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			To my women.

			Those here: Phoebe, Bennett, Beth, Claire, Betty, Annika.

			Those gone: Lindsey, Kerri, Vicki, Juanita.

		

	
		
			 

			“God forgive me, my entire life was one sin.”

			- Augustus the Strong, on his deathbed, 1733

			“The King will yearn for golden fruit,

			Which the feeble hand yet cannot present.

			On this account it proffers now but crystals of porphyry and borax

			before the King’s throne in place of those sacrifices.

			Yes, the hand extends even the heart in vessels of porcelain

			

			and as an offering here tenders both.”

			- Johann Friedrich Böttger, in a letter to the King, 1709

		

	
		
			 

			Reader, beware.

			The truth of history is people come across things we’d rather close our eyes to. In this book, based on truth, is a cruel sport called fox tossing. I wish it weren’t real.

			There is also a woman who cannot escape the reality that women are seen as objects, even today. I wish that weren’t real either.

			If you find yourself needing to close your eyes, skip chapter 30. If you find yourself wanting to feel the fire I did when I uncovered these unfortunate realities, read it all.
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			Horse bells jingled outside the four-paned window, waking two brothers, ages twelve and six, from a sleep warmed only by each other. Johann and Herman shared a narrow bed, nestled snugly in the slanted eaves of the one story Lutheran parsonage. It was Christmas Eve Day, but too early, too dark, to call it a day yet.

			

			“What’s that, Johann?” Herman said. He sat up, leaning over Johann, his orange hair colored gray in the predawn light.

			Johann pushed himself up on his elbows and rubbed the window, but the frost was on the outside. “Someone’s probably on their way to the Christmas market near the palace.” The muffled neigh of a horse followed the shaking of a mane. The bells tinkled, louder this time, then a man’s voice, low and soothing, rumbled through the walls.

			“Probably a problem with the harness and he’ll be on his way again,” said Johann. He tried to push Herman to lay back down. It was far too early to be up, and Da had a big day at the church with the services.

			But Herman wouldn’t budge. He knee’d Johann in the gut clambering over him, pressing his nose and hands to the cold pane. Frost trickled up the windows, and Herman stood to see, his feet sliding precariously close to Johann’s face.

			“Brother!”

			“I want to see!” The boys grappled for a moment, one trying to urge the other back to his sleeping place, the other eager to see the cart, certainly full of luxurious gifts or fur or copper ore, all destined for the Christmas market.

			Johann overpowered his brother, as he always did. Herman weighed no more than a newborn goat, with bony elbows for horns. Da always told Johann to be careful with his brother, stressing that his body did not work like Johann’s did. Johann was careful, especially with the tender raised shoulder that spread wide and broad up to Herman’s jaw and uneven smile. But Herman fought, and wiggled from Johann’s grasp. Though he looked different, he did not act differently than other six-year-old boys.

			“It’s a snow white draft horse!” And like a mouse, Herman was gone from the bed and down onto the uneven planked floor. From the back of a chair, he grabbed Da’s large brown coat, the one with pewter buttons and fur-lined pockets. Da loved that coat, and Herman dragged it across the floor and was soon out the door and into the snowy, sludgy street.

			Johann ran after him, pulling his own coat from the hooks that were too high for Herman to reach, and hopped into Da’s leather boots. Da’s coat. Da’s boots. Might as well grab his black preacher’s robe and his Bible, Johann thought. He closed the door, hoping it would delay their fate.

			Silver faded the edges of the horizon not blocked by Dresden’s wood framed buildings. The church spire, freshly installed and ready for its debut this winter, gleamed. A biting wind hit Johann’s face. His eyes watered. Even with his unusual gait and uneven legs, Herman had somehow made it all the way to the white horse’s nose and the fogged breaths of boy and horse met in a warm cloud.

			The driver let the large, feathered hoof of his animal drop. The silver shoe flashed and he stepped around to Herman’s side. Johann flinched and in two large steps came between his brother and the man. The old man had a white beard and an elaborate multicolored Turkish coat. He leaned down to Johann. Johann could not help but flicker his eyes to the covered wagon, packed full of trade goods, too dark to see. But still, things bathed in shadow glistened and gleamed. Large things. Treasured things.

			“Boys,” the man said, his voice a strange cadence. “How convenient to have stopped in front of your home on this cold morning. I’m on my way with my wares to the Christmas market, I’m sure you know the way.”

			Herman elbowed Johann in the ribs. “As I said!” he whispered, sounding loud as a yell in the empty street.

			The horse stomped and sent the bells jingling again. A click of metal sounded on the cobbled streets, a flash of silver shone. The horse had a loose shoe.

			“Is your father awake?” the old man said. He peered at the parsonage. Johann nodded. Perhaps his father would be merciful to them if he knew they were helping someone in need. And it would give the brothers a chance to carefully replace their father’s clothes.

			“I shall fetch him,” said Herman, unsteady on his feet as he rambled back to the house. His unusual movements made the horse put its ears back. It raised a hoof. The horseshoe clattered to the street and Johann ran after his brother, hoping to shield him from the prying eyes of the stranger.

			The people around old Dresden knew Herman well enough to be unaffected by him. They usually watched out for the boy. But strangers, as Johann learned from many years of stepping into their lines of sight to protect his brother, could not be trusted.

			The man stayed put. Johann turned, put his back to the parsonage and his face to the overflowing cart. What were the objects? Some so large their shrouds shrugged from their shoulders like they were giants. The cart’s belly sagged. Johann crossed the threshold and ran out of his father’s shoes.

