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			Prologue

			Berger Mansion, near Hildegard, May 3, 2001, 10:59 p.m.

			 

			“Doctor, I think it’s time.”

			The thin man looked up, intense blue eyes colored with unease. His expression was not that of a man about to bring a new life into the world. His nod was weary. Strangely sad.

			“How fast?” he asked.

			“Three to five minutes apart,” the woman said. She didn’t look like a nurse. She wore jeans and a black t-shirt, with a silver chain decorated with small silver bones around her neck. The doctor didn’t seem to care. He took a last sip of his sherry and rose from the old wooden chair. It creaked, just like him.

			“Let’s take a look.” His bravado was audibly false.

			The woman smiled and raised a finger. “Follow me.”

			The hallways were long and echoed with every step. Old wood. Old house. Old family.

			The doctor shook his head silently and his eyes followed the slender waist that walked just ahead. On another day, he’d have thirsted for that waist, but tonight…his mind was on other things. Somber things. Life-and-death things.

			The walls on either side of him were hung with the memories of generations gone by; black-and-white photographic portraits of people trying very hard to look perfect for the camera. But they didn’t look perfect; they looked false and old. The doctor paid little attention; his mind was elsewhere as they walked down the long hallway and then stopped at a wooden door.

			The screams assaulted him as soon as the door opened. It was amazing how soundproofed the room was; the hallway had suggested none of the anguish within.

			The woman on the bed writhed in pain. They had covered her in white sheets that were now spotted with blood. A big man with dark eyes paced nervously near the bed. His face instantly looked relieved when the doctor walked in.

			“How are we doing?” the doctor asked.

			The answer was a scream of pain and a tense contraction from the woman on the bed.

			The doctor pressed his hand to her forehead.

			“It’s okay,” he said softly. “It’s all going to be okay.”

			The problem was, he didn’t believe it.

			Nevertheless, the doctor bent to the bed and tested the girl’s temperature and blood pressure, before moving his hands farther down.

			She moaned at his touch, but he didn’t react. His eyes only focused on the round, taut mound of her belly.

			It was thick and bulging. Ready to pop.

			He moved his hand over the soft, pale skin. Anyone watching would have seen the wrinkles in his eyelids crease.

			“I think it’s time,” he said, and moved to take a position between her legs. With a quick and practiced motion, he slipped two blue rubber gloves up his hands and arms, and then reached forward.

			That’s when the screaming really began.

			* * *

			Fifteen minutes later, when the worst was over, the doctor stood up, with a squalling, bloody human child in his hands.

			The cord was severed, and the baby’s cries pierced the air and ears of the room. It was a painful but positive sound. Life-affirming.

			At least, until the doctor turned around.

			He began to move toward the door with the squirming, crying infant cushioned in his arms.

			“Doctor, wait!” the girl on the bed called. Her forehead was wet with sweat, dark locks of hair plastered to her skin. Her face was flushed, but her eyes were bright. Intense.

			“Can I hold my baby? Is it a girl or a boy?”

			The doctor turned halfway, met her eyes for a moment, and shook his head slowly. The close-cut silver of his hair cut the air like a knife.

			“Your father gave me strict orders about this,” he said. And then he opened the door and motioned to someone outside. Seconds later, two hands lifted the crying infant from his arms. The child disappeared from view.

			“You know what to do,” the doctor said.

			When the door closed, he turned to face the crying girl on the bed.

			“Shhh,” he intoned. “It’s all over now.”

			But he was wrong.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Outside of Munich, June 9, 2024, 2:03 p.m.

			 

			The road moved like a snake, winding through the grassy fields near the highway and then shooting like a dart into a dense copse of trees. The sun had all but disappeared. The forest hugged the road tight.

			Allyson’s cheek bounced against the window as the pavement changed from Teflon-smooth to rugged.

			You are officially off the beaten path.

			It felt like her entire life was now off the beaten path. Last month, she’d been ditching classes with her friend Megan during their final year at the Elms Academy and hanging out at Pop Brixton to catch bands and people-watch at night. And then one day, she was pulled from class by one of the school secretaries and escorted to the principal’s office, where, in one of the most horrible sixty seconds ever, her life changed forever.

			Allyson had thought she was about to be in trouble because someone had reported her for ducking out of the building during school the day before. But instead, after a halting, uncertain start, the principal blurted out that her mom had been hit by a car on her way to work and….

			“It was over quick,” the woman said. “She didn’t suffer.”

			Maybe not, but Allyson’s suffering had just begun.

			The next few days had been like waking up in a strange world. She had no close relatives in London so she stayed with Megan’s family while her mother’s funeral arrangements were made. And then, once the tears had slowed and her mom was laid to rest, she’d packed her things and boarded the train to Germany. Her mom’s brother, Otto, lived there. He’d been away on business and couldn’t come to the funeral, but he had agreed to take her in.

			And so she was here, riding in the backseat of a long, black car behind a man named Kurt, who apparently worked for her uncle. He’d met her at the train station, loaded all her suitcases into the trunk with a series of unhappy grunts, and then opened the door for her. The only words he’d really said in the half hour she’d been with him were “Guten Tag” and “I will drive you.”

			The silence in the cab while staring at his thick, bald head was unnerving.

			Then again, Allyson didn’t have much to say. The longer she sat in the car, the lower her heart sank. They had driven through what looked like a quaint little German town called Hildegard with lots of shops and people bustling about on the old sidewalks.

			Maybe it would be fun to live here?

