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        “Vengeance is Mine, and recompense;

        Their foot shall slip in due time;

        For the day of their calamity is at hand,

        And the things to come hasten upon them.”

        Deut. 32:35
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      "In death—no! even in the grave all is not lost. Else there is no immortality for man. Arousing from the most profound slumbers, we break the gossamer web of some dream. Yet in a second afterward, (so frail may that web have been) we remember not that we have dreamed."

      —Edgar Allan Poe
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        1865, Bavaria

      

      

      

      Every house is an extension of its occupants. It absorbs their secrets, clouding its windows over time, in an attempt to veil the hypocrisy and lies. Bricks and stones grind against selfish ambition and settle under the weight of apathy. But in the end, no house can withstand its own history. The larger the house, the greater the fall.

      Waldensee stood in a rolling valley, its proud stone towers and crenellated roofline dwarfed by the surrounding mountains and forests, outshone by the shining waters of its namesake lying still and dark at the eastern edge of its sloping lawns. It had stood there for more than four hundred years, enduring the Willenheim family, preparing its testimony.

      On a November night, Clara Willenheim, Waldensee’s youngest encroacher, stepped back from the edge of the roof as the house shifted beneath her feet. The blood pumped down her arms, the nerves in her fingers itched. If she could have flown from the stone edge of the house, above the harsh geometry of her grandmother’s gardens, then up over the timbered peaks in the distance, she would have. To the north, the sky glowered, sharp with energy as a first jolt of lightning struck the horizon. White light divided the past from the present, turning the rolling gray into shades of bruised, fading twilight. The air smelled of death and new life. Of the moist earth mixed with the frail afterlife of fallen leaves. She shivered as the damp breeze lifted her blond hair.

      Movement caught her eye, pulling her gaze down the edge of a stone turret to the ground eighty feet below. There a hooded shape astride a horse broke from the shadows, galloped along the farthest edge of the formal gardens, and made for the cover of the dense forest. Clara clutched at the stone teeth that bordered the roof and leaned out, her brow gathered in concentration. As she did, the shifting fog snaked its way across her line of sight, blocking the rider from view. By the time it scudded past, he had disappeared into the timberline. A sour tang, mixed with the moist air of the gathering storm, filled her mouth. Rain began to fall. She turned away from the edge, gathered her skirts, and ran for the tower door.

      It fell shut behind her, the noise reverberating against the stone walls. Clara leaned back against it and brushed a damp strand of hair from her cheek. Her sleeve, tattered and wet, clung to her arm. She rolled it up, then the other. Beside her, a lantern hung on the sconce where she had left it. For a moment the wind still gusted about her, casting looming shapes on the stone walls. But then it died to an intermittent whistle and the light stilled.

      Centuries of foot traffic had worn the surface of the stone stairs to a low dip in the center of each tread. She hugged the walls of the tower, her fingers brushing against the rough stone, as she circled down through the darkness. Thin gasping breaths of chill air crept around the gaps in the masonry, snaking under the surface of her fingernails.

      She stopped at the closest landing. Below her, the stair spiraled into the depths of the house. As she peered down into the darkness, she heard a high keening—a sound like the desperate cry of a child. It rose and wound around her, echoing in her mind. She shuddered and drew open the landing door. Beyond it lay a narrow passage where her candlelight flickered off cobwebs and speckles of mouse pellets. When the heavy door fell shut behind her, she breathed a deep sigh of relief.

      Throughout the house, hidden corridors wound like arteries between rooms, passing over halls and pooling under stairways. Her own highway that, to the best of her knowledge, lay forgotten in time and unknown by the rest of Waldensee’s inhabitants. She traveled swiftly from one passage to the next until she reached her destination. Her lantern illuminated a small pattern of circles she had carved in the wall. She pressed her ear to the wall and listened.

      Silence.

      Beside a long split in the wood framing, she reached for the familiar latch and pressed it down. The wall slid open. She stepped through the paneled wall into her boudoir, a small rectangular room bound by a worn gold Aubusson carpet patterned with faded red flowers and green tendrils. Tall arched windows lined one wall, their curtains drawn against the oncoming night. Gold mirrored sconces shone with newly lit gaslight.

      Jutta had been there already.

      Clara sighed and pushed the panel silently into place. She crossed through a narrow door into her bedroom. The sheets of the bed were folded back. Her nightgown and robe lay over the back of a chair by the fire. The logs were just beginning to catch from the fresh kindling.

      A low rustling sounded from the maid’s room, which adjoined her sitting room. Clara set the lantern on her desk. There a wide swath of parchment paper lay, the shadings of a capercaillie’s wings partly drawn. She picked up the drawing, rolled it carefully, then hesitated. Silence. She held her breath and waited. The sound resumed.

      Glancing back toward the door, she strode around the bed, stooped, and drew out a heavy leather bag. She opened it and set the rolled drawing on top of her already-packed clothes and toiletries. Drew the latch and buckled it, carried it into the boudoir, and set it on a stool. She opened one of the mirrored armoire doors. A reflection swung into view. She cried out and slammed the door. Jutta stood just behind her, her dark eyes piercing.

      Though she stood several inches shorter than Clara and only a few years older, Jutta’s penetrating eyes radiated the intensity and certainty of a slowly gathering fire. Her hair, the color of roasted chestnuts, shone from under her white head scarf, tiny curls edging her forehead. She held a stack of clean white towels that stood out starkly against her soot-colored dress. Drops of moisture lay scattered across it, like inkblots, staining the surface.

      For a moment they stared at each other. Jutta’s gaze traveled to her sleeve, which hung unraveled and torn. She took in the bag, frozen in Clara’s grip, met her eyes, and turned into the bathroom.

      Clara glanced back to the hidden panel in the wall, heard footsteps, and turned back in time to see Jutta’s hand grip her arm. “I’ve made up your bed, Fräulein.” Clara winced and started to pull away, then thought better of it. She allowed herself to be led to a chair beside the fire, the bag still held fast in her hands.

      “Sit here. It’s a cold night. Cold and damp. Best to be away from the draft on a night like this.” Jutta stood before the chair, her hands folded. “I could brush your hair if you wish. You’ll be wanting to be in bed soon.”

      “It’s not that late.”

      Jutta took up the brush from the dressing table and stood behind her. The brush pulled too lightly at Clara’s hair, a terrible tickling sensation. She shivered.

      “Stepan said there’s talk of another one missing. Taken from an inn in Fussen. Her father said she was impatient and wandered off while they were packing. She was too young to know. A danger foreseen is half avoided.”