			Herman’s voice sounded, then Da’s. Next came Da’s heavy steps. Johann made sure the boots were in place and shoved his feet into his own. He’d grown this winter and his smallest toe crunched inward.

			“Da, there’s a man outside with an unshod hoof, surely we can help…” Johann began.

			“Your brother’s told me. Grab my boots, son. Herman’s brought the coat. A good deed this cold Christmas Eve morning is a fortunate thing, the Lord must want me awake to see the dawn.”

			Marten Kändler’s black curls draped forward over his eyes. He was the opposite of his fair-skinned, strawberry-blonde sons. Coarse black hair covered Da’s body, and his eyes were deep, russet brown, sometimes gold-cast when sunlight or joy struck him in the right way. These boys look like their mother, may God rest her soul, he’d say to the curved-spine, elderly women of the church when he pulled Johann close on one side and Herman on the other.

			Da clapped Johann on the back and leaned out the door, giving a wave to the old man. The horse huffed. Steam rolled from its nose.

			Johann and Herman did not wait for their father. They ran out again into the lightening morning, determined to comfort the horse who had no need of the boys, but accepted their warm hands on its chilled coat anyway.

			The pastor and merchant shook hands and spoke, and Da led him around where a lean-to in the side yard held more than chicken cages. The family mule perked her ears, silent in the cold. Where the garden grew in the summer, now only the rosemary was green. Workers who put the new church tower together had left a small anvil, a pile of wood and tools the church might need. The boys played often with the leftovers, wielding wood hammers and scavenging nails from the project to bang into whatever they could find.

			Soon after surveying the available materials, the merchant was back at his cart, rattling until he found his desired wares. Johann’s fingertips and nose lost their feeling as he watched the merchant and his father prepare a new shoe for the horse. The jingling of the horse’s bells signaled to Johann that his brother was no longer by his side. He snuck away to find him.

			Herman was holding the horse’s hoof in his hand, brow furrowed, crouched low. Lord! If that horse decided to bite him, his head would be gone in one crunch. Johann hurried to him and hissed: “Herman! That’s dangerous!”

			“No, he’s a gentle thing. See?” Herman dropped the hoof and the horse gingerly touched the broad tip to the stone street. He paid no mind to the small boy.

			“Well, be careful. Come watch them work on the shoe. Warmer over there.”

			“Doubt it. This horse is what’s warm.”

			“What’s…what’s in the cart, Herman?” Johann tilted his chin.

			“Haven’t looked. Waiting for you.” Herman gazed at the horse like he’d met a new mother.

			“Come on, then.”

			Herman showed small bright teeth and held his hands to Johann, who picked him up and put him in the driver’s seat of the cart. He toppled through the small window behind the seat and into the cart’s bed with a clatter. The horse turned to watch, the bells harmonizing with the hammering from the side yard. Herman’s gasp set Johann’s belly flickering with excitement.

			“What? What’s in there?”

			“Oh, you must come up! Treasure! Exotic and rare, no doubt meant for King Augustus himself! Far better than the normal wares at the fair!” Herman’s meandering smile appeared, the dawn becoming whiter now. Johann’s throat warmed as his brother held a gently-curved, ornately-carved teapot.

			“A beautiful teapot, brother, not likely meant for Augustus himself. But you’re wise to be careful anyway.” Johann could not help himself, he clambered up and into the cart, although at twelve years old, he knew he was supposed to act more like a man.

			Inside things were packed tightly, though a narrow aisle between man-sized, covered objects provided plenty of space for the boys. The smell of some fragrant herb, a strange perfume or oil mixed with woodsmoke, overpowered Johann. Legs of furniture and stacked crates created a cityscape of its own. Herman was right. The shrouded treasures felt larger and more special than any Johann had imagined. They accidentally loosened one of the many shrouds to show the face of a cherub, carved from dark marble.

			“Oooh,” the boys said in unison. Johann reached out and touched its face. His fingers, already cold, were chilled even more. How could something so lifelike not be warmed by blood? Its face was perfectly detailed: dimpled chin, thin brows, heavy cheeks. Johann curved his hand around its head, feeling the curled, carved hair.

			Herman poked it in the eyes.

			

			“Herman!” And though he tried to be serious, Johann laughed. He pulled the next shroud, revealing an angel. Herman poked it in the eyes, too, and a game of reveal and poke began. Soon all of the statues were unveiled and Herman’s small fingers had prodded every marble eye. Next the boys uncovered the golden gleam of many Turkish pots, then rugs, then wooden boxes nailed shut, then bright white dishes painted with blue flowers the likes of which Johann had never seen.

			But at the jostling of the cart, the horse whinnied loudly. Herman covered his small ears. His right hand could not reach his head. The horse gave away the boys and their treasure game.

			The pastor and the merchant unlatched the back door of the wagon. A roll of steam billowed out into the street. They’d been in there far too long. Johann’s fingers were no longer cold; his belly shrank to his spine and he grimaced. Herman laughed and held his arms out to his Da, ready to be picked up from the cart. Da grabbed him and set him down. Johann expected a scolding from the merchant, but the merchant crawled inside.

			“What’s your name?” the merchant’s voice had a trilling lilt.

			“Johann Kändler, sir.”

			“Johann, this is my livelihood. Your father’s livelihood is in that church across the street, where he’s told me they put that new cross up so high. You know who made that cross?”

			Johann shook his head.

			“A man like me. Someone who can melt metal and curve stone and bend wood to my liking.”

			“You made all of this?” Johann motioned to the faces of the statues, who looked suddenly wary of his presence in their wagon.

			“Not all of it. Most of it I did, but other things I traded for my sculptures or woodwork. The point is, boy, I would not destroy your father’s church or harm it in any way. I know you would not harm my livelihood either.”