			Instead, the car left the town farther and farther behind and now, it had been at least five minutes since she’d seen another house or car.

			Maybe her uncle had had a change of heart and didn’t want her to stay with him. Maybe Kurt was really just driving her to the middle of nowhere to leave her there on the side of an untraveled road in the forest, surrounded by her small mountain of suitcases.

			Did they have bears in Germany?

			But then, without warning, the tree cover cleared, and the car drove between two brick pillars that supported an intricate wrought-iron arch with the family name woven in the center. Allyson saw their destination.

			Her eyes widened.

			Uncle Otto lived in a castle! Well, a mansion at least. The building was sprawling, with twin gables on the third story that bordered either side of the ornate stone arch entry below. The lower brick was covered in deep green ivy. The grounds were impeccable, with topiary gardens and winding stone pathways that led around the house. There were trees too, huge ancient oaks that gave parts of the mansion shade. Begonias bloomed in large wooden pots near the front door and purple irises decked out the garden nearby.

			The car pulled up in front of two monstrous stone pots overflowing with color. Her driver exited the car without a word. A moment later, her door abruptly yanked open and a thick voice said, “Willkommen zuhause.”

			She knew enough German to know ‘welcome home’.

			So far, she didn’t feel very welcome.

			Allyson slid her feet out of the cab and onto the pavement. Meanwhile, Kurt walked around and popped the trunk. By the time she was standing outside the car he was well laden with three suitcases and a bag strap around his shoulder.

			When she caught his eye, he gave an abrupt nod and turned to walk up the path toward the large arched entryway ahead. With a shrug, she followed.

			Allyson’s eyes widened once more as she stepped inside. The ceiling stretched high and round in a white stone arch. Wooden window frames punched through a perfect white ‘sky’ and let in the rich ambient light that strayed through the thick trees outside.

			The walls around them were paneled in a deep, rich, dark wood and two couches flanked a broad fireplace. To the left, a series of lofty windows looked out on the gardens.

			“So, you have arrived at last,” a gruff voice said. “Come in, come in.”

			Allyson looked to her right to see a small but intense-looking German woman standing there with a finger raised, beckoning her. The woman’s eyes gleamed a cool blue and her dark hair was pulled in a bun so tight that it could have been carved from wood. Allyson realized she was not as old as the severe apparel suggested. There were no wrinkles around her eyes and her complexion was soft and youthful; she just looked officious and stern.

			“Guten Tag,” the woman said, extending a long, thin hand. “I trust you had a good journey. My name is Ingrid. I keep things in order here for your uncle. He will be here to meet you at dinner, but in the meantime, Kurt can show you your room and you can get settled. If you need anything, please use the housephone and I will answer. Otherwise, please come downstairs at six to meet the family for dinner.”

			And with that, Kurt moved ahead and motioned for her to follow. Allyson walked a few steps across the granite floor. When they reached the winding stairwell leading up, she glanced back. The room behind was empty. She felt a shiver at the back of her neck. That woman gave her the creeps. And apparently moved like a ghost.

			She shook it off and followed Kurt up the wide, winding stairs. When they reached the second level, he moved quickly along the balcony, which looked down over the foyer and turned left at a hallway with a series of closed wooden doors. Allyson didn’t know anything about architecture, but she could tell that this place was old. Classic. The varnish on the doorframes was rich and deep as honey and the cornerpieces ornately carved in delicate curved patterns. Nobody took the time to do that kind of work anymore.

			“This will be your room,” Kurt said, and turned a bronze knob, decorated in a twisted pattern of leaves, to open the door.

			Allyson gasped. The room beyond was magnificent. Tall, narrow windows were flanked in rich burgundy drapes with golden rope ties. A four-poster bed dominated the space, with the mattress high above the floor. The floors were a deep rich hardwood, covered in long, intricately patterned rugs. To the right stood a wide bureau and a sitting table for makeup, with an oval mirror set to the side.

			It was like a fairy-tale castle room.

			“I will leave you to settle in,” Kurt said with a gruff rasp. “There is a lavatory two rooms down the hall if you need to freshen up.”

			With an abrupt turn on his heel, the man was gone, leaving Allyson alone.

			Before she began to unpack her stack of suitcases, Allyson explored. There were empty drawers in the bed frame below the mattress and a door to the left of the bed that led to a walk-in wardrobe, complete with wooden hangers. She had plenty of space to store her clothes, that was for sure. The closet was as big as her entire bedroom had been back in London.

			“Oh my God, Megan would die if she saw this,” Allyson whispered. The thought only made her feel depressed. Megan would never see this. None of her friends would. She’d probably never see any of them again. She was stuck here in a beautiful room a million kilometers from everyone she’d ever cared for, with no way to get back to them.

			The thought brought tears to her eyes. She shook them away, grabbed the large brown case and threw it on the bed. Refusing to let the feeling overtake her, she began to unpack, hanging all of her blouses and skirts in the ridiculously large ‘closet’ and shoving underwear and socks and shorts in the drawers beneath the bed.

			She stuffed the contents of a box of makeup in the vanity next to the dresser and dumped a pile of buttons and plushies and photo albums in a wide drawer in the bureau. But as she stacked all of the photo frames from home into the drawer, she stopped at one.

			The picture in the plain black plastic frame showed a woman with a cascade of brown curls and earnest brown eyes. She looked deep in concentration, her gaze staring down at a guitar in her hands. Presumably the photo was captured as she strummed.

			It was Allyson’s mum, Esther.