      “Yes. Foreseen,” Clara echoed. The skirt of her dress had absorbed the fire’s heat and seemed to sear her fingers. Still, her shoulders trembled. She buried her hands in the folds of her dress, clutching the fabric in sweaty palms. And started to rise. But then Jutta cleared her throat and turned to face her. Clara collapsed back into the chair.

      “Your mother plans to renovate the rooftop conservatory.” Jutta brushed the hair back from Clara’s face.

      Clara raised her eyebrows. “It’s too late in the season.”

      “Perhaps. She must believe that there’s always something that can be done in any season, if only preparing the space. Repairing and replacing what’s been broken. She gave me a list of supplies to order. Seeds and such.”

      Clara’s face grew hot; she pulled away from the brush. “That’s enough. Really. I’m too close to the fire.” For a moment she faltered, then, seeing her nightgown lying over the opposite chair, gestured to it. “Help me into my gown.”

      As Jutta turned, Clara gripped the leather bag and turned to run.

      Later she couldn’t have said whether Jutta had anticipated her move or had simply been quick and unfortunate. Regardless, the girl’s hand shot out and grasped one of the handles of the bag. For a moment they were both held fast, opposing forces equally determined. But then desperation rose in Clara’s chest, and she wrenched the bag away.

      Jutta’s arms flailed for a second before she fell back, hitting her head with a crack on the edge of the fireplace surround. She lay still on the floor, the flames coloring her still face and smooth olive skin.

      “No, no, no,” Clara whispered.” But when she crouched beside the girl, she felt her breath between her lips. She pulled a lap pillow from the chair, gently lifted the girl’s head, and slipped it underneath.

      She bit her lip, hesitant, but there was nothing else she could do. She took up the bag again, retrieved her black wool coat from the armoire in her dressing room, and strode to the panel in the wall. The hidden latch gave instantly. She pushed it open and slid into the dark passage without looking back.
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        * * *

      

      It was dark, too dark to see her way, and she had left her lantern on the desk. But there was no way to go back. Not now when Jutta could awaken at any moment. She could raise the alarm and bring Berend, her grandmother’s manservant and Clara’s omnipresent jailer.

      She moved carefully through the labyrinth of the house, pausing to anticipate stairs up or down. Finally she rounded the bottom of the last stair and felt the cool, settled air of the ground floor. Here the house felt damp, close to the rain-drenched earth beyond.

      Clara breathed a sigh, her step livening as she traversed the passages between the main rooms. Until, at the faint sound of muffled voices, she froze. She ran her hand over the wall, feeling for the cover of a peephole. When she pushed it aside, light streamed into the passage. It was the western drawing room. A fire glowed in the fireplace. Her mother and grandmother sat in armchairs across from one another, their usual position after dinner until they retired for the evening.

      Her grandmother held a book in her lap, but her gaze was fixed on the fire. Clara’s mother bent over her herbal notebook, making occasional notes. Renovating the rooftop conservatory… Clara didn’t doubt that her mother planned to do just that. She divided her time between her garden and her laboratory, spending countless hours poring over pharmaceutical books, notating her findings in her journal. Mixing tinctures as meticulously as she rendered their forms beside her notes.

      As if she heard Clara’s thoughts, her mother raised her head and, seeing her grandmother’s eyes turned toward her, nodded lightly then lowered her eyes back to her notebook. A slight smile, acquiescent, deferring—the smile she’d always had for Clara’s father—played about her lips. Clara felt the pressure rise behind her eyes. She breathed deeply, dropped the cover, and moved on.

      Several turns later, she came to what should be the library, but when she ran her hands across the walls of the passage, Clara came away with nothing more than dust. No seams divided the wall, no latches. She reversed her steps to the corner and retraced them. Nothing. Frustrated, she moved down the wall, picking up her pace until she collided with a dead end. She had rounded one turn too many.

      Backtracking, Clara felt her way along the passage walls until her fingers brushed a familiar gap, long and unbroken. An entry point into the house. She felt the uneven surface of a peephole and slid the cover aside. The room lay in darkness, devoid of sound or movement. She let the cover fall back into place and walked her fingers back to the gap in the wall. She pressed the latch, releasing the door.

      The smell of old leather and sweet smoke hung motionless in the cold air. Clara stepped through the opening. Groups of sofas and chairs lay like irregular, shadowed bodies. She blinked back tears. A limestone fireplace stood neglected along the far wall. Rows of bookshelves rose to a coffered ceiling high above. All lay shrouded in silence.

      She took another step. The floor creaked, piercing the silence. She froze as a cold wave of fear shot through her limbs. Her heart pounded in her ears. No sound came from the hallway beyond. A jagged streak of lightning raced across the sky, illuminating the room in stark and unnatural shades of white and gray.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she caught a glimpse of something. A shadowy form in the balcony above her. She turned, her breath caught in her throat. But then another spark of lightning lit the room. The balcony stood empty. She steeled herself and hurried across the floor to the windows.

      Clara grasped the iron handle and turned, but the window stuck fast. She let go then tried again. Still the window wouldn’t budge. She moved from window to window, trying them all. Each one was secure, unyielding. The heat spread through her body—tinging her fingers and toes with an incongruous mixture of cold fear and hot determination. Tears welled in her eyes. She fought them back and tried the windows again. Nothing. They were unassailable. No bars or nails held them fast, yet they refused to give way.

      No. They’re open. They should be open now. They have to be. She fell against one, her face pressed to the cold glass. She imagined she could feel the rain misting the pane. Outside the gardens lay in mazes of boxwood and spiring cedar, springing to life in the light of the storm.

      The garden. The sight of green—even in its stagnant, autumn stupor—flooded her with insight. She knew what to do. Fortitude coursed through her. She dashed across the floor and slipped back into the dark passage.

      When she reached the south side of the estate, her hand coursed along the rough, dusty wall of the passage until she felt the latch. Taking hold of it she pushed. And then realized she hadn’t looked or listened first. Her heart lurched. But as the door opened, the only light she saw was the occasional flash of lightning. She waited. Twenty-two counts before the thunder. The storm was moving on. She smiled to herself.

      Stepping out, Clara quickly took in the space. The solarium was an elongated ellipse, entirely encased in glass and steel. Long palm fronds cast fanlike shadows on the black-and-white tile floor. Cold, damp air hugged the thin shell.

      Clara wove through potted ficus and philodendron and stone benches until she reached the far perimeter where three sets of double-doors beckoned her. The first was secured fast. But the second wasn’t. She took hold of the handle. The cold steel stung her hand and sent a shiver of excitement through her body. It stuck briefly before the bolt loosened in its casing. As she pushed the door open, a mist of rain struck her in the face. She laughed lightly.