			Johann shook his head. “No, herr merchant, I would not.”

			“Herr merchant. I like that. Very respectful. Let’s climb out, now.”

			Johann grabbed the hand of the merchant and it felt like a hand that had lived a thousand lives: hardened and calloused, warm and strangely sharp on the edges of his fingers, as if his skin had been melted to a point by all of the fire and chisels he’d wielded. Johann’s eyes went from the man’s white beard to his hands and back again.

			“These hands were earned.” The merchant crinkled his eyes as he smiled.

			Herman and Da had already had a little chat, as was apparent by Herman’s snot-streaked face. The people of Dresden were waking, and the horse stomped, impatient, still waiting for its new shoe.

			“In you go, Herman.” Da picked Herman up and put him in the cart. “All of them, understood?”

			“Yes, Da.” Herman began covering the statues and packages with the shrouds they’d torn away. Johann opened his mouth to speak. It could be hard for Herman to reach over their heads. But as he turned to tell his Da this, Herman poked the cherub in the eyes again and Johann could not speak.

			“You’ll help the merchant with the new shoe,” said Da. Then he turned to the merchant and said, “I have to prepare for services, but I shall be close by. Best of luck to you, and may God bless your journey. My sons will attend to your needs.”

			“I am grateful for you, Pastor Kändler, and shall stop again on my way out of Dresden. I hope your Christmas Eve with your new church tower is pleasing to God.”

			Da smiled and Johann followed the merchant sheepishly to the white draft’s front left leg. With simple instructions to follow, he helped the merchant reshod the horse. By the time Herman was done covering the wares, the merchant and Johann were done as well. Johann felt he hadn’t done much. Herman cried out for help to get down from the wagon. He rubbed his shoulder after Johann released him. Herman had the damp, sweet smell of winter sweat.

			“Farewell, boys. Perhaps I’ll see you again, or tonight, at the fair.”

			Johann twisted his mouth. They didn’t go to the fair, not with the risk of losing Herman in the crowd, or the risk of his brother being taken and sold by a collector of the strange, or simply being seen at all. They stayed here, safe in the shadow of the new church tower.

			Herman kissed the horse on the nose, patting it with a furrowed brow as if he’d known it all his life and had to bid farewell to a longtime friend. Johann and the merchant smiled knowingly at each other and the merchant snapped the reins. The bells of the draft horse chimed. Dawn revealed the horse’s gray spots, like fingerprints in frost.

			The streets were no longer empty, and Johann led Herman, who cried openly now, back to the parsonage for warmth and bread and perhaps more sleep. Their Da waited inside, straightening his black pastor’s coat, which reached all the way down his long legs and nearly skimmed the floor. On the table was a bent and dirty horseshoe, the one the horse had lost.

			“The merchant thought you boys might like to have it.”

			Johann and Herman grinned at each other. Herman wiped his nose on his sleeve and picked the horseshoe up, holding it to Johann with a wicked grin.

			“From the horse that pulls the King’s treasure!” he said. Johann reached out to touch it and felt a zing of shared excitement. Treasure indeed.

			Several months passed, and the springtime birds returned to Dresden. After months of carrying the horseshoe around like it was a shield or a goblet or a crown or a halo or whatever small play adventure Herman came up with, he asked Johann to nail it above the bed.

			“I want to look upon it every day and remember my horse.”

			“The merchant’s horse, Herman.”

			“I am the merchant, Johann,” Herman said, turning his voice into a deep bass that mimicked the merchant’s.

			Johann grabbed the hammer and a wooden nail from the side yard, stepping around the chickens and the newly-sprouted vegetables in the garden. Once back inside, he stood on a stool and hammered in the horseshoe tight. Wielding a hammer felt natural and good and he hopped from the stool and admired his handiwork. Herman, hands on his hips, showing how truly uneven he was, nodded his approval.

			A string of misfortunes had struck the Lutheran Church. Johann stamped his boots outside the parsonage door, but the grave dirt stuck fast. The dust, which clumped and crumbled after it dried, wafted to the horseshoe and made a thin film of brown. The Kändlers did not notice.

			Fall had come, and with it, early dark, and problems with Leichendiebe, the body snatchers, in the church’s graveyard. Herman slept, but Da and Johann were home from yet another incident.

			“They’re getting bolder.”

			“I thought the cage would work,” said Johann, his breath a harsh whisper.

			“I did, too. We’ll have to try something else. These people, they depend on us to keep their loved ones safe. I am unsure of what to do.”

			“We’ll petition the King? Ask for assistance?”

			Da laughed. “The King cares not for stolen corpses, Johann. The anatomist works for him after all, and if he has no bodies to open, he has nothing to show King Augustus for his advancements in natural philosophy.”

			“Why take bodies from the graveyard? Why not use the criminals or the bodies that wash up in the Elbe?”

			“I am not an anatomist nor am I a thief. I do not know. But we’ll go to the family in the morning, tell them…”

			Johann suddenly felt sick. “Tell them what, Da? That their loved ones are gone again? Taken from them in death and now…?”

			Da pursed his lips and grabbed Johann gently by the shoulder.

			“This is the work of a pastor.”

			“I know,” said Johann. “And you know I do not desire to be a pastor.”

			Da let Johann go and nodded. Johann’s hands itched. What did he want? To be a maker. Not a mourner, a bad news giver, a baptizer, a marrier, a speaker. He wanted to be a maker.

			Herman stirred. Da and Johann parted from each other to their own respective chairs at their table.

			“Johann, you know I’ve spoken to the stone carver,” Da said.