			She pulled that one from the pile of photos of her and her friends and set it on the dresser. They might both have left London behind, but Allyson would always keep her memory close.

			Angrily wiping a tear from her face, she turned back to the job of emptying her suitcases.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Berger Mansion, June 9, 6:03 p.m.

			 

			“Ah, well there you are,” a deep bass voice announced as soon as she stepped into the high-ceilinged dining room. The voice emanated from a corpulent man with a broad welcoming grin who waved a hand in the air to gesture her closer. “You must be my niece, eh?”

			Instantly, Allyson felt ill at ease. She had set her alarm so that she would be down to dinner at six and didn’t think she was late. She resisted looking at her phone to check. It had taken her a couple minutes to navigate from her room, down the stairs and across the main foyer to where she could tell, from the sounds, the rest of the family was. She knew she couldn’t be more than a minute or two late.

			“I am Allyson,” she agreed, not knowing what else to say.

			“Well, Allyson, we are happy to have you with us. Please sit. Wherever you like.”

			She stifled the urge to run to a chair. In front of her was a long, ornate dining table, surrounded by several faces staring back at her. At the far end sat her uncle Otto, beaming with thick lips and awkward eyes. Next to him, a woman with rich, black flowing hair sipped from a wineglass as her dark eyes bored into Allyson’s face. Across from her, a young man toyed idly with a fork. He looked close to her age, maybe a couple years older, but had an air of easy superiority. Without any reason, she felt an instant dislike of him.

			“Do you remember Martin?” Uncle Otto said, pointing at the boy she’d just decided she didn’t like. “He’s your cousin, but I don’t think you’ve seen each other since you were probably five or six years old. Your mother didn’t come to Germany these past few years.”

			“No,” Allyson said. “We couldn’t afford to travel. We couldn’t afford much, really.” In her head, she tried to remember the last time she had been here. There were vague memories, like clouds really. Nothing was clear.

			“Yes, well, that was your mother’s choice,” her uncle said with a faint smile.

			A secret grin, it seemed. She wondered what he was thinking. After a few seconds, he pointed again at a seat. “Well, you are here now,” he said. “And we are happy to have you again after all these years.”

			She nodded demurely and took an empty seat next to the attractive woman with long black hair. The woman continued to focus a measuring gaze on her as she raised her wineglass once again.

			“Here’s to you,” she said, holding it high. “Welcome to our fucked-up little family.”

			“Ella,” her uncle chastised. “Don’t make us look bad before she’s even had the chance to break bread.”

			The woman smiled, and lifted a plate of buns and offered it to Allyson. “Here,” she said. “Chop one of these in half so we are allowed to talk, eh?”

			Otto shook his head and audibly sighed. “Allyson, allow me to introduce Ella Viktoria. She is my secretary, but as you can tell from her tongue she is also like family. You will find her here at the table on most nights.”

			“Don’t let him make you think I’m just here for a free meal,” Ella said. “He wants me here. In fact, if I’m not at the house, he calls me to ask where I’ve gone. It’s really easier to simply come home from work with him and cut out the awkward questions part.”

			Just then, a graying woman in long white slacks and a brightly flowered blouse entered the room from the winding stairs just beyond. Her hair was a mass of tight curls and her eyes were surrounded by creases. She looked old. And vaguely suspicious when she noticed Allyson.

			“Aunt Ida,” Otto announced. “Please meet my niece, Angela.”

			“Allyson,” Ella corrected.

			“As I said,” he continued smoothly. “Let us enjoy the dinner Ingrid has prepared for us.”

			As Aunt Ida eased into a seat across from Allyson, Ingrid appeared with a platter piled high with fragrantly steaming slices of meat. “Pork roast and potatoes,” she announced. As soon as she set it on the table, she disappeared for a moment, only to come back with a serving bowl.

			Moments later, the platter was circulating. A delicious aroma pervaded the room; the rich scents of rosemary and caraway mingling with the steam of the succulent pork and buttery potatoes. Allyson’s stomach rumbled of its own accord as she waited for the food to be passed her way. She hadn’t realized how hungry she was, but the journey had definitely left her wanting.

			As she dug into her plate, Allyson tried to focus on the conversations going on around her. Ella was asking Otto questions about a business account while Martin looked aloof and poked disdainfully at his food. Aunt Ida pronounced the day “a ruin” thanks to the heat as Ingrid and Kurt pulled up chairs and joined the family at the table. Apparently, the servants were part of the dinner here, once their duties were accomplished, which seemed a trifle odd to Allyson. But good, too, she supposed. They didn’t contribute to the conversation, but they looked engaged.

			Allyson felt one hundred percent like the odd girl out.

			“I always heard that the food in England sucks,” Martin said from across the table. “Is that true? What do you think now that you’ve had Ingrid’s cooking to compare?”

			Allyson looked up, a little baffled. Who would ask such a thing?

			“Food in England is great,” she countered. “We have crisps and bangers and all sorts of things. Germany isn’t a food mecca or anything.”

			Martin laughed. “Have you ever had pork like Ingrid makes?” he asked. “I’m betting not. You all eat chewy lamb across the Channel, don’t you?”

			Allyson frowned. Why was this guy ranking on her?

			“Have you ever had a good fish and chips?” she asked. “There’s really nothing better on a late night.”

			“Oh,” he said, exaggerating the O. “So, you’re a late-night girl, are you? Do tell!”

			The table conversation suddenly quieted, and Allyson looked up, chagrined. Everyone seemed to be staring at her, including old Aunt Ida.

			“I…um…. No…” she fumbled. “I liked to go out at night sometimes.”

