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            For Lionel, who found the door to this story and who so often knew more about it than I did, friend and finder of ideas, indispensable on either side of the mirror.

             

            And for Oliver, who again and again tailored English clothes for this story so that the Englishman and the German could tell it together.
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            ONCE UPON A TIME

         

         The night was breathing in the apartment like a dark animal. The ticking of a clock, the groan of a floorboard when Jacob slipped out of his room… everything drowned in its silence. But Jacob loved the night. It was like a black cloak woven from freedom and danger, its darkness filling the rooms with the whisper of forgotten stories, of people who had lived in them long before he and his brother were born. The Kingdom… that’s what Will had named the apartment they called home, probably inspired by the yellowed pages of their grandfather’s fairy-tale books filled with German words and images of castles and peasant houses that looked so different from the skyscrapers and apartment blocks outside. It had been easy to convince Will that the apartment was enchanted because it had seven rooms and was on the seventh floor. Two years ago Jacob had even made him believe that the whole building had been built by a Giant who lived in the basement. He could make Will believe anything.

         Outside the stars were paled by the glaring lights of the city, and inside the large apartment was stale with their mother’s sorrow. For Jacob sadness smelled like his mother’s perfume, which defined the vast rooms as much as the faded photographs in the hallway and the old-fashioned furniture and wallpaper.

         As usual she did not wake when Jacob stole into her room. They had fought once again, and for a moment he yearned to caress her sleeping face. Sometimes he dreamed of finding something that would wipe all that sadness off her face—an enchanted handkerchief or a glove that enabled his fingers to paint a smile onto her lips. It wasn’t just Will who had spent too many afternoons listening to their grandfather’s tales.

         Jacob opened the drawer of his mother’s nightstand. The key lay under the pills that let her sleep. You again? It seemed to mock him when he took it out. Foolish boy. Do you nourish the hope that one day I’ll unlock more than an empty room for you?

         Maybe. At the age of twelve one could still imagine such miracles.

         There was still a light burning in Will’s room—his brother was afraid of the dark. Will was afraid of many things in contrast to his older brother. Jacob made sure he was fast asleep before he unlocked the door of their father’s study. His mother hadn’t opened it since his disappearance more than a year ago, but Jacob couldn’t count the times he had sneaked into the empty room to search for the answers she didn’t want to give. 

         The room was untouched as if John Reckless had last sat in his desk chair less than an hour ago. The sweater he had worn so often still hung over the chair, and a used tea-bag was desiccating on a plate next to his calendar, which still showed the last year.

         Come back! Jacob wrote with his finger on the fogged-up window, on the dusty desk, and on the glass panels of the cabinet that held the antique pistols his father had collected. But the room remained silent—and empty. He was twelve and no longer had a father.

         Vanished.

         As if he had never existed. As if he had been nothing but one of the childish stories Jacob and Will made up. Jacob kicked at the drawers he had searched in vain for so many nights, drowning in the helpless rage he felt each time he saw his father’s empty chair in front of the desk. Gone. He yanked the books and magazines from their dusty shelves and tore down the model airplanes hanging above the desk, ashamed at how proudly he had painted them with red and white varnish.

         Come back! He wanted to scream it through the streets that cut their gleaming paths through the city blocks seven stories below, scream it at the thousand windows that punched squares of light into the night. But instead he just stood between the shelves listening to his own heartbeat, so loud in the silent room.

         The sheet of paper slipped out of a book on airplane propulsion. Jacob only picked it up because he thought he recognized his father’s handwriting, though he quickly realized his error. Symbols and equations, a sketch of a peacock, a sun, two moons. None of it made any sense. Except for the one sentence he spotted on the reverse side:

         
            The mirror will open only for he who cannot see himself.

         

         The mirror. Jacob turned around—and met his own reflection. He and his father had found it in one of the building’s huge basement rooms, shrouded in a dusty sheet, amongst old-fashioned furniture and suitcases filled with the forgotten belongings of his mother’s family. Once the whole building had belonged to them. One of his mother’s ancestors had built it, “manifesting a sinister imagination when designing it” his father would have added. The sculpted faces above the main entrance still frightened Will, staring at every visitor with gold-encrusted eyes.