			Johann lifted his head from his hands. “Thomae?” Benjamin Thomae was in the church last week, installing a new marble baptismal font. Johann did not leave his side.

			“Thomae. He’s agreed to apprentice you. You’ll not stay here much longer. You’ll be there three years as an apprentice, room and board taken care of,” his father explained, holding a parchment contract on which Thomae’s thick signature dripped. “Then, after that, you might be a journeyman, or perhaps make a living on your own. But for now, you must work your hardest and best. And keep the secrets of Thomae’s place to yourself.”

			“Keep the secrets? But I already know how he works,” Johann said.

			“No, Johann. You think you know. But he’ll reveal things to you that any smaller carver would kill to know. He’s the best in Dresden for a reason. Any master, anyone who considers himself the best, keeps his process close to his heart.”

			Johann’s belly quivered with excitement and fear. He would leave his father’s house, and Herman, to begin his own life. What a fortunate life! He expected his father to return his smile, but Marten Kändler’s face drifted to sleeping Herman. Johann opened his mouth, and quickly shut it.

			Johann swallowed, breathing deeply the smell of his brother’s hair, trying to memorize the scent. Herman would be well taken care of by their father, but leaving this boy felt like leaving a piece of himself. Though he knew he would return, boys grow and change, and things would be different each time he stepped through his father’s threshold.

			A small satchel was all Johann had, packed with most of his belongings. He left a few things behind for when he was able to visit. A hollow chasm opened in his chest. How could he leave the only home he’d ever known? He took the place in: warm wood floors, a gray stone fireplace, wood beams dangling with garlic and herbs from the garden, a clean, simple cross on the wall, and the horseshoe, nailed into place three years prior. The memory of that frosted Christmas Eve was a good one.

			Johann tied his hair back with a leather ribbon and stocked the pockets of his travel coat with cheese and bread. He tied a soft leather pouch of coins close to his body. Da picked up the satchel and Johann took it, steadying his gaze, though his lips quivered.

			“Time to go, then,” said Herman slowly, backing away from Johann.

			“Time to go,” Johann repeated.

			Da opened the door. His muddy boots sat outside. Grave dirt from another reburied casket. The morning was bright already, summer upon them. Herman blinked, stepped around a soil-covered shovel, and held his hand to his light colored eyes. Johann bent to him while Da fetched the mule.

			“Herman, I…”

			“Johann,” Herman smiled widely, squinting, “make me something that’ll last, yes?”

			“Treasure fit for the King.”

			“For the King!”

			Johann picked Herman up in an all-encompassing embrace. Though Herman was nearly ten, he hadn’t grown much the last year. His cough was frequent, a rumble that filled the parsonage day and night. Herman laughed and squirmed, cleared his throat. Da and the mule rounded the parsonage from the lean-to and Johann put his brother down and grabbed the reins. Da shook Johann’s hand.

			Johann mounted the mule, slinging his satchel up with him.

			“Maybe, brother, maybe…” Herman said, his little fists flexing, eyes pleading, “maybe I can come with you?”

			“Oh, Herman, I…”

			“Listen, I can’t do much but I can sweep and clean and make the beds and cook a stew! I can get the tools you need and haul small things and mend the fires and…”

			Da kneeled to him. “The apothecary says for you to stay calm to rid your cough, Herman. Your brother’s journey is his own. All brothers must part, and Johann will return.”

			“I will, Herman. And maybe someday, when you’re old enough, and your cough is gone for good, I can apprentice you myself, in my own workshop. Besides, you need to take care of Da.”

			At this Da smiled and Johann kicked the mule. He must leave now, or he’d lose the courage to go. He looked away from his family and toward the street beyond. Behind him sounded the small, fumbling steps of his brother’s limping run, and when the mule turned a corner he heard the unmistakable wailing of a child.

			Wind rattled the panes of the parsonage. An early, cold night fell as Da tapped the last nail into Herman’s coffin. It was clean, white wood, a contrast to the black, dirt-covered coffins Johann had helped his father rebury in the church cemetery.

			The fire crackled, sending sparks from a smoldering log to the worn floorboards.

			“Da. Are you sure? You’re sure he’s gone?” Johann said, frightened that Herman might wake and claw at the soft pine box.

			Da looked up from the coffin, gray circles under his eyes.

			“I’ve buried enough people to know.”

			“What do we do now? Bury him by Ma?”

			“The Leichendiebe will know,” his father said. “They linger close by, watching the surgeon and apothecary and waiting.”

			Johann’s gut clenched. The Leichendiebe sought the valuable dead; for study, for knowledge, for gain, the anatomists said. But to the remaining Kändlers, Herman was not a body. He was a soul.

			The coffins dug up by the Leichendiebe, body snatchers, were often broken, corners smashed, covered in cold spring mud. Herman’s was smooth, uninterred. Johann’s heart pounded, thinking of the grave robbers who sought the newly buried. In his imagination, the Leichendiebe violently tossed the lid of Herman’s coffin aside, and hauled his body to the anatomist for silver coins.

			Was there no place safe for his brother? They could bury him with a steel mortsafe over his grave, but Herman appeared in Johann’s mind, clutching the bars. Johann pushed the thought away. He stood, grabbed the chair, and reached for the horseshoe hammered in above Herman’s bed, faded with age and dust. He pried it from the wall and set it on the casket.

			Da sniffed. “When I tell the mourners that their loved ones have been stolen from the graveyard, they wail, Johann. They wail.”

			

			Though no cries sounded in the small parsonage, Johann’s ears rang as if they did. “We cannot let that happen to Herman.”