      Her last thought was of the veranda beyond the solarium, bordered by a low stone wall. Of the stone pillars topped in carved eagles, their wings tucked in as if in perpetual rest. Of the north lawns, stretching down to the lake. Of the oak and beech and elm trees that stood like swaying sentinels posted around the marshy shore. All this she could see and feel through the glass door. The smell of wind and rain. The shadowed land. And a face reflected in the glass above her own.

      Before she could cry out in shock, an arm encircled her, pinning her arms against her body. A hand reached over her face, holding something pungent. It smelled of mulberry and tobacco and the sharp odor of a nest of mice.

      A cold darkness overtook her.
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        Berlin

      

      

      

      “That’s a hell of a tale!” Jan paced around the dark office, a compass in his hands. He reflexively snapped it open and shut as he passed back and forth over the worn Turkish carpets heaped with piles of papers and leather portfolios.

      “Hmmm.” Richter, lost in thought, sat at the oversize desk, his hands steepled before him.

      Jan nearly tripped over a stack of umbrellas, calling Richter’s attention back to the conversation at hand. “If it’s true, it would be the most extensive—and the most insidious—intrigue that I’ve seen in almost thirty years of work.”

      “Can we trust him?” Jan asked, reorienting his small spectacles from where they’d slipped.

      “I believe we can.” Richter inhaled deeply. “He has no incentive to lie. If anything, the opposite is true.”

      “I suppose…” Jan had recommenced his pacing. “He’s quite a figure, though. I suppose it will be sensitive.”

      “Undoubtedly.” Richter raised heavy eyebrows at his youthful apprentice. “And dangerous. Not a word of this can leak out to anyone before we’re ready to move forward.”

      Jan grinned conspiratorially. “We have a good starting point, though. It seems like he has the whole story.”

      Richter leaned back in his chair and stared out into the room, his eyes fixed on nothing in particular. He thought he had seen it all in his years of service: from petty disputes to violent crimes prior to 1851 and then, after that, every shade of political machination one could imagine. But this would top them all.

      And Jan was right. If their source could be trusted, they already had much of the story in hand. Richter had no reason to doubt his informant’s credibility. However, the individual was, understandably, somewhat removed from the situation. Much could be misconstrued or exaggerated—a case of hearsay. Despite that, though, something about the entire affair rang true.

      “…put it back, can we?” Jan was saying something to him.

      Richter quickly inferred his drift. “No, no. We certainly can’t put it back, as you say. We can’t discredit any of it out of hand. Particularly in light of the looming unification. That would be disastrous, in more ways than one.

      “Of course, if we follow this lead and discover what our source has said is true…well, that’s an entirely different matter. That would be the defining moment for both of us. The minister president would be keenly interested in a matter of this magnitude.”

      Jan approached the desk opposite Richter and sat on the edge of it, selectively choosing a file from the pile. “I’ve already confirmed the details about the baron’s daughter. Herr Willenheim…um…Edgar was nineteen at the time. Her father received a handsome payout—far more than his annual salary—to keep the matter quiet. She was sent to France for a time, where they don’t have such…” Jan paused, searching for the word. “Such particular standards. I believe…yes, here it is…a friend of the family resides in Paris. She remained there, ‘gaining an appreciation for the arts,’ until her conspicuous condition was, well, less conspicuous. The child was given up for adoption.

      “Meanwhile, Edgar remained at the school in Vienna, virtually unaffected by the entire incident, thanks to his father’s extensive wherewithal. Where he…” Jan set that file down and rifled through the stack, retrieving a second one. “…where he continued his distinguished tutelage in such things as…” Jan held up his hand, ticking off the items on each of his fingers. “…gambling, shooting and excessive spending on just about any worthless pastime one can imagine.”

      “That’s not terribly different from any of his peers or their own fathers. It’s the rest and the extent of it that concerns me.” Richter interjected. “A loose purse here and there, a dalliance on the side…not ideal, but not uncommon. But the other reports…”

      “It lends a lot of credence to our source,” Jan said.

      “It does.” Richter agreed. “It certainly does. It also calls into question the purported activities of those with whom Edgar was so closely tied. Their loyalties are already in question. Many of their closest associates, even Edgar’s own mother, hail from Austria, a region reluctant to embrace Prussia’s rule and on which Bismarck’s efforts to unify the region are increasingly focused. If their involvement in the case at hand is verifiable…” His voice fell off as he retreated into thought.

      Part of him was reluctant even to voice such a possibility. Yet some other part of him knew it was, at least to some degree, a likely reality. It was that part of him that felt the most conflicted. The entire case threatened to upend his established convictions.

      For twenty-eight years, Richter had labored faithfully for the Prussian government, executing justice in the name of order and the king’s interests. He had served under Wilhelm I, whose tight-laced standards had kept both citizens and budgets in check. Then, in 1848, the revolution. The country had shifted dramatically, in favor of a parliamentary system, rather than the former absolute monarchy. When von Hinckeldey had formed the Police Union three years later, Richter had quietly doubted the wisdom of such an action. Many felt it was the only means by which to guard against a subsequent uprising, yet it opened the door to an abuse of power that gave Richter pause.

      For the first time, though, in light of this new case, he saw the potential wisdom of such a system. From where he sat in Berlin, the present situation undoubtedly called into question the stability of a future united nation. The sort of unity Bismarck sought. And their illustrious minister—a devout Pietist—would, without question, oppose the actions of these regional leaders. Assuming, that is, that he and Jan confirmed all that his source had alleged.

      “What is our next course of action?” Jan asked. He stood at the head of the desk, his body coiled as tightly as a spring. Richter suspected that, should he give the word, Jan would bolt out the door in full pursuit.

      “We dig,” Richter issued the standard answer. “The problem is that much of the information we need is closely protected by local law enforcement.”

      “Who don’t want us meddling in their affairs,” Jan interrupted.

      “Yes, who don’t want us anywhere near what they consider to be their business. And this family isn’t the local blacksmith, engaged in shoddy business practices. Or a tavern fight that resulted in an accidental death. They won’t want us there any more than anyone else will.”

      “But we have a right to be there.”

      “We do.” Richter replied slowly. “But the quieter we are and the more we accomplish by means of stealth, the better. Besides which, if the full extent of this tale, as you referred to it, is true, we’re going to need to proceed very carefully. There is far too much at stake.

      “Austria was easy—not to discredit your excellent work there, but obtaining information from them was a lot less sensitive than it will be once we’re closer to the nest.”

      “The nest of vipers.”

      “But that is where we must go. And I say we begin with Herr Willenheim, following his movements from day to day. It’s only a matter of time before he gives away some association that’s less than savory or indicts himself in some way. Who knows? It may be that we’ll be there right when the match is lit, as my old mentor used to say.”