         Jacob moved closer to the mirror. It had been too heavy for the elevator. He could still see the scratches that the frame had left on the walls when three men had carried it up to the seventh floor, swearing and cursing all the way. Jacob had always believed the mirror to be older than anything he had ever seen, despite his father’s explanation that mirrors of that size could only be produced after the fifteenth century.

         Its glass was as dark as if the night had leaked into it and so wavy one could barely recognize one’s own reflection. Jacob touched the thorny rose stems winding across the silver frame, so real the blossoms seemed ready to wilt at any moment. In contrast to the rest of the room the mirror seemed never to gather dust. It hung between the shelves like a shimmering eye, a glassy abyss that cast back a warped reflection of everything John Reckless had left behind: his desk, the antique pistols, his books—and his elder son.

         The mirror opens only for he who cannot see himself.

         What was the meaning of that?

         Jacob closed his eyes. He turned back to the mirror, and felt behind the frame for some kind of lock or latch.

         Nothing.

         Only his reflection looking him straight in the eye.

         It took quite a while before he understood. His hand was barely large enough to cover the distorted reflection of his face. But the cool glass clung to his fingers as if it had been waiting for them, and suddenly the room the mirror showed him was no longer his father’s study.

         Jacob turned around.

         Moonlight fell through a narrow, glassless window onto walls built from gray stone roughly cut. The room they enclosed was round and much bigger than his father’s study. The dirty floorboards were covered with acorn shells, and the gnawed bones of birds, and cobwebs hung like veils from the rafters of a pointed roof.

         Where was he?

         The moonlight painted patterns on Jacob’s skin when he walked toward the window. The bloody feathers of a bird stuck to its ledge, and far below he saw scorched walls and black hills with a few lost lights glimmering in the distance. Gone was the sea of houses, the bright streets—everything he knew was gone. And high among the stars were two moons, the smaller one as red as a rusty coin.

         Jacob looked back at the mirror, the only thing that hadn’t changed. And saw the fear on his face. But fear was an emotion Jacob almost enjoyed. It lured him to dark places, through forbidden doors, and far away from himself. Even the yearning for his father could be drowned in it.

         There was no door in the gray walls, just a trapdoor in the floor. When Jacob opened it, he saw what was left of a burned staircase melting into the darkness below, and for a moment he thought he spotted a tiny figure climbing up the soot-covered remains. But before he could lean through the opening to have a closer look, a rasping sound made him wheel around.

         Cobwebs fell down on him as something jumped onto his shoulder. Its hoarse growl sounded like an animal’s, but the contorted face, flashing its teeth at his throat, looked as pale and wrinkled as an old man’s. The creature—a Stilt as he later learned—was much smaller than Jacob and as spindly as an insect, but terribly strong. Its clothes seemed to be made of cobwebs, its gray hair hung down to its hips, and when Jacob grabbed its thin neck, it sank its yellow teeth deep into his hand. Screaming, he pushed the attacker off his shoulder and stumbled toward the mirror. The spidery creature came after him, licking his blood from its lips, but before it could reach Jacob, he pressed his unharmed hand on the mirror’s glass.

         Both the scrawny figure and the tower room disappeared, and behind him Jacob once again saw his father’s desk.

         “Jacob?”

         Will’s voice barely registered over the beating of his heart. Jacob gasped for air and backed away from the mirror.

         “Jake? Are you in there?”

         He pulled his sleeve over his mauled hand and opened the door.

         Will’s eyes were wide with fear. He’d had another bad dream. Little brother. Will followed him like a puppy, and Jacob protected him in the schoolyard and in the park. Sometimes he even managed to forgive Will that their mother loved him more.

         “Mom says we shouldn’t go in there.”

         “Since when do I do what Mom says? If you tell on me, I won’t take you to the park tomorrow.”

         Jacob thought he could feel the glass of the mirror like ice on his neck. Will peered past him but quickly lowered his head as Jacob pulled the door shut behind them. Will. Careful where Jacob was rash, tender where he was short-tempered, and calm where he was restless. Jacob took his hand. Will noticed the blood on his fingers and gave him a quizzical look, but Jacob just quietly pulled him back toward his room. What he had found behind the mirror was his.

