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    A desperate bargain trades a failing body for dazzling vitality, only to reveal that the fiercest terrors are not in the forest that surrounds us but in the shifting borderland between conscience and appetite that lives within, as an ordinary man learns how swiftly a promised deliverance can become a shackle, how public honor can mask private dread, and how a single choice—made under the pressure of time, poverty, and desire—can fracture identity into hunter and hunted, self and shadow, forcing him to measure the price of power against the slow, exacting arithmetic of guilt, responsibility, and hope.

Wagner, the Wehr-Wolf is a Gothic and sensational romance by George W. M. Reynolds, issued as a serialized narrative in the mid-nineteenth century within the popular pages of Reynolds’s Miscellany. Its milieu is Renaissance Europe, where crumbling strongholds, remote forests, and burgeoning cities form a shifting backdrop for encounters with nobility and outlaws, clerics and commoners. The work belongs to the Victorian penny press, whose brisk installments and cliffhangers were designed to command attention week after week. Within that vibrant print culture, Reynolds fused supernatural horror with social observation, offering readers a tale that is at once adventurous, eerie, and morally inquisitive.

At the level of premise, the story begins with an aging, impoverished man named Wagner who, faced with dwindling prospects, accepts a mysterious offer that restores his youth at a terrible price. The restoration yokes him to a periodic transformation into a creature of the night, a curse that shadows his movements across continental Europe. What follows is a sequence of travels, courtships, conspiracies, and narrow escapes, in which public triumphs jostle uneasily with private terror. Reynolds keeps the focus on Wagner’s attempts to manage his secret while navigating shifting loyalties, letting suspense accrue without prematurely revealing the full scope of the bargain’s consequences.

Reynolds writes with the urgency of serial fiction: chapters close on precipices, scenes snap from salons to dungeons, and revelations arrive in measured bursts. The voice is omniscient and expansive, moving swiftly among characters and locales while maintaining psychological pressure on the protagonist. Readers can expect ornate set pieces, sudden reversals, and the vivid atmospherics of Gothic horror—moonlit chases, masked revels, and stark moral dilemmas. Yet the tone is not merely lurid; it is also reflective and didactic in the nineteenth-century manner, inviting the audience to weigh motive against deed, surface respectability against inward decay, and fear against conscience.

Beneath its supernatural trappings, the novel explores enduring themes: the seduction of power, the instability of identity, the friction between individual desire and communal order, and the uneasy commerce between sin and repentance. The werewolf figure distills these tensions into a body that is both familiar and estranged, human and animal, free and compelled. Reynolds also threads social currents through the narrative, contrasting opulence with deprivation and examining how institutions respond to irregularity and scandal. The result is a moral panorama that tests whether a person can outpace a stained past, and whether society’s judgments clarify or merely compound private anguish.

For contemporary readers, the book’s questions feel strikingly fresh. It probes what we are willing to trade to extend vigor, status, or relevance, and how bargains struck in desperation can entangle us in unintended obligations. In an age attentive to performative selfhood, the tale’s double life resonates as a figure for curated personas and suppressed impulses. Its Gothic machinery dramatizes accountability, consent under pressure, and the ethics of secrecy. The novel also offers a historical vantage on popular storytelling, revealing how mass-market fiction can entertain while interrogating authority, vulnerability, and the porous boundary between criminality and survival.

Approached today, Wagner, the Wehr-Wolf rewards patience with its serial rhythms and its blend of dread and romance. Read it for the pleasures of a roaming, melodramatic narrative; for the textured vision of Renaissance landscapes; and for a protagonist who compels sympathy even as he inspires unease. The book stands at a crossroads in supernatural literature, helping set patterns later refined by modern horror while retaining the moral gravity of early Victorian sensationalism. It invites us to witness the dance between choice and compulsion, and to consider whether redemption is a destination, a journey, or a fragile interval won night by night.





Synopsis




Table of Contents




    Wagner, the Wehr-Wolf, by George W. M. Reynolds, was first serialized in Reynolds's Miscellany between 1846 and 1847, among the early Victorian fictions to give novel-length treatment to lycanthropy. It introduces an elderly German whose fear of decay and obscurity leads him to accept a rejuvenating pact with a diabolical power. The boon of restored youth is tethered to a curse: at set intervals, he becomes a predatory being beyond his moral control. Set against a broadly Renaissance European backdrop, the opening establishes a pattern of temptation and consequence, binding private desire to supernatural obligation and setting the course for itinerant adventures.