      “So we’re going to Bavaria?” Jan rushed across the room to grab his coat.

      “We are. And soon. But first we need to prepare.”

      Jan set to work stacking outstanding files in boxes when the door blew open. Outside a heavy, wet wind prophesied a coming storm. Leaves and dust rose in the vacuum and settled just inside the door.

      Richter looked up to see his associate, Markus, burst through the doorway, panting as if he’d run far. When he could speak well enough to be understood, he slammed the door behind him and whispered hoarsely, “We’ve just received word. Edgar Willenheim is dead.”

      “Dead?” Jan stared at the man, his mouth open. Richter didn’t move.

      Markus nodded. “Dead. It’s been ruled a suicide.”

      “What do we do now?” Jan looked at Richter in horror.

      “We go to Bavaria. Now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Bavaria

      

      

      

      The bolt scraped as her sitting room door opened. Clara refused to turn her face from the gravel drive beyond her window seat. Outside, a line of carriages approached the house, some bearing family crests on the doors, most noble but indistinct. In her mind she heard the clatter of the horses’ hooves and the crunching of the wheels as they churned over the gravel path. Her head throbbed in time with their approach. She closed her eyes and massaged her temples.

      “Good day, Fräulein,” Jutta said. Clara waited, expecting more, despite the girl’s customary quietude. Even her footsteps seemed reluctant, wary. But the girl said nothing more.

      When she had awakened, it had been Jutta who had informed her, using small phrases—your father, terrible accident, my profound sympathy—her dark eyes wide and full of pity. It had angered Clara to see it, and she had turned away, huddling down in the bed. Most likely Jutta had taken it as sorrow. Now she focused on the leaded glass tracery before her, following the outline of the panes with her finger. Raindrops landed on the glass, clinging to their form then falling away into obscurity.

      “How long has it been?” Clara asked.

      “Two days.”

      Two days. She could still feel the rain washing her face, splashing off of the veranda. Could still see the spiring cedars before her and beyond, the forest lit with the energy of the storm, beckoning her. And then his face reflected in the glass. Berend.

      He had known somehow. Clara turned and risked a glance in Jutta’s direction. As she did, her vision swam and tilted, provoked by the sudden movement. Jutta continued to set out Clara’s mourning attire, her gaze averted, her expression undisturbed. Her hair was neat, arranged as usual. Nothing out of the ordinary. But then she rose and winced slightly. Clara smiled, though the satisfaction felt shallow.

      She turned back to the line of carriages, crawling forward like carrion beetles drawn to the destruction of others, eager to consume and then pull the ground out from under their victims. Berend had followed her, had watched her. No matter how careful she was, he knew her every move. Even now, he was undoubtedly outside her door, standing guard. Or worse, his scowling henchman, Hagan.

      He must have carried her back to her rooms, for that was where she had awakened a few hours ago. She had no memory of anything in the interim. No knowledge of where she had been—if she had lain in her bed for days or had been kept somewhere else. No ability to recall who may have circled her bed, looking down on her as she lay helpless.

      A coach had circled the fountain and come to a stop in front of the entry below. The coachman dropped down to hold an umbrella over the emerging guests, blocking them from Clara’s view. Behind her, the insular sounds of Jutta filling her bath with water, opening armoires, and closing doors. With them, a faint wisp of air that rustled Clara’s dress as the girl returned.

      After her bath, her skin still warm, Clara sat at the dressing table and watched Jutta brush and dress her hair. It was too short for many of the sweeping, rolled hairstyles women were wearing. But at fifteen no one expected her to wear the styles of a married woman. Instead, Jutta parted it in the middle then swept each side back, pinning them tightly. She twirled the back sections into curls so that glossy ringlets hung behind her ears.

      The mourning dress lay on the bed, a bonnet beside it. Clara looked at the black crepe then away. Black, the color of captivity. She rose and lifted her arms. Clara looked at herself in the mirror. The black dress seemed to overshadow her, diminishing the color of her face and hair, making her appear wan. A shell of herself gazed back at her from within sunken eyes.

      Jutta met her eyes in the mirror then looked away. “Your mother was here while you were still sleeping.”

      Clara’s heart surged then faltered. “I don’t remember.”

      “No. But I should think you’ll see her. People have been arriving all morning. She’s most likely downstairs receiving them. And supporting your grandmother.”

      “My grandmother has never needed anyone’s support.”

      Clara caught Jutta’s reflection in the mirror as she turned away. For a moment she would have sworn that the girl smiled, but then she turned back, her face expressionless.

      “Perhaps, but she wants you and your mother with her, especially at this time.”

      Clara sighed. The thought of the so-called mourners filling up the house, nibbling at food, eyeing possible business and social connections filled her with dread. She didn’t care to participate in their game.

      “It’s only a few days,” Jutta added, as if she could hear Clara’s thoughts. “And what with so many people in the house, perhaps you won’t have to do much more than make an appearance.”

      She finished buttoning up the back of the dress then fastened a jet bracelet over her kid gloves. But Clara was fixated on her words: so many people in the house. A house full of guests, many of them here for days under the pretense of mourning. That had to demand some of Berend’s attention. Certainly her grandmother would require more from him than she typically did.

      Jutta led her to the door, knocked twice, and waited.
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      Berend blocked the door, his heavy brow and high cheekbones fixed in their perpetual state of disapproval. Clara avoided his eyes, instead taking in his uniform: black and severely cut, as her grandmother preferred. She pressed around him. Down the hall and a flight of stairs, he shadowed her—his stiff, rolling movements those of something wolfish, inhuman.

      As they passed along the main hall, the house creaked and shifted. The ceiling shuddered, raining plaster in streaks down the red damask wallpaper. Ahead of them, a disorienting fog of hushed voices, smoke, and clinking ice issued from the living room. Clara’s pace slowed, her spine stiff against Berend’s hand pressing her forward.

      As they rounded the doorway, the chandelier swayed lightly, casting uneasy light about the space. Someone had taken her father’s portrait from the gallery and hung it above the fireplace. Close by, Clara’s grandmother sat on a gold brocade sofa. She wore her silver hair, still streaked with dark strands, pulled back in a low braided knot at the nape of her neck. Clara’s mother stood beside her. Clara thought she saw Uncle Horst with them. None of them looked up or seemed to notice her.

      Men stood in large groups, holding cut glasses full of amber liquid. Several clutched fat cigars and puffed at them. Women clustered about the room in conspiratorial fashion, their heads close, words uttered behind gloved hands. They shot quick, questioning glances at Clara’s mother and grandmother and then, looking back at one another, shook their heads.