         His alone.

         For twelve years that would be the truth. Until the day Jacob would wish he had warned his brother that night of the mirror and of what its dark glass might hold for him. But the night passed and he kept his secret.

         Once upon a time… that’s how it always begins.
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            TWELVE YEARS LATER

         

         The sun already stood low over the walls of the burned ruin, but Will was still asleep, exhausted from the pain and the fear of what would was growing in his flesh. One mistake. After twelve years of caution.

         Jacob covered his brother with his cloak and looked up at the sky. The two moons were already visible and the setting sun blackened the surrounding hills. He had made this world his home. Twelve years were a long time. By fourteen he already couldn’t count the months he had spent behind the mirror, despite his mother’s tears, despite her helpless fear for him… “Where have you been, Jacob? Please! Tell me!” How? How could he have told her without loosing the precious freedom the mirror granted him, all the life he had found behind it, the feeling to be so much more himself behind its glass.

         “Where have you been, Jacob?” She had never found out.

         He had told Will of this world, convinced his brother would believe it all to be nothing but a fairy tale. He should have known him better. Why didn’t he realize that his stories would fill Will with the same yearning that drove him through the mirror? Be honest, Jacob, you didn’t want to think about it. No. He had longed to share what he had found with someone, and as his father’s study had kept the mirror’s secret for so many years, it had been far too easy to convince himself that it would be safe there forever.

         Maybe it would have been if he hadn’t been so eager to go back. He had forgotten only once to lock the door, and his hand was already pressed against the dark glass when Will walked in. It is so tempting to escape one’s bad conscience by changing worlds. Everything in the apartment had reminded Jacob that he had been looking for a glass shoe while his mother was dying. You have deserted her, Jacob, her empty room had whispered. Exactly like your father.

         In fairy tales the heroes are punished when they run away from a task. The heroes, not their younger brothers…

         The wounds on Will’s neck healed well, but the stone already showed in his left arm. It was jade. That was unusual. Mostly it was carnelian, jasper, moonstone…

         “He has already the scent of a Goyl.” The vixen moved out of the shadows cast by the crumbling walls. Her fur was as red as if autumn itself had dyed it. Over her hind leg it was streaked with pale scars. It had been almost five years since Jacob had freed Fox from the iron teeth of a poacher’s trap, and she had guarded his sleep ever since, warning him of dangers that his dull human senses could not detect, giving advice that was best followed.

         “What are you waiting for? Wake him and take him back. We’ve been here for hours.” The impatience in her voice was hard to miss. “That’s what we came here for, isn’t it?”

         Jacob looked at his sleeping brother. Yes, that’s why he had brought Will back to the tower: to take him back to the other world. But how was he supposed to live there growing a skin of jade? Jacob walked under the arch which held the scorched remnants of the castle’s doors. A Heinzel scampered off as Jacob’s shadow fell on him. It was barely bigger than a mouse, with red eyes above a pointy nose, and pants and shirt sewn from stolen human clothes. The ruin was swarming with them.

         “I changed my mind,” he said. “There’s nothing in the other world that can help him.”

         Jacob had tried to tell Fox years ago about the world he came from, but she didn’t want to hear about it. What she knew was enough: the place to which he disappeared far too often to bring back memories that followed him like shadows.

         “And? What do you think will happen to him here?”

         In her world, fathers killed their own sons as soon as they discovered the stone in their skin. But Jacob was sure that if there was a cure they would find it here.

         At the foot of the hill the red roofs of Schwanstein were fading into the twilight and the first lights were coming on in the houses. In his first year behind the mirror, Jacob had worked in one of the stables. From a distance, it looked like one of the pictures printed on gingerbread tins. Only the tall smokestacks of the factories sending gray smoke into the evening sky didn’t fit into that image. The New Magic… that’s what technology and science were called in this world. The Petrified Flesh, though, was not sown by mechanical looms or other modern achievements, but by the old magic that dwelled in its hills and valleys, its rivers, oceans, flowers, and trees; in Seven Miles Boots, Witch Needles, and countless other magical objects that Jacob had made his craft to find.