Newly vigorous, Wagner tests the liberties his youth affords, moving through contrasting milieus that foreground the splendor and peril of his world. Noble households, bustling towns, and shadowed byways alternately welcome and endanger him, as alliances form around charm, generosity, or fear. The curse interrupts with terrifying regularity, leaving traces that attract suspicion and stir rumor. Reynolds builds episodes in which ordinary social encounters tilt toward catastrophe, then recede into uneasy normalcy, keeping the protagonist at once participant and fugitive. The story's momentum arises from this oscillation, as his human intentions are repeatedly complicated by the animal compulsion that shares his body.

Conscience survives the bargain, and with it a desire to make amends. Wagner seeks not only concealment but the possibility - hinted rather than guaranteed - of release. He turns to acts of protection and restitution, intervening where he can against cruelty and exploitation, and measuring himself against ideals he fears he can no longer embody. The narrative balances sensational incident with moral inquiry, asking how far deliberate virtue can countermand involuntary harm. Hunted at times by forces of law and at others by superstition, he learns that secrecy purchases only temporary safety, and that the path toward any redemption will demand trust as well as courage.

The serial form shapes the journey into interlaced plots of affection, jealousy, and revenge, threaded with reversals that suspend each episode on a precipice. Characters drawn from varied ranks - servants, merchants, soldiers, clerics, and the nobility - carry their own motives into Wagner's orbit, producing collisions of interest that amplify danger. Scenes of festivity darken into panic when the curse intrudes; quiet retreats become stages for ambush or confession. Reynolds uses this architecture to move briskly between public spectacle and intimate crisis, situating the protagonist's secret within a broader world whose fractures - legal, familial, and political - render concealment difficult and the costs of exposure severe.

Underlying the thrills is a meditation on identity's fissures. The werewolf becomes a figure for the rift between appearance and essence, civility and appetite, oath and impulse. Reynolds, attentive to popular concerns, registers anxieties about hereditary privilege, clerical authority, and the uneven reach of justice, while granting his hero a restless sympathy for the vulnerable. The book juxtaposes competing explanations - supernatural, rational, and institutional - without finally reducing their tension, and it questions whether society's mechanisms can distinguish guilt from affliction. Wagner's struggle thus reflects broader debates about responsibility: what one chooses, what one inherits, and what one endures despite one's will.

As suspicions harden and loyalties are tested, the circle around Wagner narrows. Those he most wishes to protect come closest to the truth, and the question of disclosure becomes acute: is confessed monstrosity more dangerous than concealed beneficence? Pursuers, some principled and others opportunistic, press their advantages, while the diabolical compact that governs his fate admits no easy renegotiation. Reynolds escalates risk through converging timelines - a public crisis, a private vow, an impending transformation - so that any path forward seems to threaten loss. The narrative emphasizes choice under constraint, preparing a resolution that must honor both the tale's moral economy and its fervent suspense.

Without venturing the final turns, it is clear why Wagner, the Wehr-Wolf endures. As a mass-market Gothic romance, it helped fix the werewolf in nineteenth-century English popular imagination, not merely as a creature of horror but as a vehicle for thinking about agency, shame, and repair. Its blend of restless plotting and ethical inquiry exemplifies Reynolds's appeal to an emerging, wide readership. The novel invites continuing reflection on the uses and limits of power gained at unworthy cost, and on the stubbornness of compassion in the face of dread. Its resonance lies in dramatizing the price and possibility of becoming human again.
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    Wagner, the Wehr-Wolf first appeared as a weekly serial in Reynolds's Miscellany in 1846–1847, at the height of Britain’s cheap popular press. Its author, George W. M. Reynolds, was a prolific radical journalist and novelist whose fiction reached mass working-class audiences. The narrative is situated principally in sixteenth‑century Central Europe and Renaissance Italy, drawing on ecclesiastical and secular institutions that regulated everyday life. Combining a Faustian bargain with werewolf lore, the story moves between rural German communities and Italian urban centers. Its sensational episodes were tailored to the expectations of penny fiction readers while engaging themes of authority, justice, and moral transgression.