      From one of the closer groups, Clara’s Aunt Lotte—her late Grandfather Conrad’s niece— spotted her and hurried over. Behind her, four women watched Clara with beady eyes, like wary fowl scouring the ground for unsuspecting worms.

      Lotte gathered her into an embrace. “Oh, Clara, dear, there you are. How horrid. I still can’t believe it. Thank you, Berend; I’ll take it from here.” She steered Clara into the room, back to her circle of women. “And you…I can’t imagine what you’re feeling.”

      Around her the other women towered, uttering condolences, their voices compassionate, their eyes dry. It must be so terrible. And you so young. He was so lovely—didn’t we all know it? No one could ever compete with him. The other ladies murmured words of agreement.

      Clara remembered at least one of them from a luncheon her grandmother had held in August, three months prior. Her father had been home, enclosed in his library, focused on business. But after lunch he had emerged onto the veranda, to the exclamations and delight of all of the women. Clara remembered it clearly: him standing straight and tall in a white linen suit, his dark hair gleaming in the sunlight, his brown eyes laughing at their fawning. He had winked at her, a smirk on his face.

      You were so close. They peered down at her, their mouths open, waiting.

      Clara stumbled for a response. Within her, conflicting and competing feelings warred: relief, grief, and the sense that this was simply the tail end of a loss that had begun years ago. As the words formed in her mind, she saw how wrong they would seem. She flushed with shame. “Yes. So close,” she muttered.

      They sipped their drinks, nodded in sympathy, and went on talking, politely relieving her of the attention she clearly wanted to avoid. No one was surprised when he captured the baron’s daughter. She is the loveliest creature. They all turned and peered at Clara’s mother across the room. Even in full mourning, perhaps even more so because of it, Clara had to agree: her mother was the most striking woman she had ever seen. Tall and graceful, with long thin fingers and a delicate slender nose, her pale skin and hair glowed against the black dress. If anything, the dark apparel enhanced her figure as she leaned against the marble fireplace surround.

      She must be just devastated. Yes. Yes. Who wouldn’t be?

      Clara looked back to where her mother lingered, surrounded by a number of guests, primarily men. She bore the sense of weary elegance and aloof intelligence she carried at all times, but nothing that could be characterized as devastation.

      Where’s his brother? He has a brother? Yes. Although they say he left the family years ago. Asked to leave is more like it.

      Clara listened to their murmuring from a distant place, as if she had retreated into a back corner of a cave where she could only hear the faint echoing of their conversation. At the mention of her uncle she started, but by then they had already moved on.

      What I can’t understand is why? It doesn’t make sense? No. No sense at all. Several women shook their heads in dismay.

      “What’s that?” an elderly woman asked. “What did you say?” She leaned on a black cane, a glass filled with a strange green substance in her other hand. Her over-bustled dress, with its lace neckline, was well out of fashion. It looked more like the eighteenth-century fashion plates Clara had had as a child.

      “The suicide,” someone whispered.

      “Suicide? What suicide?” the elderly woman spat. “Why on earth⁠—”

      “Ho! Margareta, what are you up to?” An ample, red-haired man strode to the group, eyeing the elderly woman. He placed his arm possessively around Clara’s shoulder, his body radiating moist warmth through his overcoat. “Are you scaring this poor young thing?”

      “Werner.” The elderly woman nodded.

      Werner looked down at Clara. “Hello, sweetheart. Haven’t seen you in ages.”

      Clara smiled back, but on the inside her mind raced, trying to pluck the memory of him out of some hazy, vaporous place she couldn’t access. Something about him was vaguely familiar: a smell, or perhaps the sound of his voice. His expression was affable yet her vision narrowed and darkened. She felt the sudden need to flee.

      “Liselotte.” Lotte stepped up and introduced herself, drawing away his focus. “Edgar’s cousin on his father’s side.”

      “Werner Regensbach.” He took Lotte’s hand and added, laughing, “Edgar’s accomplice. We were in school together in Vienna.”

      “Werner!” Several men overheard them and sauntered over. One gave him a firm hug, slapping him on the back. “Here you are, after all.”

      “Made it. Business nearly kept me away. But I always have time for the ladies.” He grinned at Clara. “I learned that from Edgar.”

      Clara’s heart beat rapidly. Cold tendrils spread throughout her limbs. The other men chuckled and cast furtive glances into their drinks. One of them, an elegant, graying gentleman with a mustache, added, “Edgar always had such a charm with women. They all followed at his heels, waiting for his every word. If I could have bottled it and sold it, we’d all be rich. Well, richer.”

      The other men laughed.

      The mustached man glanced at Clara. His face was sharply defined, his nose aristocratic, and his dress neat, but his eyes were lecherous and his smile pinched. “A hound’s a hound as they say.”

      Lotte started to speak, but Werner cut her off, “Do you remember that girl? What was her name? The baron’s daughter. Karla? Or Karlotte? Whatever it was, thank God for Conrad’s hefty purse. Whoever said money can’t solve every problem has never been to Austria.”

      “Or Prussia,” the mustached man added. “There’s no purity among those dogs. Say what you will about their greed, but I’ll take Austria or France any day.”

      A third man, of moderate height, fair and faintly freckled, fidgeted as the conversation took a political turn. “Now wait one moment. Edgar may have been schooled in Austria, but he was a solid Bavarian. Like the rest of us, Herr Schweben notwithstanding. And this is still Bavaria. Not Prussia or Austria or France. And it’s going to remain Bavaria.”

      “Alfred…” Werner threw an arm around his shoulder. “Of course. Of course. But you have to admit Bavaria is already divided, whether or not she admits it. One wants the old kingdom; another Austro-Bavaria; and another Franco-Bavaria. And each of them is fighting to claim her. Not to mention Bismarck and those like him who are anxious for a united state. He isn’t some toy soldier, playing at territorial disputes. Now hold on a minute. I’m not saying I want to see Bavaria snapped up in the jaws of the minister president. But we can’t be so dismissive of the possibility.”

      Despite Alfred’s flustered attempts to speak, Werner continued, “And Edgar understood that as well as we do. He weighed the benefits as you would any matter of business. Independence is an illusion. Change is inevitable. The question is, if we can’t be Bavaria”—he held out his hand to stop the other man’s protests—“God forbid it should come to that. But if, at some point, we can’t be the same Bavaria we’ve always been, we have to decide where our allegiances lie. We all know what I believe. And what Edgar would have chosen.”

      “And what would that be?” Her grandmother’s voice cut through the tension. She stood just outside of the group’s circle. In the midst of the rising tension of the discussion at hand, no one had heard her approach.