         A Gold-Raven landed on the wall under which Will was sleeping. Jacob shooed it away before it could croak one of its sinister spells in his brother’s ear.

         Will groaned in his sleep. The human skin did not yield to the jade without a fight. Jacob felt the pain as his own and for the first time ever he found himself cursing the mirror. He had only returned to the apartment for his brother, always at night so as to be sure his mother would be sleeping. Her tears had made it too hard to leave again, but Will had just wrapped his arms around him, asking what he had brought for him. The shoes of a Heinzel, the cap of a Thumbling, a button made of Elven glass, a piece of scaly Waterman skin—Will had hidden Jacob’s gifts behind his books, and then he had asked for more stories about the world where his brother found such treasure, until dawn cast its light onto the faded wallpaper and Jacob stole back to the mirror.

         He grabbed his rucksack. “I’ll be back soon. If he wakes tell him he has to wait for me. Don’t allow him to go near the tower.”

         “And where are you going?” The vixen moved into his path. “You can’t help him, Jacob.”

         “I know. But I have to try.”

         Fox followed him with her eyes when he walked over to the broken stairs leading down the hill. The only footprints on the mossy steps were his own. The ruin was thought to be cursed. In Schwanstein people told hundreds of stories about its demise, but after all these years Jacob still didn’t know who had left the mirror in the tower. Or where his father had vanished to. 
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            GOYL

         

         The barren field still reeked of blood, the scent of all battlefields. Hentzau’s horse was used to it, as were his soldiers. The rain had filled the trenches with a muddy sludge and behind the walls both sides had built, the ground was covered with rifles and bullet-riddled helmets. Kami’en had ordered the horse cadavers and human corpses to be burned before the air filled with the stench of their decay. His own dead soldiers though—the King had left them where they had fallen, as was Goyl custom. In just a few days, they would be all but indistinguishable from the rocks protruding from the trampled earth, and the heads of those who had fought valiantly had already been sent to the Royal Fortress to line the underground Avenue of the Dead.

         Another battle. Hentzau was tired of them, but he hoped that this would be the last one for a while. The Empress was finally ready to negotiate, and even Kami’en wanted peace. Hentzau covered his mouth as the wind blew the ash from their fallen enemies down from the hill. Six years aboveground, six years without the protecting shield of the earth between him and the sun. His eyes ached from all the light, and the air made his skin as brittle as chalk. Hentzau’s skin resembled brown jasper—not the finest color for a Goyl. Hentzau was the first Jasper Goyl to have risen to the highest military ranks. But then before Kami’en the Goyl had never had a king, and Hentzau liked his skin. Jasper provided far better camouflage than onyx or moonstone.

         Kami’en had set up camp not far from the battlefield in the hunting lodge of one of the Empress’s generals who, along with most of his officers, had died in the battle.

         Two Goyl sentries were guarding the gate. They saluted as Hentzau rode past. The King’s bloodhound, that’s what they called him. His jasper shadow. Hentzau had served under Kami’en since they had first challenged the other chiefs. It had taken two years for them to kill them all, and for the Goyl to crown their first king.

         The drive leading up to the lodge was lined with statues. It always amused Hentzau that humans immortalized their gods and heroes with stone effigies while they loathed his kind. Even the Doughskins had to admit it: in this world only stone could claim to last.

         They had bricked up the windows of the lodge, as they did all buildings they occupied, but Hentzau didn’t feel at ease until he descended the steps to the cellars and finally felt the soothing darkness one could only find below ground. The vaults, once stacked with supplies and dusty trophies, housed Kami’en’s general staff and no Goyl needed lamps or candles to see in the dark.

         Kami’en. In their language, it meant nothing more than “stone.” His father had governed one of the lower cities, but fathers did not count among the Goyl. It was the mothers who raised them, and by the age of nine, Goyl were considered grown-up and had to fend for themselves. At that age, most of them went to explore the Lower World, with its crystal caves, black lakes, and petrified forests, proving their courage by advancing deeper and deeper to the Lost Palaces with their mirrors and silver columns, until the heat became unbearable even for Goyl skin. Kami’en, however, had never been interested in exploring the deep. All he cared about was the world above. He had lived for a while in one of the cave cities they had built aboveground when the copper plague raged in their lower cities. When a human attack killed one of his sisters, he had begun to study their weapons and strategies. At nineteen he had conquered one of their cities. The first of many.