			“They seek the unusual.”

			The unusual. Johann knew what they preferred, who he’d seen pulled from their graves: pregnant women, children, those who died of uncommon maladies. In darkened corners of Dresden, the Leichendiebe followed the surgeons and slid pennies to the apothecary boys, bidding them to find oddities soon to die. Common men were left to rot.

			Johann’s legs trembled; he could not shed the childlike fear that rumbled through him, though no one called him a boy any longer. Herman’s small body, bent and crooked since birth, grew cold in its pine coffin near the parsonage hearth. Herman had been taken from them once in death, and if they placed him in God’s green earth, could be taken again by thieves.

			Johann set his jaw and clamped his thighs together to stop their quivering. He was seventeen now; he had to stay steadfast for his father, who had lost everyone. Their mother had taken her last breath as Herman had taken his first. Though years had passed, Johann could not separate the voices that filled his nightmares—both mother and baby had their mouths open wide with screams. His mother was soon dead. Her hair the color of blood-warmed straw, her soft milky smell, the rough feeling of her seamstress’ hands and homespun dresses—carried out the door and gone.

			But with the grief came Herman. A twisted, small baby, Herman had wailed and wailed. He had a tuft of reddish hair curled around his head like a blood smear. As a result of the traumatic birth, the baby had one shoulder higher than the other and legs that would not unbend. The wiggling baby replaced their mother’s place of warmth and soft breath in the family bed.

			What would happen to Da, now alone? Gooseflesh erupted on Johann’s arms. He turned his face to the yellow-cast firelight. Dawn was far away. Was Da right? Did grave robbers wait in the shadows?

			“Da,” Johann said. “Do we bury him? Make a cage…a mortsafe?”

			Marten Kändler did not respond.

			“They are waiting, Da,” Johann said. “If you say they’ve been by the door, they’ll know for certain he’s gone now.”

			Da placed his thick hand on the clean casket. The sadness Johann should have felt was saturated with fear. Herman had gone from his little brother to a body thieves wanted, that the anatomists desired to dissect in a room full of strangers, to bottle and save in pieces. Johann stood and paced. His soft leather shoes scraped the floor of their house. He tried to still his breath.

			“In the root cellar,” Da said after several moments. “We’ll protect him.”

			Johann turned to his father, though they did not meet eyes. “I will dig it, Da.”

			Johann opened the front door and stepped into the night. The air was sharply chilled. Cold stars reflected on the golden cross on the tower of his father’s Lutheran church. Something moved in the shadows. The boring of strangers’ eyes was heartbeat heavy. He grabbed the wooden shovel from the lean-to. A whisper ran up Johann’s spine.

			Shovel in hand, he put his back to the parsonage door and bravely faced the street. “You’ll never have him!” he shouted. He trembled. “He’s protected.”

			The only answer was his own echo. A black ball of worry rolled through his gut. The shadows squirmed. Johann closed the door, opened the floorboards to the root cellar, and descended to dig his brother’s grave.

			Johann’s chest relaxed some knowing Herman was safe, buried with the horseshoe in the parsonage underbelly, but fear did not fade easily. The Leichendiebe still lingered around the church and parsonage, watching for funerals and caskets on dark wagons. For a few weeks, on leave from his apprenticeship, Johann lay alone in the once full bed, hearing muffled voices outside. Despite the state his delicate brother’s body was in, decomposing in the cellar in his bright wood box, the anatomists still wanted him.

			Johann’s imagination drove itself into the body snatcher’s thoughts. They must have wondered where the boy with the unbending legs went? What happened to his fragile frame? Johann’s mind wrapped itself tightly around the secret of the cellar, around protecting his aging father. But the dirt on the shovel washed away, and the creaking floorboards around the trapdoor settled.

			Everything settled. The days of gut-wrenching grief lessened their hold on him, and he started a life without his brother. The loss of Herman: his shuffling steps, his too-loud laugh, his wracking, familiar cough, weighed heavily on the two remaining Kändlers, but eventually in waves, no longer drowning. Life continued, even after death.

			After Herman’s passing, Johann found himself doubting the God his father preached about, who took mothers from young boys and made brothers whose legs wouldn’t straighten. But he stayed steadfast and prayed and took communion anyway. The congregation shared their pain with Da and Johann and wept alongside them. They did not know Herman rested in the root cellar of the pastor’s house, horseshoe pried from the wall and placed between dirt and casket.

			Johann was expected back at the workshop.

			“Father,” he said. Da clapped him on the back.

			“Come back to me when you can, son,” Da said. “Don’t miss the Holy Days in this church.”

			“I won’t. And I’ll write. And I’ll bring you a sculpture for the church, the finest you’ll ever see.”

			Da smiled and exhaled gently through his teeth.

			“This house will be empty now,” he said.

			“I’ll make sure you’re not alone all the time.” Johann’s eyes welled.

			An eagle called from high above them, wings rustling as it made its way to the church steeple. The Kändlers grew silent, the air heavy with loss and the presence of the boy who lay breathless beneath the floorboards. They embraced, and Johann hoisted himself up on their old mule. A feather had fallen onto the saddle. He pocketed it, kicked the mule, and looked back as the shadow of the cross fell on his father’s face. Though he was alone, the memory of Herman, and his father’s warm blessing, felt like he had companionship in his heart. Da raised his thick hand. The mule plodded away.

			Johann’s master, Benjamin Thomae, was red bearded, with shoulders the size of small pumpkins. His hands were curved with strong veins and thick fingers. Months ago, in the church, Johann hung about like a stray cat watching Master Thomae. And now, he was the master’s apprentice. His first day, he felt the tools sing in his hand like a songbird, though he was just assigned with cleaning up.