      “Frau Willenheim, you look as ravishing as ever.” Werner caught up her hand and held it to his lips.

      Her grandmother struggled not to smile. “Werner, you’re the same old devious fox you’ve always been.”

      “With honor.” He mock bowed to her and laughed. “I was just telling Herr Gottinger that, though we treasure our history and heritage, if we had to choose an ally in the looming conflict, Edgar and I would choose Austria and France as the more pleasurable bedfellows. Clearly you agree.”

      “Of course.”

      “You’ve come to join the discussion then?” Werner asked.

      “I’m afraid not. I’ve come to collect my granddaughter, Clara.” She reached out her hand and grasped Clara’s. “Given the weight of this occasion, her mother and I would appreciate her presence. I’m sure you understand.”

      “Lotte,” her grandmother addressed her, “would you care to join us as well?”

      Lotte mouthed something to the other ladies and followed Lina away from the group.

      “Disgraceful bunch of vultures,” Lina commented once they were out of earshot.
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      Her mother drew Clara down beside her on the sofa while her grandmother signaled to one of the servants to bring her a fresh glass of brandy. Glass in hand, she settled herself into a chair beside the fire and leaned back to survey the room.

      “They didn’t bother you did they, dear?” Helene smoothed down Clara’s sleeves as if clearing away the ill intentions of their unwanted houseguests.

      Clara thought of Werner’s overly eager red face, of the count’s leering looks and felt her color rise. “They’re arguing that we have to side with either Prussia or Austria.”

      “Men.” Her mother looked relieved. “A time like this and all they can think about is politics.”

      “No disrespect to Edgar’s memory,” Horst said, “but Bavaria’s future is being decided regardless of our personal circumstances. I have it on good authority that Bismarck has his eye on uniting all of us under the Prussian flag, with himself at the helm of course. For those who prefer Austria”—he nodded in deference to Lina—“there’s no time to waste.”

      “Why do we have to submit to anyone?” Clara asked. “Why can’t we control our own future?”

      “Because that’s how the world works.” Horst leaned back, resting his arm across the back of the sofa. “The affairs of the world move by means of alliances and compromises. No one can stand alone even if he wants to. Besides, something always has to die for something greater to be born.”

      “Bavaria is perfect as it is,” Clara said.

      “I don’t know what any of this has to do with Edgar,” her grandmother cut in. She pursed her lips and stared at them with steely eyes.

      They sat silently for several minutes, clutching at the drink in their hands, looking around at the guests moving in circles of hushed respect. Clara’s shoulders and neck began to ache. At last, Lotte sighed, breaking through the awkwardness. Every eye turned toward her.

      “It’s so strange. Like it was yesterday when it was decades ago. So many memories in this place.” She looked around at the gathering crowd. “He’s…was…four years older. I never experienced a time when he wasn’t here.” She chuckled lightly. “There was this one time. I was, oh, perhaps seven or eight. We were here for the summer. I wanted to play dolls, but Cora wanted to play toy boats on the lake. You know Cora.” She faltered for a moment then went on. “You knew Cora. She always wanted to be outside. Always. Running through the woods or swimming or sailing.

      “Well, we fought about it for a time. Meanwhile, Edgar was sitting in the window with that knife of his, carving something. Eventually he piped in and suggested we reenact Die Zertanzten Schuhe. You remember the story of course, in which the twelve princesses leave their room each night via a secret door. They travel through the hidden passages of a castle and emerge in three successive woods. The trees in the first have silver leaves. The second, gold. And the third, diamonds. From there they come to a lake where twelve princes wait to take them in boats to a castle that stands on the opposite shore. There the princesses dance each night away, ruining their slippers.”

      Clara looked at her hands in her lap, feeling her pupils dilating, her breath catching—cold and sharp—in her chest.

      “It was a splendid idea. We took the dolls and all went well until we got down to the lake. The boats were there, but there were supposed to be princes awaiting our arrival. Well, Cora insisted I be the prince. Which, I told her, was ridiculous. I was at least a year younger. It only made sense for me to be the princess.”

      Laughter broke out among several guests.

      “That only angered her. The whole afternoon was on the brink of collapse when Edgar, who had followed us, declared he would play both princes. So we set the dolls in their little boats and tied a ribbon to the bow of each one. I thought he would lead them along the shore, but no! He threw himself into the lake. With his clothes on! Even his shoes—those stiff little black ones with the spats Hedy always made him wear. You remember those!

      “He threw himself into the water, swam over to the lines, and dragged the boats clear across the lake. Cora and I had to run to meet him on the other side, and he still beat us there. We had our ball. By the time we were done, it was past dinner. Thank God Cora insisted Edgar walk back rather than tossing himself into the water again.

      “He would have done it, though. He would have done anything for Cora.” She paused, not knowing how to finish. “That’s my favorite memory of Edgar.”

      The guests broke out in light applause. Many were chuckling. Lina was laughing and smiling so hard she had to wipe tears of joy from her cheeks. “Oh, Edgar,” she sighed. “I remember that day. Those shoes were ruined.”

      For a minute or two, everyone was quiet. The fire’s flames had diminished to red embers glowing through black forms that were merely a suggestion of logs. Clara shifted in her seat.

      “The lake.” Werner’s booming voice behind her shattered the stillness. “I remember Edgar teaching this little one to swim.” He reached forward and squeezed Clara’s shoulder from behind the sofa. Clara jumped. “Threw her right in. Edgar was like that. Sink or swim. Isn’t that what he’d say?”

      He laughed and shook his head. Clara’s mind filled with the memory of her limbs flailing as fingers of weeds brushed against her legs; of gagging as her mouth filled with the fetid water. Worse—of something living that wanted to claim her. That had waited there in the black depths intending to reach out and clutch her in its cold embrace. Her lungs tightened, spasmed.

      “You want a story? I have a story.” Werner’s voice demanded attention. “As many of you know—hell, a few of you were there—Edgar and I attended university at roughly the same time. One class apart. So one morning he comes to me with this idea. At the time, I didn’t know Cora had just written to him to say she had just gotten a horse. And not just any horse. No. A fine Arabian horse, black as night. I can’t recall his name. Sturmisch or Dunkel…”

      “She called him ‘Dunkel Engel,’” Lina said.

      “That’s right,” Werner continued. “Dark Angel. Anyway, I didn’t know this at the time. So he comes to me and says he has a plan to go riding. The university wasn’t the most exciting place, if you know what I mean. Naturally I said yes.

      “Come midnight, I’m standing outside the headmaster’s door. We couldn’t go out the lower doors, you see. There was a guard after dark. So we’re outside the headmaster’s door. I get there and Edgar is already picking the lock. He had to fiddle with it for a few minutes, but he opened it, by God.”