         When the guards waved Hentzau into headquarters, Kami’en was standing at the table where each morning the positions of his enemies were staged. He had ordered the figurines after he had won his first battle: soldiers, snipers, gunners, cavalry… The Goyl were carved from carnelian, the Empress’s troops marched in ivory, Lotharaine wore gold, Albion was cast in copper. Kami’en eyed the figurines as if he were searching for a way to beat them all at once. He was wearing black, as always when he was out of uniform. It made his pale red skin look like petrified fire. Never before had carnelian been the color of a Goyl leader. For centuries onyx had been the color of their nobility.

         Kami’en’s mistress was wearing green as usual, layers of emerald velvet enveloping her like the petals of a flower. The most beautiful Goyl women paled next to her, like pebbles next to polished moonstone, but Hentzau had ordered his soldiers not to look at her. The old jasper Goyl was long past the age where he’d believed in fairy tales, but he believed all the stories about Fairies and the lovelorn idiots they turned with a glance into thistles or helplessly wriggling fish. Their beauty was more lethal than spiders’ venom. The water had given birth to them all. Hentzau feared them as much as he feared the oceans that gnawed at the rocks of his world. He hated them especially for that fear.

         The Dark Fairy smiled as if she had read his mind. Many believed she could but Hentzau didn’t, or she would have killed him long ago for what he thought about her. She was the most powerful of them all—maybe that was the reason her own sisters had cast her out.

         He turned his back on her and bowed his head to his King.

         “I was told you need me to find someone.”

         Kami’en took an ebony figurine and set it aside. Each one represented a hundred soldiers.

         “Yes. A human growing the Petrified Flesh.”

         Hentzau cast a quick glance at the Fairy.

         “And how am I supposed to do that? There are thousands of them by now!”

         Man-Goyl. Nobody fought humans with less mercy, but Hentzau despised them just as much as he despised the Fairy who had created them. The Goyl had always used their claws to kill, but now her spell had turned them into tools of sorcery. Like all Fairies, the Dark One couldn’t bear children, so she gave Kami’en sons by sowing stone into his enemies’ flesh with every strike of his soldiers’ claws.

         “Don’t worry. It won’t be difficult to find this one.” Kami’en removed another two ebony figurines from the map. “He is growing a skin of jade.”

         The guards exchanged a quick look but Hentzau frowned with mocking disbelief. Lava-Men who boil the blood of the earth, the eyeless bird that sees everything under and above the ground—and the Goyl with the jade skin who’ll grant invincibility to the King he serves… stories told to children to paint images into the darkness underground.

         “I’ll have the scout executed who told you that.” Hentzau rubbed his aching skin. The damn cold would soon make him look like a cracked jar. “The jade Goyl is a fairy tale! Since when do you confuse those with reality?”

         The guards nervously ducked their heads. Any other Goyl would have paid for that remark with his life, but Hentzau knew that Kami’en loved him for his honesty. And for the fact that he still wasn’t afraid of him.

         “You have your orders!” he said, as casually as if he hadn’t noticed Hentzau’s mockery. “Find him. She saw him in her dreams.”

         Ah, there was the source.

         The Fairy smoothed the velvet of her dress. Six fingers on each hand, one for each curse. Hentzau felt the rage rise in him that they all bore in their stone flesh. He would die for his King if necessary, but to search for his mistress’s daydreams was an entirely different matter.

         “The King of the Goyl doesn’t need a jade Goyl to be invincible!”

         King. Still an unfamiliar word for Goyl tongues. But by now even Hentzau hesitated to address Kami’en only by his name. And yes, he held his jasper dog in high esteem for not being as docile as most of his officers, but to disrespect his mistress was something he didn’t forgive lightly.

         “Find him!” he repeated, eyeing Hentzau like a stranger. “She says it is important, and so far she’s always been right.”