			“Martin, are you baiting your cousin?” Otto asked. “It’s not becoming.”

			The entire table grew still at that. Allyson didn’t know what to say, so…she said nothing. Instead, she shoveled another couple bits of pork and potatoes into her mouth as she gauged the reaction around her.

			“It’s okay,” she said after another bite. “Fish and chips isn’t as good as this pork.”

			“See,” Martin said. “I was right. Food sucks in England.”

			“I didn’t say that,” Allyson said. “It doesn’t.”

			“Martin!” Otto said.

			Allyson said nothing. That only made the silence drag out longer.

			“I am very sorry about your mother,” Otto said. “I just want you to know. I loved my sister very much.”

			That did not lift the silence one iota. Everyone paused…and then returned to eating without a word.

			Allyson considered a response, looked up and saw the very intently focused eyes around the table all considering their plates…and continued eating.

			Okay then.

			She felt like she should say something…but also had nothing to say.

			Awkward.

			The moment was interrupted by the sky. As the silence grew uncomfortable, the roof suddenly shook, aggressively, with the vibration of thunder. The anger of a building storm outside overcame the inside quiet.

			“Looks like you brought the nice weather from London with you,” Martin said. “Thanks for that.”

			Allyson glared at him. “It was perfectly sunny when I left,” she said.

			Ella looked amused, and poured herself another glass of wine. The sky outside rumbled again. Inside, the room was filled with the quiet clinks of silverware on china.

			Eventually, the uneasiness evened out and everyone just focused on eating. Which was good. Whatever taunts Martin may have had, Ingrid’s cooking was great. Allyson finished everything she’d loaded onto her plate.

			She stopped paying attention to the conversations around her. She had no context to know what they were about.

			Toward the end of dinner, much to her chagrin, her uncle brought the focus back to her. “I just want to say that we are happy Allyson has joined us here today. We have a lot of things going on and I know we’re all busy but…I think it’s great to share all of our things with a new member of the family.”

			Martin met her eyes with a lascivious grin. “All of our things.” He held an eyebrow raised for several seconds.

			Great.

			Her cousin was a perv.

			“By the way,” he said. “My room is just a couple doors down from yours. If you need anything.”

			Even better. The perv slept right nearby.

			It just went from crap to worse.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Berger Mansion, June 9, 6:52 p.m.

			 

			Dinner was painful, but the aftermath was worse. After dessert, Otto asked if she had seen the whole mansion yet, and when she admitted that she hadn’t, he gave Ingrid the task of showing her around.

			The housekeeper and cook clearly had no interest in giving a tour. “Wait for me in the foyer,” Ingrid instructed as the dinner broke up. “I have other things to take care of and then I will take care of you.”

			That last comment sounded more threatening than inviting, but Allyson followed Martin and the others out of the dining room and sat on a dark leather couch in the area off the foyer to wait. Otto was deep in a conversation with Ella, and Martin flashed her a sideways smirk but didn’t slow. He took the stairwell quickly, easily passing up Ida, presumably headed back to his room.

			Allyson checked her cell phone but social media was ambivalent to her. Nobody, not even Megan, had messaged or tagged her in the past few hours.

			Out of sight, out of mind.

			The thought only made her miss home even more. But home was lost to her now. There was no home to go back to. She was cast adrift. Lost in Germany.

			“All right, let us get this done, then, shall we?” a harried voice said from behind her. Allyson shifted in her seat to see Ingrid hustling toward her, legs moving stiffly but with clear purpose.

			“Well, don’t just sit there. I’ve still got a kitchen to clean.”

			“That’s okay,” Allyson said. “We don’t need to do this right now. Maybe tomorrow….”

			Ingrid shook her head. “Master said tonight, tonight it shall be. But let’s not drag it out, hmmm?”

			Allyson took the hint and hopped up from the sofa.

			“You’ve seen the dining room,” Ingrid said. Then she pointed down a hall. “This wing is the master’s quarters and offices.” She led them past the stairwell and down a hallway with rich wooden planks covered in places with thickly woven Oriental rugs.

			“This is the master’s den. He might invite you here to sit after dinner at some point, but it is a room only open by his invitation.”

			She opened the dark wooden door and gestured at the interior. “Back when my mother was the housekeeper, I remember your cousin Catherine used to love to sit in this room in the wintertime, when the fire was warm. She was such a delicate creature, all curled up there beneath an afghan, reading some silly romance novel at night.”

			Ingrid paused for a second, as if lost in a memory. Allyson got a glimpse of bookcases and leather chairs and an unlit fireplace before the door abruptly shut again.

			“Come along, then,” Ingrid urged and moved down the hall.

			She opened a door on the left and stepped inside. Allyson followed and was instantly hit with the smell of age. Musty paper and old leather. The walls held the answer why. Every space not interrupted by the door or the window looking out on the gardens outside was filled with shelves of books. Old books. She could tell by the faded bindings. There were no cheap paperbacks here; this was a classic library.

			“If you are interested in reading, there are many things available here. But you must take great care and read them here in this room. Your uncle does not allow books to leave the library. Too many of them are very old and valuable.”

			“It looks like it,” Allyson agreed. “Maybe I will spend some quiet evenings here.” In her head she added, and fall asleep. The contents of the room did not look like scintillating reading, though she had no doubt there were some important things shelved there. And then it occurred to her – they’d probably mostly be in German anyway. She knew enough to have a reasonable conversation, but not enough to sit and read books of it.