The sixteenth century in German lands formed part of the Holy Roman Empire, a mosaic of principalities and free cities governed by overlapping laws. The 1532 Constitutio Criminalis Carolina codified criminal procedure across the empire and sanctioned torture, commonly applied in witchcraft prosecutions. In Italy, city-states such as Florence navigated princely rule and church oversight; ecclesiastical tribunals investigated heresy, and from 1542 the Roman Inquisition formalized procedures. Monastic houses, confraternities, and municipal authorities shaped social order, while vagrancy laws and poor relief regulated the marginal. These institutions provide the novel’s backdrop of courts, prisons, convents, and secret inquiries into forbidden practices.

Reynolds’s werewolf theme draws on early modern European beliefs that linked lycanthropy to diabolic pacts and witchcraft. Across the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, secular and ecclesiastical courts tried alleged werewolves, particularly in parts of Germany and France. Notorious cases included Gilles Garnier in Franche-Comté (executed 1573) and Peter Stumpp near Cologne (executed 1589). Authorities consulted demonological treatises such as Heinrich Kramer’s Malleus Maleficarum and Jean Bodin’s De la démonomanie des sorciers. These sources framed shapeshifting as heresy and crime, enabling confessions under torture. The novel’s imagined persecutions and terrors align with the documented climate of suspicion surrounding witchcraft and monsters.

The book also participates in the long Faust tradition. A German chapbook published in 1587 popularized the story of a scholar who bargains with the Devil, adapted by Christopher Marlowe in the 1590s and reshaped by Goethe in the nineteenth century. Within that tradition, Wagner is the name of Faust’s assistant, a resonance not lost on readers. By fusing a diabolic compact with folkloric lycanthropy, Reynolds mobilizes well-known narrative machinery to examine temptation, ambition, and retribution. The familiarity of these motifs allowed Victorian audiences to recognize moral stakes while enjoying the heightened thrills expected from serial Gothic entertainment.

Portions of the narrative unfold in Renaissance Italy, notably Florence, where Medici power shaped politics and social life. After their expulsion in 1494, the Medici returned in 1512 and consolidated ducal authority by the 1530s, embedding networks of patronage among patrician families. Urban households guarded honor through strict codes governing marriage, inheritance, and female seclusion, with convents often serving as instruments of family strategy. Highway robbery and vendetta violence persisted alongside civic magnificence. Reynolds exploits this milieu of courtly display and clandestine coercion, setting intrigues among nobles, clerics, and outlaws that mirror documented tensions between spectacle, surveillance, and private power.

In the German-speaking setting, Reynolds draws on images of forested uplands, isolated villages, and seigneurial jurisdictions characteristic of early modern Central Europe. The region endured acute social pressures, evident in the German Peasants’ War of 1524–1525, when tens of thousands rebelled against burdens imposed by lords and clerics. Though the novel is not a chronicle of those events, its portraits of fear, rumor, and rough justice echo communities where magisterial authority coexisted with local customs and folklore. Wolves threatened livestock and travelers, and winter scarcity bred anxieties that fuelled witchcraft accusations, creating a realistic atmosphere for supernatural transgression and pursuit.

The work’s 1840s publication context is crucial. Britain’s radical press and Chartist movement mobilized mass audiences for political reform, with huge petitions presented in 1839, 1842, and 1848. Reynolds, a prominent radical and later founder of Reynolds’s Weekly Newspaper, specialized in accessible serials that attacked aristocratic privilege and clerical abuses. His Miscellany competed with other penny blood successes such as Varney the Vampire and The String of Pearls, using cliffhangers, criminal exposes, and moral denunciations to sustain circulation. Wagner, the Wehr-Wolf belongs to this milieu, fusing Gothic horror with topical skepticism toward inherited authority and institutional hypocrisy.