      Werner chuckled and ran a hand through his hair, sweeping it back. His face was redder with the excitement of his tale. Clara glanced at her grandmother. Lina’s face was fixed in stony horror. Lotte and Horst exchanged guarded glances.

      “We passed through the headmaster’s office and onto his balcony. That was his plan! To climb off the balcony and down the side of the building. He never was right in the head.” Beside her, Clara’s mother gasped. “Still, we did it. Then we were off. I think it was April—no, the snow was gone; must have been sometime in May. Hell, I don’t remember.

      “We ran out to the street and down to a neighboring stable. In those days they were that close to the city. Anyway, we ran down to the barn and Edgar ‘appropriated,’ as he called it, two of their thoroughbreds. Best damn horses I’d ever seen. We must have ridden for hours, through the fields and forests around the area. Mind you, it was dark, but there was a full moon that night.

      “And could he ride! I don’t know how many fences we jumped, not to mention streams and fallen logs. Daylight was beginning to show when we brought the horses back. Nearly caught us too. Ed hadn’t planned on that one—that stable hands are up long before schoolboys.

      “They didn’t, though. We made it back in time to slip in the servants’ entrance as the bakers were arriving. That’s still one of the best nights of my life.”

      “Didn’t one of those horses end up lame after that?” Horst asked, his voice flat.

      Werner shrugged. “Wouldn’t surprise me. Edgar could ride a horse like Phaethon in Helios’s chariot.”

      “It didn’t end well for Phaethon,” Horst remarked. “Didn’t end well for the horse either. They had to put her down.”

      Clara shot a glance at her grandmother, whose face was drawn and still, and wondered if they were both thinking of another stable on another night.

      Horst cleared his throat, drawing everyone’s expectant and hopeful attention. “If I may, I have a more recent story. It’s a tad different, but I think that when you hear it you’ll recognize the Edgar we loved so much.”

      Lina nodded to him.

      “It was perhaps seven or eight years ago. Late September I believe. Lotte and I were here for several weeks, along with a number of others. For several days the weather had turned unseasonably warm. Early one morning, Edgar and I were on the veranda watching the fog lifting over the forests. The sunrise cast the trees in shades of gold and crimson. It was stunning, truly native soil, fatherland…rich harvesting in every field.”

      Several men and one woman broke into song, and Horst had to wait for the anthem to end, much to the pleasure of all of the guests. Clara breathed deeply. Horst smiled and tucked his hands into his pockets, rocking back and forth on his heels as the spotlight warmed in his favor.

      “I suppose it inspired in both of us a sense of renewed love for the fatherland. That desire that men so often have, to feel the soil and taste the wind, to be boundless in a way that connects one to the land and to those things that can never be fully tamed. Edgar was like that—loyal to the things that kept him wild, the things that challenged him.

      “One of those things was the hunt. As I often say, many nations have deer, but only Bavaria has stags. Edgar would have agreed with that. Don’t take my word for it; the trophy room is on the second floor—see for yourself!”

      “Oh, bother.” Lina waved her hand in mock dismissal, but her face shone with pride.

      “We rode out shortly after dawn. The air was crisp but not cold. Our horses’ hooves crushed the early, fallen leaves as we rode. That smell—of rich decay—filled our senses, mingled with the sound of autumn birdsong and the snuffling of our horses as they snorted and clopped over the packed earth.

      “Now…” Horst paused to focus their attention. “It wasn’t Edgar who took down the stag. Though he was a fine marksman. No, it was Count Reigelstein who spotted the animal first and took the shot. It was a long shot, but sure enough he hit it. Square in the chest. We rode over to collect the animal.

      “I don’t know if it was the easy, convivial air of the morning, or the beauty of the autumn day, but none of us were in much of a hurry. The count’s groom reached the animal first and dismounted. As the rest of us drew near, we sensed movement. Some sort of shuffling along the ground. At first I think we all assumed that it was the groom, inspecting his master’s trophy.

      “Until we heard a strange grunting behind the bushes.”

      Several people exclaimed.

      “A wild boar. We must have disturbed its scavenging. Either way, his man was struggling to run from it. The boar squealed and grunted, running this way and that. One moment it was fleeing, and the next it rounded and turned on him. We didn’t notice at first the dark stain spreading from the groom’s gut, staining his green coat. Another from his thigh.

      “The boar had gored him. A number of us jumped down to aid the man but, to his credit, it was Edgar who didn’t even hesitate. He sprang from the saddle and dashed to the man’s side. The boar turned and rushed at him. Edgar dove out of the way.

      “But then he charged—Edgar, that is. He ran after the boar and threw himself on top of the creature. It bucked and squealed but not for long. Edgar unsheathed a long hunting knife from his belt and tore it across the boar’s gullet. We managed to ride back with the groom and call a physician in time to save his life. And that’s because of Edgar. Because he was always fearless. Brilliant. And heroic.”

      “Here! Here!” someone shouted.

      The stories continued for another hour or two, with many of the guests vying for the opportunity to share their own piece of Edgar’s history. Clara listened to all of them with a conflicted sense of curiosity and unease. Few of them knew the true Edgar.

      Her mind churned with dark images—memories forced up to the surface, gasping for air. She would have fled from it all if she could have, but her mother sat tightly beside her, her grandmother across from her, and neither would have surrendered her easily.

      Eventually the stories fragmented into competing smaller tales. As the conversation drew away from where she sat, Lotte turned to Clara. “I meant to ask if you’ve been feeling better.”

      Clara blushed and looked to the side, her mind wheeling, searching for an answer.

      “Do you mind my asking? Someone mentioned you were ill.”

      “Clara.” Lina’s voice rang out as she rose from her chair. “Lotte, I’m sorry to interrupt, but I’m sure you’ll excuse me if I take Clara with me for now. I was just leaving for a time of prayer. I’m sure that would do Clara much good as well. Wouldn’t it dear?”

      Her grandmother pulled her to her feet, took her arm under her own, and led her briskly out of the room.
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      Lina pulled Clara down the main hall, past room after room lying stately and neglected like the carcasses of elegant beasts long picked clean. Outlines in worn rugs marked where furniture had once stood. Chairs that had lined the walls lay toppled in disarray, cast down by some unseen entity. Vases and cigar trays and silver services sat jumbled in a heap on top of console tables and servers.

      At the end of the main hall, one wing jutted off at a right angle. There a family portrait hung, overlaid in cobwebs. In it, her grandfather and grandmother sat in carved high-backed chairs; their expressions somber, appraising. Around them, their three children stood. Clara’s father, Edgar, bore her grandmother’s chiseled features and dark, brooding eyes. Nathaniel and Cora mirrored her grandfather Conrad’s fair, open face and red hair. They all managed to appear united in boredom.

