the camp descended into gory pandemonium. More soldiers rushed to confront the large muddy form, but it swiped them away. They were battered through the air by what had become a matronly middle—aged woman with a hooked nose, fleshy lips, and sagging naked breasts hanging from a stooped body. She ran with a speed that defied her plumpness. Surviving soldiers fired at her back, opening multiple bullet holes that neither bled nor slowed her down. She bounded into the pit and ran over the bodies as if they were solid, then leapt back onto solid ground and bowled into a line of Nazis firing machine guns and rifles. She lifted one into the air and punched his belly. Her fist exploded out his back in a spray of blood. Casting him aside, the woman-thing ran toward the barracks with the agility of a wild animal.

Watching the frenzied destruction, Klaus Wirtzler remained crouched behind the barracks wall. Before his eyes, the woman’s shape twisted and shrank into that of a small girl. Even in child form it never paused in its rampage. She—it—veered toward the barracks, behind which Wirtzler was cringing, and leaped through the wooden wall. The planks of the opposite wall exploded outward as the wild creature pounded through them with childish fists until the entire structure collapsed.

With his protective wall in pieces, Wirtzler found himself exposed. Vulnerable. He stood slowly, hoping the girl-thing wouldn’t notice him. She turned, pausing as if catching her breath before starting toward Klaus. Her eyes met Klaus’s, the orbs impassive yet burning into Klaus a horror that weakened every muscle. Several desultory bullets thudded into the piles of wooden planks from the few remaining guards, but most had thrown down their weapons and run off. The entire camp had deserted save for the jumbled bodies stacked in the pit, and the uniformed bodies sprawled on the open grounds.

Sweat poured down Klaus’s pudgy cheeks as he blinked his eyes against the impossible sight approaching. The creature morphed and twisted with each step toward him. The little girl arrived in front of him a tall middle-aged man, thin and muscular. His face was the swarthy visage Klaus had seen on so many of the Jews he had watched tumble from each transport. An unkempt mop of dark curly hair hung over its forehead. His uncut genitals shocked Wirtzler, who had been expecting to see the barbarism of circumcision on this creature of the Jews. The man looked down at Klaus with eyes dark and dead. And then it reached out and gripped his fleshy neck. Klaus’s bladder released warm urine down his legs. The two stood like statues for interminable seconds, Klaus waiting for the hand around his neck to squeeze his life away.

But nothing happened. He opened his eyes and saw the face, inches away, melt into the unblemished features of a young woman. A moment later it hardened into a sad middle-aged man, and then it sagged and wrinkled into an elderly man’s face, lips puckered with years of smoking. As Klaus stared transfixed, faces of different ages, genders, and expressions melted in rapid sequence on top of each other. Images drooped with sorrow. Other faces glared out at him with suspicion before melting into the next being. Klaus trembled in terror, his legs threatening to collapse. The last face drew closer, eyes fixing Klaus in an unblinking glare. Thick lips frowned in an otherwise impassive face.

The creature lifted Klaus up by the neck until he dangled off the ground. “Emes es toyt,” the man-thing uttered in a voice that rasped like gravel. Klaus’s vision reddened as he strangled in the man’s grip. He tried to scream for mercy but could only squeeze out an incoherent gurgle. The shifting nightmare looked off to the side as a shrill scream broke through all the noise. It released Klaus, who thudded to the ground. It turned its head in the direction of the scream, where an SS guard was bent over a girl sprawled on the ground, pointing his gun at her head. The girl screamed again.

The apparition whirled around and loped across the empty parade ground. It covered the distance in seconds, then leaped like a strange animal over the remaining ground and sent the guard flying. A raging howl echoed across the plaza.

Klaus raised himself up for a better view but regretted it moments later when he saw the thing punch its fists into either side of the guard’s black helmet. The man’s face dissolved as the two sides of the helmet met. It then gently lifted the teenage girl, cupped her in his arms, and ran off through the open gate into the woods surrounding the camp. A fresh bloodstain soaked the ground where the girl had sprawled. Even at a distance, Klaus recognized the girl as the one his father had singled out before the shooting.

He rubbed his neck with shaking hands and then patted himself to assure all body parts were intact. Seconds after he struggled upright, the world spun around him. He staggered from side to side before falling to his knees and vomiting. Bruised vocal cords muffled his call for help into a hoarse croak. Finally, after the spinning faded, he regained his footing and made his way to the reinforcements he saw racing in and out of sheds. He ignored the bodies scattered over the ground until one of them reached out a claw and gripped his ankle.

His fear running rampant, Klaus shook off the hand and skittered backwards. The old man bore a yellow star on his tattered shirt. His long sideburns marked him as a Hasidic Jew. He raised his head, revealing a dirty beard melted into a matted mess. Fear replacing the familiar urge to inflict pain, Klaus stood frozen as the elderly man struggled to his knees. Klaus recognized him as the man who had been dragged from the pit along with the girl. The old man reached out a trembling arm, not toward Klaus but in the direction of the gate through which other prisoners had escaped. “It is in your world now, Nazi. Your world… your world… your world…” He whispered through lips coated with ash then fell heavily back onto the ground, panting.

Klaus stood rooted in place, held captive by the man’s words and by the toothy smile that leered from within the tangles of his beard. Klaus recoiled as that grin stretched the old man’s gaunt features into a laughing skull.
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