			The sound of the workshop made his ears ring: metal on stone, metal on wood, shouts and thuds and hammer blows, whistles of men and whooshes of fire and brooms. The smells of wet stone and sharp metal and the sweet, pungent stench of men hard at work mixed with strange chemicals and paints. The workshop was foreign, exciting, alive.

			Johann longed to tap the hammer on the fine-toothed chisel, to indent the years of birth and death on tombstones, to finesse the curls of a cherub. But first he had to learn.

			The workshop held wonders far greater than the merchant’s cart: altar pieces, gargoyles for Dresden’s castles, stone finials, creatures with grotesque faces, angels for new cathedrals. The ceilings were high, the floor dirty and rock strewn, his shoes constantly sparkled with marble dust. Each corner had something half created, draped with cloth, pulled from the earth, waiting for an artist’s eye to turn it into something more marvelous than sharp, raw stone.

			The workers carved dead rock into art. The carvers put their own hearts into it, making lips and smiles and bodies so realistic that the only clue to a sculpture’s lifelessness was the cold temperature of stone. The process for each piece, from ornate fountains to small fixes for crumbling finials, was sharply specific and took great focus.

			Johann longed for this structure, this precision, after watching his father’s profession have no real shape. When God molded a person, they always came back seeking change. In this place, Johann could create something everlasting. Just as Herman had asked.

			But Johann had little skill, despite his itching fingers. So he replenished the firewood, helped haul in stone, picked up dropped tools, swept the floor. Johann’s observations and Thomae’s instructions blended, and the first time Johann was allowed to take a chisel to marble, the solo, singing tool in his hand became a full song.

			Johann proved himself helpful to the stone carver, no longer an eager child but a well-versed young man. The workshop’s large windows and wet rock smell, a courtyard for storing new marble and lumber, constant grunts and the tapping of metal on rock, became home. Thomae was severe but kind, and when Johann made mistakes, he was punished by the work instead of his master.

			“How’s the hand?” Benjamin Thomae did not look up from his careful carving on a medallion for King Augustus’ hunting companions. Small things were sometimes more complicated than large ones.

			Johann turned his palm. The bruising had faded, but his knuckles were still swollen from a wayward hammer blow last week.

			“Better,” Johann said. “I imagine I won’t be wielding a hammer anytime soon.”

			“Ah, sorry, not true. I have another project that demands my attention today, and I want you to finish this mold.”

			“I have not done a bronze mold before,” Johann said. His hand trembled at the thought of finishing something for the King himself.

			“You’ve been here a year and haven’t? It is time. I’ve done the front; you finish the back.”

			

			Johann swallowed. He could do it, but an acid-sour taste filled his mouth. If he made a mistake, they would miss the King’s deadline. Surely there would be inconsistencies—could King Augustus tell the master’s work from the apprentice’s as he turned the medal from front to back?

			“I’m off to the chapel. Installing the altarpiece today,” Benjamin said. He dusted his hands, gently placed the clay mold that would be cast into bronze on his workbench, and rose to his feet.

			The altarpiece was nearby—a massive, warm gray stone carved with cherubs in the round. The angels were bent at the waist, hands clasped, gilded wreaths around their bellies. Johann had helped with the gilding, laying precious gold leaf with a whisper-thin brush. Benjamin readied the wagon outside, and Johann sat silently at the workbench, staring at the red clay medallion before him.

			The profile of Augustus II, called The Strong for his show-like acts of strength, was carved in relief. His curled wig was formed, the lines of his double chin prominent. But when Johann looked at it, he saw what could be. The curls could have more detail. The single eye, seen in profile, lacked the liveliness he knew the King possessed. In front of him was no longer a red clay medallion, but a person, waiting for its soul to come alive under Johann’s hands. Dare he correct his master’s work?

			Johann swept the bundle of carving tools closer and felt the world disappear around him. A perfectly clear image came to him, when he had seen the King:

			Augustus on a white stallion, the horse prancing through the cobbled streets of Dresden. He was in full armor, a crimson cape wrapped round his shoulders, pinned with a star-shaped brooch. Augustus had piercing brown eyes, sticky-wet, colluded by thick black eyebrows, contrasting his silver wig. Johann held the image of the King in his memory and took up his master’s tools.

			Johann and Benjamin walked into the King’s unfinished Japanese Palace with a box of medals. They wound through maze-like halls filled with treasures. But it wasn’t gold or jewels or abalone shells on delicate silver pedestals. There were plates in white and blue, eggshell-thin green bowls, a small room with only five yellow glass pieces glowing like yolks. Thicker pieces rested on the floor, dotted with copper-gold sparkling in the mid-morning sun.

			There was one path to the throne room, lined with uncountable amounts of a surprising amount of porcelain. As Johann turned his head to take the place in, he remembered the small teapot from the merchant’s wagon. Was it here, meant for the King after all? Was a ceramic worth so much, so enviable that the King had so many pieces? Johann’s medals suddenly felt strangely unimportant. Bronze surely held more value than a plate… it could be melted down, turned into a sword, or a coin, and what could this ceramic do, besides shatter with little force?

			Benjamin led the way without hesitation, passing by the dozens of gleaming vessels as if they were not held in an unusual place of pride. Johann gaped, pausing and rushing to catch back up.

			“How many pieces of porcelain does King Augustus have, Benjamin?”

			“I do not know,” Benjamin said. “If he craved stone work as he does porcelain, I would be the richest man in Saxony. Instead, he imports Japanese and Chinese pieces, and his own factory makes him these thicker pieces. You can tell right away which ones are from the orient. Seems the artists in Albrechtsburg, at that old castle in Meissen, haven’t found the perfect clay to mimic the porcelain Augustus desires.”