			Ingrid led them to the end of the hall and turned left. There she opened a pair of glass doors, which led outside to a stone patio surrounded by lush bushes and flowers. The center was dominated by a round glass table with metal chairs. There were also some reclining chairs on the sides.

			“There are occasions where the family breakfasts out here,” Ingrid said. “So now you know where to come if you don’t find anyone in the dining room.”

			She led them back inside and down another hall with a storage room and her uncle’s home office. She pointed to that door and said, “I suggest you do not disturb him when he is in here. He’s very busy and doesn’t enjoy interruptions.”

			There was a door at the end of the hallway beyond her uncle’s office, which had a large bronze deadbolt. “We don’t use that section of the mansion anymore,” Ingrid said. “The family used to be much larger, but these days, there is no reason to heat and cool so much empty space. So.”

			With that she led them back to the main foyer and up the stairs. The second floor was all sleeping rooms, with her uncle’s suite being the farthest one from Allyson’s room. Like on the floor below, a locked door blocked the entry to the closed wing.

			They ascended another winding stairwell to the third floor. It was just a single hallway with five doors, four on one side and one at the end of the hall.

			“There is only one room up here you may want to use,” Ingrid said, and opened the first door on their left. It was a long, wide space, with a fireplace on the right side and a sofa set at an angle to allow someone to enjoy the full effect of the fire when lit. The opposite wall was covered in white shelves, with several boxes that looked to be board games. There were chess pieces set up for play on a small table with two chairs, and a billiard table nearby. Clearly this was the family’s ‘game room’.

			“You may choose to find some amusement here and this is the only way to access the rooftop garden, which is a nice place to sit in the mornings or at sunset.” She gestured at two tall, narrow white doors with multiple panes of glass and then moved to open them, revealing a balcony outside that apparently wrapped around the side of the house. There were several chairs with outdoor cushions on them set along the balcony rail that stretched to the right. Long wooden planters hung off the rail, with a plethora of blooming pink and purple and yellow and blue flowers.

			“Your cousin Martin is up here a lot,” she said.

			Allyson took that as a warning.

			“If you bring any food up here, please do not leave it out on the balcony. It draws animals and then they ruin the flowers,” Ingrid added, and then closed the doors and led them back inside and out to the hall. When she turned and began to descend the stairs, Allyson pointed to the rooms they had not visited.

			“What’s down there?” she asked.

			Ingrid frowned. “Nothing for you,” she said. “Some places in this house are off-limits and those are rooms your uncle would not have anyone enter. There are old things stored in those rooms and the door at the end of the hall leads to the attic. Stay out of there. The floors are old and could be dangerous. Nobody goes in there, it is old and dirty. You’re welcome to go in the room I showed you, but stay out of the other rooms up here.”

			* * *

			Back on the first floor, Ingrid led her to another sitting room near the dining room and then showed her the kitchen, which was huge. The dark granite counters seemed to stretch on and on and the refrigerator looked big enough for a restaurant. There were two different doors behind which Allyson assumed were pantries. It was overwhelming. Ingrid must have seen her amazement.

			“We used to feed a lot more people in this mansion,” Ingrid said. “So, the kitchen needed to be large. When your cousin was still here and my mother was alive, this was a very different place….” Her voice trailed off in memory of, presumably, happier times. And then she abruptly turned to face Allyson.

			“If you need a late-night snack or drink, feel free to come in here and get it. The drinking glasses are in that cabinet.” She pointed to a white door over the counter near the dishwasher. “Otherwise, please just ask me and I’ll get whatever you need. I’d prefer it if the family leaves the kitchen in my care, do you understand?”

			Don’t mess with my shit. Got it.

			She nodded.

			“That’s the tour, then,” Ingrid said, showing a row of white teeth that reminded Allyson of a shark’s grin. “We’ve closed off over half of the mansion these days, but there are plenty of places for you to spend time while you’re with us.”

			Allyson smiled, and then considered Ingrid’s words. While you’re with us. Did that mean she wasn’t intended to be here long?

			Her concern was interrupted by a loud thundercrack outside.

			“It may be time to retire,” Ingrid said. “The storm is getting worse and you don’t want to be lost if the lights should go out.”

			Allyson’s brows knitted. “Does the power go out here a lot?”

			Ingrid shrugged. “We’re far out from town. The service is not as good as being in a big city like London. You’ll have to get used to that. There are a lot of things you’ll have to get used to here.”

			That sounded enigmatic, but Ingrid did not elaborate. Instead, she turned away and began to fuss with dishes and dinnerware. “Good night,” she said, without meeting Allyson’s eyes.

			Allyson took that as her cue to leave.

			Tour given. Get the hell out.

			“Thanks for showing me everything,” she said, and began to walk away.

			“It’s a shame you never knew your cousin Catherine,” Ingrid said from behind. “She was the light of this house for so many years.”

			Allyson wasn’t sure what to say to that…so she said nothing. Instead, she walked through the foyer as the sky outside crashed and cried.

			Nature mimicked her own emotions. She wanted to scream and cry at the same time. Why was she here? Why wasn’t her mom here?

			As she headed back up the stairs, she realized that it had begun to look a bit frightening outside. The sky was black as midnight, water cascading wildly down the tall windows with a blurry anger. It looked as if they were in the center of a hurricane, erratic light flashing and green branches of bushes and trees whipping back and forth, threatening the house in the storm just outside.