      Clara would have lingered over the portrait, but her grandmother gripped her arm and strode around the corner and down to the end of the eastern wing of the house. There a studded plank door hung on solid iron hinges. The medieval style was a strict departure from the rest of the house, marking the chapel as something both set apart from and distinctly opposed to the house itself.

      Lina pulled a heavy ring of keys from her pocket, inserted one, and pushed open the door. Cold air pressed out from within the stone interior. It smelled lifeless and stale. Rows of wooden pews stood witness to their entrance. The heavy wooden beams overhead and the solid stone walls pressed in on Clara. Someone had lit the candles on the altar and those in metal sconces lining the walls. As several burned down and went out, the cloying scent of smoke filled the air.

      Clara followed her grandmother to one of the front pews. Lina lowered herself onto the kneeler and crossed herself, muttering something. Clara mimicked her gestures half-heartedly and knelt beside her on the rounded leather ledge. When she glanced at her grandmother, Clara saw that her eyes were closed in prayer, her lips moving inaudibly. Clara tried to close her eyes, but Werner’s red face rose before her face. And the others: the leering mustached count, even Aunt Lotte. They stared at her, hovering around in a circle, questioning, prying.

      Shuddering involuntarily, she looked instead at the altar, an intricately carved wooden box draped in a white cloth and covered in silver candelabras, that stood beyond the low, front railing. High above it, the organ loft overlooked the length of the church. For a moment, the shadows in the loft seemed to flicker and shift, as if someone walked there. They stilled then shifted again. The house creaked and groaned around them. She looked up to the roof above, certain it would collapse. Instead, a shrill, discordant cord rang out from the organ, echoing off of the stone walls. Clara gasped.

      Her grandmother opened her eyes a crack and shook her head. “It’s an old house. Old houses always have stories to tell.” She fell back into her contemplation.

      Clara turned back to the loft. It rested, its darkness still, but she could feel eyes on her. Something waited there, watching, breathing. Below the loft, an elongated crucifix hung. On it, the Christ figure stared out at her from under accusing eyelids, trapped in perpetual suffering. The hairs on Clara’s arm rose. She fought the urge to run. But then Lina sighed deeply, crossed herself and sat back in the pew.

      Clara quickly closed her eyes, waited several seconds, and did likewise. She looked around the room. The stained-glass windows were all narrow and deep-set. She didn’t have to turn around to know that the double doors in the back of the nave—also wood and iron—were bolted fast. The door back to the house, through which they had come, hung unsecured in its frame. It was, at most, thirty feet from where she sat. She forced her breathing to slow and waited for her grandmother to fall back into prayer. Instead she took Clara’s hand and exhaled lightly.

      Her grandmother gazed up at the cross, her deep brown eyes misty. “There’s such forgiveness here. It may be my age speaking, but the weight of one’s sin seems to accrue over time. So many regrets. So much to atone for. And…” Her voice fell off leaving a void in its wake. “And the worst part of it is, it was Edgar who always knew what to say. If he were here…” She faltered briefly then continued, “but now, I fear I’m the reason he’s dead.”

      Clara started. “Why?”

      Lina squeezed her hand as if thanking her. “Your father was always a troubled man.” Her face seemed to gather for a moment, her eyes unfocused. “No, that’s not true. There was a time when he was very strong. When he didn’t bear the weight of a conflicted mind. But then, after his sister died, your Aunt Cora…I didn’t realize how her death would affect him. And now your mother is saying…suggesting…”

      “What?” Clara whispered when her grandmother didn’t finish her thought.

      “I…I should have understood him better.” Lina grimaced, her gaze fixed on something unseen before them. “I should have known what he needed. I should have done more. Instead he grew worse and worse, fighting against the other half of himself, the half that died with Cora. It died, but still it walked. For almost twenty-five years it walked, in Edgar’s body. It limped through the halls at night, speaking from a place of torment. Stalking him. Begging to be set free.

      “And I never knew how to help him. In the end it was Edgar. Your mother claims it was Edgar who knew how to silence the part of him that couldn’t find rest.”

      A cold hand passed over Clara’s body as Lina spoke. She remembered the nights when her father had bolted himself in his room, sobbing and pacing. They clustered in the hallway, Lina and Berend fumbling with the locks only to find the room barricaded. Her mother standing behind them against the opposite wall, nervously chewing on her fingernail, her other hand clutching at her dress. They would hear, from within, the sound, like an animal’s low feral growl and fingernails clutching and dragging themselves down the paneled wall.

      She remembered the nights when she had awakened to hear him in the hall beyond her door, calling out for Cora in a voice she didn’t recognize. She would see the light from his candle pass under the door beyond her sitting room and would hold her breath, trembling and waiting for his steps to recede.

      Once, as a child, she had made the mistake of opening the door, stepping out into the hall and responding to him. He had stood motionless, his back to her. Slowly he had turned and what she had seen in his eyes had sucked the breath from her lungs. She had collapsed. But Berend had come, Lina close behind him. They had gripped Edgar fast while Lina held a thick, acrid sponge over his mouth.

      A slow creak broke her dark reverie, clutching Clara’s heart in its icy grip. Something moved above them. Berend stood in the pulpit, his hazel eyes boring into her. Lina regarded his entrance without comment. After a minute or two, he descended the stairs to the altar then passed in front of the pew where they sat. He stopped beside the doorway and turned to watch them. Clara’s shoulders slumped.

      “We could all have done more,” Lina added. “Whatever his flaws may have been, he was always better than I ever was. Than any of us. We should all pray for his forgiveness.”

      Clara’s head swung toward her grandmother, her eyes wide, her mouth open. But Lina had retreated into prayer again—this time with her eyes open, gazing up at the cross, her lips moving—and didn’t notice. Clara felt the heat spreading throughout her body, her hands clenching the edge of the pew. She looked up at the source of her grandmother’s gaze and the bile rose in her throat. She edged out of the pew.

      “Clara.” Her grandmother’s voice was sharp, insistent. “I wish you to remain with me and pray a while longer.”

      “I’m tired. I wish to return to the drawing room.”

      “If you’re so tired, dear, Berend will see you back to your room.”

      Berend leaned against the wall beside the door, his eyes fixed upon her, his jaw set beneath his salt-and-pepper beard.

      “I’d like to see my mother,” she mumbled.

      Lina sighed. “Your mother is, undoubtedly, engaged in satiating our guests with all the gossip they can possibly consume. The last thing you need is
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