			Indeed, many of the pieces were translucent and delicate, contrasted by thick and sloppy looking things. Johann felt a connection there: a master versus an apprentice.

			“How could anyone in Saxony know how to make Chinese porcelain? This does not lack in skill, just in materials, it seems.” Johann’s gaze shifted from piece to piece.

			“You see it with an artist’s eye, my boy. King Augustus cannot understand the process. He has the porcelain fever, as many royals do. He wants the real thing, not this imitation made locally.”

			“Porcelain fever…?”

			“The King has obsessions, including some of my own work over the years, that he cannot quench without gaining more and more. Women, hunting, porcelain, animals from far away. Soon there will be no room for more dishes in this Japanese Palace.”

			“You are making me believe acquiring more will not stop the desire.”

			They rounded a corner and the place glowed white and blue and brick-red. Shelves upon shelves. Figures, vessels, plates, bowls, strange objects of great size and small tiny things, like a yellow shoe no larger than a thumb, sat. Breakable and fragile, yet strong in their presentation. Johann itched to run his finger down one large green vase, to feel its raised texture. He held his hand still.

			“Nothing will stop Augustus’ desire. Our many medals and bronzes and altar pieces have not satiated him, no amount of porcelain can, either. But we have an advantage, Johann. We have perfected our trade. Marble yields to me. Porcelain does not yield to those in Albrechtsburg. They have struggled for years to make white porcelain. Many you see here are not theirs.”

			“Luckily we are not porcelain makers.”

			Benjamin nodded.

			“If we were, I don’t know if we’d be invited to luncheon. They have a finicky relationship with the King. I’ve heard rumors that they haven’t been paid in nearly a year, though they keep producing.”

			They strolled through the rooms more quickly than Johann would have liked, as he wanted now to tap his fingers on the massive porcelain vases on display to hear their ringing. He followed his master, mind filled with the shapes of vessels and teacups and platters and bowls. Eventually, the noises of the King’s hunting party echoed in the hallway and two guards stood near an open door, the frame Baroquely carved.

			Benjamin turned to Johann and dusted his overcoat. He nodded and his eyes crinkled, though his small smile did not reassure Johann enough to still the quaking of his legs. His first audience with the King. Johann closed his eyes and shook his hands out.

			“Stone carver Benjamin Thomae and his assistant, Johann Kändler, in presentation of the honorable medal to the King’s hunters.” A herald’s voice echoed through the hall, his staff rapping on the floor.

			The audience chamber took the breath from Johann’s chest. The ceiling was painted as if heaven and hell, intertwined, danced above them. Birds, beasts, and all manner of angels pulled clouds to clothe themselves. A lion, a hercules-like man, and dangerous red clouds blended. Power exuded from the corners of the room, golden-painted flowers and berries, recognizable from Thomae’s workshop. And there, at the front of the room on a fiery red throne under a canopy of silk, was King Augustus himself.

			Benjamin gently shoved Johann forward, a single gleaming bronze medal in his hands. Benjamin held a wooden box in which twenty more identical pieces waited for the hunters. They milled throughout the room, dressed in long overcoats and striped pants. Some carried rifles and horns, some had thin-stemmed pipes dangling from their mouths. All of them were ready for luncheon to be laid out on the long table in the adjacent room, and then a day’s adventure in the nearby woods. Were the medals an afterthought?

			Despite his broadness, King Augustus the Strong sat childlike, legs open wide, on his throne. Even while sitting, his enormous stature was evident. His feet and hands were twice the size of Johann’s. Fox fur draped his thick neck. Though the King lounged casually, Johann’s brow beaded with sweat. Johann felt as if his presence was judged along with his work.

			Benjamin gently bumped Johann on the shoulder, forcing him closer. Johann bowed. The King cocked his head to the side and smirked, using one finger to beckon him close. Johann swallowed and his scalp prickled. The medal in his hands was his finest ever work. But perhaps the King would think otherwise.

			“What have we—come, come.” The King shifted in his seat, leaning forward eagerly to see the shining bronze. He was older than Johann remembered from the parade—white wigged, perhaps sixty, his dark eyebrows flanked by deep wrinkles. A double chin protruded from his white lace collar.

			“Your Majesty, forgive me, I had never seen you so close up.” Johann dropped to a knee, holding out the medal. He focused on his soft brown shoes, handed down from his father. Herman’s face flickered. Would he be proud? A presence nestled itself beside him, a whisper in his mind. Johann could not bring himself to look at the King.

			King Augustus chortled as he took the bronze from its cloth.

			“Ha!” he said. The men gathered in, clapping the King on the shoulder. “Look at it, it is beyond grand! I look impeccable. My hair has never looked better. Lean in, look, look!”

			The King is a manchild, thought Johann, his nerves lessening. Augustus’ voice was a bouncing, booming ball in the room. Joyful wasn’t quite the right word; his mannerisms were too boisterous.

			“My boy, this is the finest portrait I have seen. But why do you present it as your master stands behind you?”

			“Your Majesty,” Benjamin Thomae said, stepping beside Johann. “I claim nothing but the bronze casting. Johann Kändler improved my design from his own memory and created your likeness.”

			“Ah, and you are proud?” Augustus drew the word out long, raising his thick eyebrows and smiling, sickly sweet. A chill dripped down Johann’s spine. Something malicious carried the words.