By staging supernatural temptation and punishment within rigorously hierarchical sixteenth‑century societies, Reynolds could dramatize abuses of power at a safe historical remove. The novel’s courts, inquisitors, nobles, and outlaws evoke documented mechanisms of surveillance and coercion, while the werewolf plot channels early modern demonological fears. For Victorian readers schooled by radical journalism, this combination delivered both spectacle and critique: the exposure of cruelty in law and religion, the fragility of reputation, and the peril of unchecked desire. Wagner, the Wehr-Wolf thus reflects its era’s mass-market tastes and reformist energies, using a historical Gothic canvas to question authority and moral certainty.
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It is January, 1516. Darkness wraps the Black Forest; thunder growls, lightning claws the clouds, and furious gusts hurl the oaks and firs against one another while wolves howl beneath. Streams that once sang now roar like cataracts, mingling with every shriek of the tempest. Amid this appalling night an ancient shepherd, ninety years old, sits in a lonely cottage on the forest edge. His scalp is bald, beard snow-white, limbs trembling. Wife, children, and kin are dust; all save one have sailed the voyage whence none return, and that single solace, his granddaughter Agnes, has vanished.

He has scoured every path and precipice, yet found no corpse, no tatter of clothing, no wolf-torn sign; despair whispers she deserted him. Who will cook while he tends the scant sheep? Who will gather winter wood or spin him warmth? Tears stream as he moans, “Oh, Agnes, why did you abandon me? Did you flee with a lover who will cheat you? O Agnes, my darling, have you condemned me to die with no hand to close my eyes?” The storm’s reply is a crash of thunder that shakes the hut and startles his grieving heart.

A sharp knocking jerks him upright. He unbars the door, admitting a tall man of about forty whose golden hair is matted, blue eyes wild, costly garments travel-soiled. The shepherd seats him by the fire and sets out bread and cheese, but the stranger will not touch them, staring as though horrors crowd the room. Thunder splits directly overhead; a single blast of wind rocks the cottage. The old man reaches toward a crucifix; the guest lifts a forbidding hand, authority blazing, and the shepherd sinks back trembling. When the gale lapses to mournful moans, the stranger steadies himself.

“Dost thou tremble at the storm?” asks the host. “I am unhappy,” answers the man. “Question me not; but you are unhappy too.” The shepherd tells of Agnes’s disappearance. The listener first seems distant, then broods deeply. “Your lot is wretched,” he says. “Fall ill and you will starve; die and wolves will gnaw your corpse before any villager suspects. Wouldst thou change thy condition? My power can give thee youth, beauty, riches beyond waste, and an intellect to wield them.” Fear and fierce hope wrestle in the old heart while thunder again bellows over the forest like avenging drums.

“Name the price,” Wagner pleads. “Two conditions,” replies the stranger. “First, follow me for one year and a half, until sunset of July 30, 1517; then we part forever. Second, you must prey upon the human race I hate.” Horrified, Wagner asks explanation. The man whispers of doomed mortals who, each month’s last sunset, become savage wolves until dawn. “Dost thou comprehend?” “I do—but such a bond men sign with evil!” “Not so—hesitate not; in one hour thou shalt be another man.” The storm howls; hope smothers terror. “I accept the boon, and the conditions stipulated!” Wagner cries.

“’Tis well, Wagner,” the stranger answers, revealing he already knows the shepherd’s name. He steps into the roaring forest, bidding Wagner wait. An hour drags by; sparks on the dying hearth become gold in the dreamer’s eyes, the hovel a palace, the untouched supper a glittering feast. Footsteps return. “Fulfil but one tenth of that vision—” Wagner begins. “I will fulfil it all,” the man declares, producing a crystal vial. “Drink.” Wagner drains it, slumps into numb oblivion, then wakes transformed: limbs robust, back straight, dark hair curling, eyes keen, teeth white, mind bursting with sudden erudition and daring.

“O great and powerful being, how may I prove my boundless gratitude?” he exclaims in the sonorous voice of youth. “Think no more of Agnes; prepare to follow me,” the stranger commands. “I am ready,” says Wagner, “but tell me—who art thou, wondrous man?” Eyes blazing with unearthly light, the other leans close and whispers a single revelation. Ice seems to crawl along Wagner’s spine; he shudders yet remains silent, bound by awe and terror. The master motions imperiously. Together they leave the humble cottage, vanishing into the storm-lashed labyrinth of the Black Forest toward unknown destinies.
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Our tale begins at midnight in mid-November 1520. In a sumptuous Florentine chamber a forty-eight-year-old nobleman, Count of Riverola, lies dying beneath a swinging lamp whose glare shows an aquiline face still handsome despite pallor and disease. Pride hardens his curled lip; severity grooves his brow; no fear softens his stare. Two figures lean over the bed. One is his splendid daughter Nisida, twenty-five, hair unbound over alabaster shoulders, wrapper hastily clasped at the waist; her blazing black eyes combine intellect and passion. The other is her nineteen-year-old brother Francisco, gentle and blue-eyed, as unlike their grim father as spring to winter.