			The second floor was weirdly silent after the frenzy evident on the first floor; there were no external windows here. Allyson walked quickly to her room, anxious to close the door behind her and shut the rest of this house out. Shut all of Germany out. Despite the gorgeous mansion around her, she wanted to be home in her tiny flat. She would have given anything to be there now with her mom to coddle her and say, “Don’t worry about the storm, it will pass.”

			The storm in her heart definitely didn’t feel like it would pass.

			Ever.

			Never mind the squall outside.

			As she pushed open the door to her room, a wave of relief washed over her chest.

			For a moment.

			Until she saw what was waiting for her on her bed.

			“Well, hello there,” Martin said. “Thanks again for bringing London’s crappy weather with you. Really appreciate that. Now that you’re back from Ingrid’s little tour, how would you like to know how things really work around here?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Berger Mansion, June 9, 7:26 p.m.

			 

			“What are you doing in my room?” Allyson demanded.

			Martin pushed himself up on one elbow, grinning lazily. “You know, it’s not really your room, but at least now you can say there was someone waiting for you in your bed. Girls like to brag about things like that, don’t they?”

			“Maybe here they do,” Allyson spat. “But where I come from, we have better manners.”

			“Ah, you mean you’re all stuck-up prigs?” He cocked his head and his chin bobbed. “Yeah, I’ve heard that about Londoners.”

			Allyson wanted to scream. Why was this guy on her?

			“What is the matter with you?” she asked.

			Martin grinned and hopped off the mattress. “I just thought I’d make sure you felt welcome,” he said. “I know my dad can be a little bit of a dick sometimes. And Ingrid? She’s got a perpetual stick up her ass. I thought you’d be happy to see a friendly face but, no worries, I can take a hint.”

			He brushed past her on the way to the door. When his shoulder bumped hers roughly, she did not believe for a moment that it was an accident.

			“Wait,” she said, as he opened the door to leave. “I didn’t mean to—”

			She never got the chance to finish that thought.

			Outside the window, there was a blinding flash of light, followed by a crash that sounded as loud as a military bomb exploding. The windows of her room shook with a deep, rumbling bass echo. The vibration made her worry they might shatter. Allyson literally felt the floor move beneath her.

			“What the hell was that?” Martin said. All of the tease went out of his face and he rushed past her to look out one of her bedroom windows into the yard.

			“Holy shit,” he said. “When you bring the weather with you, you really bring the weather!”

			She ignored the comment and instead tried to look past his shoulder. The window was awash with pelting rain that seemed to be coming sideways from a fire hose. Everything was dark and blurry until a bolt of lightning split the sky. And then she saw exactly what he meant.

			In the back of the yard, a huge old tree lay splintered and broken across the grass. Its roots had ripped clean out of the ground; she could see the yellow of freshly cracked wood jutting like ragged teeth from the ground.

			Then the thunder came and the night went black again. But the image of that mammoth tree fallen so near did not leave her mind as quickly.

			“That could have killed us if it had fallen just a little more in this direction,” Martin whispered. “Would have taken out this entire wing.”

			“That’s frightening,” Allyson said softly. How would that have been to have had the roof above her, a roof she had barely even seen before, suddenly smash down on her head in a deadly slap of timbers and plaster?

			The lightning flashed again, and this time, Allyson saw a little more than before. In the midst of the new hills of fresh soil that had wrenched up with the roots to leave a mammoth pit in the ground, as if from a grenade strike, there was a wooden box.

			An oblong box. Broader on top than the bottom. It was small, but….

			It looked like a tiny casket.

			“Did you see what’s lying there?” she asked.

			“Yeah. I wonder if my father has seen it yet,” Martin said. “C’mon.”

			He abruptly turned and strode out of the room. Allyson followed.

			* * *

			The foyer was alive with voices. Everyone was there, and Otto was bent and peering through the storm out the side window, craning his neck to see the backyard.

			“If it had fallen the other direction, we could have all been killed,” Ida said, shaking her head. Ella patted her shoulder and looked faintly nauseous.

			“That tree has been here since long before this house,” Kurt said. “It would have been a bit of justice.”

			“Whose side are you on?” Ella said, slapping him on the shoulder. “Thank God for small miracles.”

			“This one, maybe not so small,” Ida said.

			“We’ll have to wait until the storm slows to see if anything else is damaged. Part of it could have hit the back wing.”

			“It didn’t look like it from upstairs,” Martin said from their spot halfway down the stairs. “But we did see something interesting.”

			Otto looked up, curious.

			“There was something by the roots. Something that was unearthed when the tree pulled out of the ground. It looked like…a casket.”

			“Casket?” Otto exclaimed. His brow creased before he let out a low, dismissing laugh. “That’s ridiculous.”

			Martin shrugged. “Maybe, but there’s some kind of old six-sided wooden box sitting out there.”

			“I guess we’ll just have to wait until the storm breaks to find out what sort of buried treasure Mother Nature has unearthed,” Ida said.

			With that, she walked over to a sofa and eased her body down. She crossed her arms across her chest as if she was not going to say or do another thing until the storm passed.

			“I don’t know that it’s worth waiting up for,” Otto said, giving Ida an amused smile. “This storm could rage for hours.”

			Ida shrugged. “I’ve got all night.”

			“Well, I for one am not sitting here all night,” Otto said. “If the storm subsides soon, I’ll go out and take a look but…if not, I’m going to bed and will see you all in the morning.”

			With that, Otto walked up the stairs, presumably headed toward his room.

			Ella followed without a word.

			And it was only a few seconds before Kurt and Ingrid also disappeared down the hall toward the kitchen.