			“I am, Your Grace.” Benjamin swept to a gentle bow. Johann’s mouth went dry. He could not tell if the King was genuinely pleased; surprisingly boy-like, it was nearly impossible to decipher his true meaning.

			The King fiddled with the medal. He scratched its surface and tossed it in the air a few times before placing it back in Johann’s waiting cloth.

			

			“What else can you make, my boy?” He leaned back onto his throne, tossing the fox fur over his shoulder. The animal’s glass eyes bulged, and Johann looked Augustus in the face. Heat filled his belly.

			“What do you desire, Your Highness?”

			“People are fine. But I have a penchant for animals in white gold.”

			“White gold, Your Highness?” Johann’s heartbeat filled his ears. He felt Benjamin stiffen beside him.

			“Porcelain, Kändler,” said Augustus. “I own a porcelain factory, you know. There, the porcelain makers hold the only arcanum in five thousand miles.”

			“Ar…arcanum?”

			Master Benjamin inhaled.

			“The arcanum is the formula for porcelain,” said Augustus. “A secret, held close to this kingdom. The formula and pieces created from it are quite precious. More valuable than everything from your master’s workshop.”

			Augustus leaned forward. He smiled, revealing black gaps in his molars.

			“Master Benjamin makes valuable items, of course, but not like the objets de art you walked through in my palace. The arcanum is priceless. The formula itself is more valuable than the Chinese porcelain I own, brought around the horn of Africa, or overland to me. Objects of perfect beauty. Fragile yet strong. But they are cups and bowls.”

			“You desire animals, sire?”

			“Yes, something more unusual. The Chinese and Japanese have perfected the bowl, the cup, the vessel. But no one has a lifesize porcelain menagerie. Though I have asked Christian Herold, the current leader at Albrechtsburg, he says no modelers at Albrechtsburg are capable. They have tried and failed.”

			Johann considered what the King asked of him.

			“You’d like me to try?”

			The King stuck out his hand to Johann.

			“Go to Albrechtsburg, and I promise you, if you succeed, you’ll find everlasting glory in making porcelain for me.”

			Johann looked to Benjamin, who pursed his lips together in a smile and nodded. Johann could not read the pained look in his eyes. Johann cautiously stepped forward and took the King’s hand. Scars criss-crossed Augustus’ damp, rough palm.

			“I would be honored, Your Majesty.”

			“Brilliant,” he said. “Your goal is to fill my Japanese Palace with porcelain animals. A carver like you should find it simple. I’ll write to Albrechtsburg ahead of time so they don’t put an arrow in you upon arrival.”

			Johann let out an awkward laugh, unsure if the King exaggerated. He exhaled as he stepped back. Benjamin put his hand on Johann’s shoulder. He slumped with the comforting weight and tried to still the trembling in his gut.

			Johann helped Benjamin gift each of the twenty hunters the bronze medal with Augustus’ profile. They told him stories of the King: how he bent horseshoes with his bare hands, how he smashed his tennis rackets with sheer force while striking the ball, how destiny brought him to be King as he was not the first born son…

			Servants announced the luncheon was ready, and they settled around a long table. First was soup and pickled items, pies filled with carrots and wild game, pastries molded into elaborate shapes and viciously bitten in half by the hunters. Roast meat was sliced into thin portions, served with herbed potatoes. Small loaves of dense black bread steamed. Everything was served on perfect porcelain plates. Johann held back the desire to pick them up and examine them. Instead, he ran his fingers over the edges and tried to imagine how they were made but could not.

			The final course was stollen, a sweet bread dotted with jewels of fruit and dusted with white, fine sugar that flaked off the hands of the hunters and the two artists. A rare, dense, black coffee in a delicate cup was savored by the King and the hunters but Johann found the drink bitter and after one luxurious sip, could not finish it. Benjamin twisted his mouth in a hidden smile.

			The hunting party’s conversation was deafening, but no one was louder than Augustus. Though Johann and Benjamin sat far away from him, Johann still felt it an honor to be at the King’s table. A far cry from his father’s parsonage.

			Just as the group was about to raise from their chairs, they were interrupted. A footman stepped in quickly, followed by two women in matching red travel cloaks. They nervously glanced down the table to Augustus. Though they were richly dressed, their faces showed weariness. They both had dark hair, though the older one had streaks of silver at her hairline, her eyes creased in the corners. The other, younger woman’s face was a direct copy to the elder’s, though her brows were dark, her hair thick and raven-black. Johann had never seen anyone that looked like her—skin the color of golden sunset, a proud, angular profile. He could not help but stare.

			The older woman rushed to the King, signaling to the younger woman to wait. They must have been mother and daughter. The hunting party quieted and Augustus stood. The older woman looked up at him through furrowed brows. He bent to her, nearly twice her height, putting his ear close to her mouth.

			Johann leaned up in his chair to see if he could read the situation, but Benjamin put his hand firmly on Johann’s forearm. This was not their business. Still, Johann watched. The energy between the older woman and King Augustus lit like a matchlock. Augustus’ countenance turned from jovial to wicked-sharp: nostrils flaring, shoulders back. The woman was dwarfed beside him, fists clenched, her throat contracting at every word. Though she was small, she did not shrink away from the King. Who was she to speak to King Augustus like this?

			The younger woman, whose skirts were hemmed with dirt, came closer to the table. Johann turned and watched her. Dark shadows circled her eyes. Her jawline was tight, bone-sharp. His fingers itched to carve her angles. As she approached her mother’s side, Augustus softened, though his fists were still clenched.

			The hushed voices of the hunters sounded:

			Katharina, they said. The King’s daughter. And another word, broken, sliced by whispers: Divorce.

			King Augustus left the dining hall flanked
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