Ten years earlier Nisida’s mother died in mysterious circumstances, and the shock left the girl hovering near death; when she recovered, she was forever deaf and mute. Formerly sweet and retiring, she now rules the household with imperious glances: one flash of those eyes terrifies servants, and her lips quiver with silent wrath at the slightest fault. Toward her father she alternates devotion with fierce resentment, yet the count exults in seeing his own implacable spirit mirrored in her. She pours instead a boundless, almost maternal affection upon Francisco, cherishing his comfort, grieving at his absence, defending him from every unkind look.

Some weeks of illness have brought this hour. Doctor Duras tells the count that dawn will find him dead. He orders Nisida and Francisco to be called, then dismisses priest and physician. Francisco stands at the right, Nisida at the left, while the dying man gathers strength. “Francisco,” he begins in an icy voice, “lay your hand on the crucifix, then swear to obey me.” Tears spilling, the youth cries, “I swear most solemnly to fulfill your commands, my dear father!” “No reservations,” the count warns. Shuddering, Francisco repeats, “I swear,” and presses his lips to the sacred symbol.

The count draws a key from beneath his pillow. “This opens the door in that corner,” he says. Francisco glances at the panel rumored never to move. “On the morning of your marriage, within the first hour after leaving the church, you and your bride—no other soul—must unlock the closet and discover what lies there. The secret concerns our name and may bring great advantage. Remain unmarried and let it rest forever. Hide all knowledge from your sister. Break syllable of this command, and the blessing I give becomes the curse of hell.” “I will fulfill it to the letter,” Francisco answers, securing the key.

“Your inheritance is entire,” the count murmurs; “my will provides for Nisida only if Heaven restores her hearing.” Francisco attempts a loving protest, but the dying man motions silence, falls back, and sinks into stupor. Nisida, face still hidden, signs to her brother to summon priest and physician. Returning, Doctor Duras shoots her a sharp inquiry; she gently shakes her head, imploring. Vexation yields to pity; he offers restoratives, yet the count does not revive. At four, the proud spirit departs. The orphans embrace; Francisco’s tears flow, while Nisida’s brilliant eyes blaze without a single drop.

Breaking their embrace, Francisco forms rapid signs: “You have lost a father, beloved Nisida, but a devoted brother remains.” Her fingers reply, “Your happiness has always been and will always be my only care.” Doctor Duras and Father Marco take their hands and guide them from the death-chamber. In the corridor Francisco says, “Friends, you would spare us that sight. I feel helpless; the world is strange to me.” The physician answers, “Life’s paths are thorny, my son, yet a stout heart and honest purpose are faithful guides.” He squeezes their hands; he and the priest depart, and the orphans withdraw to separate rooms.
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Between four and five on that bleak winter morning, Nisida slipped into the suite reserved for her alone—three elegant rooms leading to her bedchamber, where seventeen-year-old Flora rose from beside the fire. At Nisida’s silent sign that all was over, the girl, startled by her mistress’s calm, obeyed the impatient wave and withdrew. Nisida collapsed into a cushioned chair; raven hair spilled over white shoulders, half-closed eyes burned beneath a proud brow, parted lips showed pearly teeth. Reverie hardened into resolve: she sprang upright, drew her tall form to full height, contempt curling her lip, a heroine ready for decisive action.