			Even Ida opted not to wait. The old woman pushed herself up on her cane and began to walk up the stairs. As she passed Allyson she nodded and said, “We’ll be back, eh?”

			All at once, Martin and Allyson found themselves standing alone on the stairwell, as the storm continued to crash and boom outside.

			“Well then,” Martin said. “Can I take you back to your room?”

			“I think I can find my own way, thanks!” Allyson said. With that, she began to walk back upstairs. Martin followed her all the way to her door.

			“Do you need me to tuck you in?” he offered.

			Allyson rolled her eyes. “You’re quite the welcome wagon, aren’t you?”

			“Is that a yes?”

			“No.”

			Allyson turned the knob and carefully slipped inside while holding the door so that Martin couldn’t follow. “See you in the morning, cuz,” she said, and pressed the door closed despite his hand on the other side.

			“And a welcoming good night to you too!” Martin said from the other side of the door.

			Allyson shook her head. Then she kicked off her sandals and threw herself back on the bed. This had been the longest day ever. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

			This was going to work. This had to work. She had no other place to go. All of the events of the past couple weeks replayed in her head and that horrible moment when they told her that her mother was dead repeated itself like a skipping record. Everything led her here like a toboggan slide. No escape.

			Allyson knew she needed to get up and get ready for bed but instead, she lost herself in memories and began to doze.

			* * *

			She was awoken by a pounding on her bedroom door. It took a second to remember where she was, but then the voice reminded her.

			“Allyson, are you awake?”

			“Huh?” she answered, and pushed herself up on an elbow, frowning and trying to clear her head of spiderwebs. Before she did, Martin was suddenly through the door and standing by her bed.

			“I didn’t say you could come in,” she complained.

			“The storm is over and everyone is still awake so we’re going to check out the tree,” he said, ignoring her. “Do you want to come with us? I didn’t want to leave you out.”

			“Um, sure, okay.”

			She pushed herself off the bed, slipped on her sandals and followed Martin out into the hall.

			She also made a mental note to make sure she locked her bedroom door moving forward.

			The rest of the family was already downstairs. Ida looked perplexed, and Kurt and Ingrid seemed to be exchanging their own silent conversation with dark expressions. Otto looked up from pulling on his shoes and grinned. “So, you both are joining the expedition, eh? I can’t say that I’ve ever heard of an entire family going out in the middle of the night to look at a tree but…the Berger clan has never been completely normal.”

			He straightened up, turned on a large flashlight, and opened the front door. “Let’s see what nature has wrought.”

			It was cool outside, the air rich with the scent of fresh rain. They followed the stone path around the side of the house and stopped at the edge of the patio. They all stared as one.

			It looked like a bomb had gone off. The mammoth tree had not gone down easily. The ground facing the patio was a fresh wound with huge splinters of root and trunk sticking up crazily in multiple spots. The bulk of the tree had fallen away from the house, which was lucky for the Berger Mansion. The trunk was mammoth; the branches were as thick as the core of most hundred-year-old trees.

			But it wasn’t really the tree that the family seemed concerned with. All eyes were fastened on the casket. It lay on its side in the midst of an explosion of black dirt.

			“It really is a casket, isn’t it?” Ella said.

			Otto didn’t say anything. He left her side, walked across the wet grass and stepped over broken tree limbs until he stood next to the wooden box.

			“It looks like it has been broken open,” he said, lifting some splintered planks from the top lid. “Probably from the force of the tree uprooting.”

			“It didn’t look that way when we saw it from upstairs,” Allyson said.

			Kurt and Ingrid both looked at her with expressions that suggested that she had just called the pope a satanist.

			“Things look different from up high,” Otto said, dismissing her. Martin glanced at her but said nothing. Which…annoyed her. He’d seen the same thing she had. The top of the casket had not been shattered when they’d seen it from the window.

			Otto tossed the broken boards to the side and pried off a couple more, until the casket was completely open to the night air. Then he shone his flash into the opening. After a second, he shook his head.

			“There’s nothing in there,” he said. His voice sounded concerned and surprised at the same time.

			Kurt stepped forward and bent down next to his boss’s arm. “Are you sure?”

			Otto nodded. “If there was something in here, it must have rotted away.”

			“Bones don’t rot,” Kurt said.

			“No, I suppose not,” Otto said. “Nevertheless, this box is empty.”

			Ingrid walked around the area of the box, staring intently at the ground. “Perhaps the bones fell out with the force of the casket coming to the surface and breaking.”

			“It wasn’t broken,” Allyson said quietly. Nobody acknowledged her.

			A distant peal of thunder broke the midnight sky and Ella reached out to take Otto’s arm in her hands. “We should go back inside,” she said, gesturing behind them. “Clearly none of the branches has fallen to damage the house, and the sky could open up again at any time.”

			Otto nodded, but continued to stare at the broken wooden casket. He followed Kurt’s footsteps around the perimeter of the box with the flash. But nothing caught the light besides broken wood and mud. If anything had been expelled from the box, it had landed a long way away.

			“Kurt, can you call an arborist in the morning and have them come out to take the tree away?”

			“Yes, sir,” the gardener answered, stepping back from the muddy hill to the grass.

			“It’s a shame,” Otto said. “That tree was really from another time.”

			“Indeed,” Kurt agreed. “Another time entirely.”

			With that, Otto and Kurt began to walk back to the house, followed by Ella, Ingrid and Ida, who hobbled along with a cane. They all spoke in low voices and Allyson couldn’t tell what they said. She reached out to grab Martin’s arm, holding him back for a second from returning with the others.