Gathering the wrapper around her, she lit a lamp and headed out, but the gentle eyes of her mother’s portrait arrested her. She stared, worship filling her gaze, until tears burst; fearing weakness, she dashed them away and crossed the adjoining rooms. Certain no servant stirred, she sped down the corridor, lamp-flare on her face, and slipped into her brother’s chamber. He slept heavily after their father’s vigil. Smiling with triumph, she searched his doublet, seized the key, and glided back. A heartbeat of doubt paused her at the death-room; “Fool that I am to hesitate!” she muttered, entered, and advanced toward the forbidden closet.
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Nisida’s hand was steady as she turned the key, yet her compressed lips betrayed the courage she summoned for whatever waited inside. Face deathly white, eyes blazing, she pushed the closet door ajar, stabbed a glance into the recess—and recoiled as though a corpse had clutched her. Horror convulsed her features; still she snatched an object, hid it in her bosom, closed the door, and hurried back through the silent apartments. Francisco slept undisturbed; the key slid into his doublet once more. Within five breathless minutes she had regained her own suite, bolted the innermost door, and dropped into an arm-chair.

She drew the rescued manuscript, a bundle of narrow pages, and devoured the cramped lines. Each sentence twisted her visage—cheeks blanching, nostrils quivering, breath halting—until, reading the last, she flung the papers to the floor and ground her teeth in demonic fury. The gentle portrait of her mother caught her eye, and, like oil upon storm waves, its tranquil smile subdued her; tears flowed, and she stooped, gathering the leaves while averting her gaze from their loathsome script. A swift calculation followed; resolution hardened. Lamp in hand, she stole the key again, revisited the chamber of death, replaced the manuscript, and returned unseen.

Nisida finally sought her couch, sleeping heavily until the clepsydra marked the tenth hour. Startled awake, she unlocked her door, rang a silver bell, and turned again to the pillows. Flora Francatelli entered softly. Spying an uncrumpled sheet under the arm-chair, she laid it upon the table, then restored every toilet article to rigid order and sat to ponder. Orphaned in infancy, reared by a self-sacrificing aunt and aided by kindly Father Marco, she was beautiful, gentle, and devout. Her brother Alessandro served a Florentine envoy at Constantinople; she herself attended the Lady Nisida, enduring that afflicted mistress’s frequent storms with patient sweetness.

Seated alone, she mused on Sunday visits beside the Arno, on her far-off brother, then—unwillingly—on Francisco, Count of Riverola, a thought that drew a sigh she hurried to dismiss. Rising to check the water clock, she noticed the page she had rescued, and, lost in abstraction, allowed her eyes to skim its opening sentences: “merciless scalpel hacked and hewed away at the still almost palpitating flesh of the murdered man, in whose breast the dagger remained buried—a ferocious joy—a savage hyena-like triumph—” The words froze her blood. She neither started nor cried; a shudder chained her limbs and silenced her tongue.

Nisida now rose, slipped into a loose robe, and took the chair Flora had vacated. While raven hair was being combed, her gaze alighted on the incriminating sheet; she sprang up, eyes blazing, and pointed imperiously. Flora signed that she had found it on the floor. Fingers flying, Nisida demanded, “And you have read it!” The maiden, disdaining deceit, answered, “I read the first four lines, and no more.” Crimson swept over Nisida’s neck and brow as she verified the page, then signed again: “Will you swear you read no more?” “As I hope for salvation!” replied Flora, steadfast yet trembling.

Nisida’s searching stare found no falsehood; she nodded grim belief and warned, “Beware how you breathe to a living soul a word of what you did read!” Obedient Flora bowed agreement. The leaf disappeared into a jewel casket, comb and ribbons resumed their orderly task, and the chamber regained its hush. Yet echoing through both hearts were the words one had written and the other had glimpsed—bloody tokens of some hidden horror within the Riverola palace. Outside, servants bustled, sunbeams warmed the shutters, and ordinary day began, while mistress and maid guarded, in fearful silence, the secret sealed behind closet doors.
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Night cloaked the Count of Riverola’s funeral. Black draperies swallowed the church, and flickering wax tapers could not lift the gloom. Outside, a storm howled; within, wind stalked the aisles, making the sable cloth billow like restless spirits. At the bier stood young Francisco, pale, delicate, eyes fixed on the yawning vault that waited for his father. Dr. Duras and other friends gathered near, while distant spectators hovered like shadows. An owl battered the stained glass, its shriek mingling with the moan of the gale. The priests began their chant, and tears slid down Francisco’s face as he forgave every cold memory.
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