			“Hey,” she said. “When we saw the casket from my bedroom, the top lid wasn’t broken, right? You saw it too.”

			Martin pulled his arm away and shrugged. “I don’t know,” he said. “Maybe. I can’t really remember.”

			Allyson opened her mouth to call him a name, but bit it back. Still, it echoed in her head.

			Liar.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Berger Mansion, June 10, 11:05 a.m.

			 

			Allyson woke to the sound of a loud, distant buzzing. She sat up and stretched, wondering what the noise was at first. It sounded like it was coming from somewhere outside. And then she realized exactly what it had to be.

			Chainsaws.

			She slipped out of bed and walked to her window to look out. There was a flurry of activity in the yard below. A crew was working on breaking down the giant fallen tree. Two men attacked it with chainsaws while three others were picking up each log carved out of the trunk and carrying them to a truck parked at the edge of the gardens.

			“That was fast,” she murmured. But then she looked at her phone. Shit. It was eleven in the morning. She’d missed breakfast, and somehow she bet that was going to get her a Berger demerit. She pulled open her new drawers to search for a fresh t-shirt and underwear.

			Which reminded her, despite the tour, she had no idea where the bathroom was on this floor. She’d used one downstairs last night.

			She bundled up her clothes and bathroom things and headed to the hall to figure it out. Allyson found herself walking softly past Martin’s room, afraid that he’d come out to torture her rather than help. Luckily, his door didn’t stir and she found the bath at the end of the hall. It was tiled in white, pink and black and she felt like she’d really arrived in the lap of luxury when she locked the door and turned on the burnished copper showerhead. The wide spray of water was hot and luxurious and the fluffy towels made her feel like she was in a spa. She leaned her head back and enjoyed the warmth of the water flowing through her hair and down her chest and legs. She could stay in here for hours.

			All of that good feeling was shattered once she dried herself with the ridiculously thick towel, and then dressed and opened the door.

			Martin was leaning against the wall outside.

			“Figures,” he said when she met his eyes. “There are other people here who need to use the bath, you know. I suppose now that there’s another girl in the house, I’ll never get in there.”

			“I’m sorry,” she said. “Was I in there that long? I didn’t realize….”

			He grinned. “I’m just pulling your leg. I just got here. I was outside checking out the demolition crew.”

			“Those saws are loud,” she said.

			“Not loud enough to wake you up, apparently.”

			“Have they been here long?”

			“Couple hours,” he said. “One of the crew said that coffin had to have been in the ground for at least twenty years.”

			“Did Uncle Otto live here then?”

			Martin nodded. “This place has been in the family for generations. But none of the women who lived here twenty years ago are still around, so it’s going to be hard to figure out who buried a baby under the old oak tree. My dad said he doesn’t know anything about it. Nobody else left to ask.”

			“You think there was a baby buried in it for sure?”

			Martin gave her a look that said, What, are you an idiot?

			“That’s what they make those little caskets for. I can’t imagine someone buried an empty one.”

			“But there were no bones inside.”

			“Yeah, odd, isn’t it? I even walked around out there in the daylight a bit, figuring maybe I’d spot a rib cage or a tibia or something. Nothing out there that looks at all like bones. Just mud and sticks.”

			“Weird.”

			“Welcome to Berger Mansion!”

			Martin laughed and walked into the bathroom, shutting the door behind him. Allyson took her things back to her room and headed down the stairs. She hoped Ingrid still had some coffee. And something to eat. Her stomach was rumbling.

			There were voices coming from the foyer. Masculine tones. She paused halfway down the stairs. A police officer was standing just inside the door, talking to Otto. The man wore a traditional blue police uniform and was tall and thin to the point of gangly, with a long neck and a nose that looked sharp and beakish.

			“…the tree crew had to report it,” the officer explained. “Anytime human remains are unearthed outside a cemetery….”

			“But there were no remains,” Otto corrected.

			The cop nodded. “That makes it a little unusual, to be sure. But it definitely was a child’s coffin, so I had to come by to check it out. Do you have any idea who could have buried it?”

			Otto shook his head. “It’s clearly been in the ground for a very long time. I’d guess it was one of the help at the time trying to hide a pregnancy. Maybe she miscarried or had an abortion. But I don’t remember any scandals like that here. Whoever buried it must have been very secretive about the whole thing. At this point though, I’m nearly the only one still here who lived here that long ago.”

			The cop nodded and wrote something on a small pad of paper. “Understood,” he said. “Sorry to bother you, but we had to take a statement. Have a nice day.”

			As Otto shut the door, Allyson continued to descend the stairs. Her uncle turned as she reached the main floor, a troubled look on his face. When he saw her, his eyes lit.

			“There you are,” he said. “Good morning! Not exactly the first night in a new home that one would expect, eh? Trust me, things are almost never this exciting around here. Come into the kitchen with me and we’ll find you some breakfast.”

			He took her by the shoulder before she could refuse and walked her straight through the dining room and into the kitchen. He had just put his hand on the refrigerator when Ingrid’s head popped around the corner from a back room.

			“Ah, our sleepyhead is here. I’ll fix her something, sir, don’t worry.”

			Ingrid shooed Otto out of the room and back to his office. Once he was gone, her expression changed from helpful to irritated.

			“Breakfast is at eight a.m. in the dining room,” she said. “Please make a note of it and set your alarm. This is not a house of slugabeds and I can’t be fixing meals all day long.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			Allyson suddenly didn’t feel hungry at all.
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