         The Fairy moved to Kami’en’s side. Hentzau pictured himself breaking her pale neck but not even that gave him comfort. She was immortal, and one day she would watch him die. Him and the King. And Kami’en’s children and his children’s children. They all were nothing but her mortal toys. But Kami’en loved her. More than his two Goyl wives, who had given him three daughters and two sons.

         Because she had hexed him!

         “I saw him in the Hungry Forest.” Even her voice sounded like water.

         “That forest covers more than sixty square miles!”

         She again smiled. She probably imagined him as a fish twisting breathlessly at her feet. Hentzau almost choked on his hatred.

         “That sounds as if you should ask for some help.” She clearly enjoyed his alarm when she raised her hand to open the pearl clasps holding her hair. It reached her hips when it fell down. Most people compared it to finely spun copper or red gold but for Hentzau its color resembled dried blood. Black moths fluttered out from under her fingers when she drove her hand through it. The pale spots on their wings were shaped like skulls.

         The guards quickly opened the doors as they swarmed toward them. Hentzau’s soldiers, who had been waiting outside, recoiled with equal haste. It was well-known that Fairy moths even penetrated Goyl skin with their sting—and that their victims rarely survived.

         “Once they find the jade Goyl—” their mistress said, pushing the clasps back into her hair, “—they will let you know. And you’ll bring him to me.”

         His men were staring at her through the open door.

         Fairy.

         Damn her and the night she had appeared among their tents. The third battle, and their third victory. She had appeared between the tents as if the groans of their wounded had summoned her. Hentzau had stepped into her path but she had just walked through him, like liquid through porous stone, and then she had stolen Kami’en’s heart to fill her own heartless bosom with it. True. Their best weapons combined did not spread half as much terror amongst their enemies as her curse. Yet he was certain that they would have still won the war without her and that victory would have tasted so much sweeter.

         Kami’en was watching him. No, the Fairy couldn’t read his thoughts but his King did it with ease.

         “I will find the Man-Goyl,” he said, pressing his fist against his heart, their oldest gesture of respect. “If he really is more than just a dream.”

         He still felt the Fairy’s gaze when he stepped out into the daylight that clouded his eyes and cracked his skin.

         He couldn’t remember ever to have hated like this. 
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            CLARA

         

         Will’s voice had sounded so different Clara had barely recognized it. No call or message for weeks, and then this stranger on the phone who wouldn’t really say why he was calling. Fear. That’s what Clara had heard in his voice. Worse than the fear she knew from the hospital corridors, where she tried daily to learn how to face sickness and death.

         She had to see him. That was all she knew. Find out what had happened and why he had disappeared for weeks.

         The streets were even more congested than usual, and it seemed to take a lifetime to reach the old apartment building where Will had grown up. Chiseled faces stared down from the gray façade, their contorted features eroded by exhaust fumes. Their eyes were gilded, Clara noticed it for the first time. The doorman in the hall was as bad tempered as usual, Tomkins, yes, that was his name. He reminded Clara of a cat in his uniform, a fat gray tomcat, who licked his lips each time he saw her.

         “Nobody at home up there, Miss,” he said, as he openly scrutinized her from head to toe.

         Clara realized she was still wearing the pale green hospital gown under her coat. She had been in such a hurry she hadn’t taken time to change. He had sounded so lost. Like someone who was drowning.

         The grill doors of the elevator were stuck, as usual. Will called it the Hänsel-cage. Tomkins didn’t come to her aid and Clara was relieved when the elevator finally moved. “Don’t take him seriously,” Will had advised when she had complained about the doorman’s rudeness. “He knows me and Jacob since we were born and treats everyone this way. Sometimes he even tells people we’re not at home, because he doesn’t like them.” And then he had kissed her.

         Will.

         The old elevator took so long that Clara always felt she had reached the top of the world when she got out on the seventh floor. She tried the bell first, but there was no answer. The copper nameplate next to the door was so tarnished that she was always tempted to wipe it with her sleeve. RECKLESS. Will often made fun of how that name did not suit him at all. When Clara finally used the key he had given her, she stumbled into a pile of unopened mail behind the door. Had Will called her from somewhere else?

         She walked into the kitchen. A dirty coffee mug on the table. A book he had been reading.

         “Will?” His mother’s room was unchanged, although she had died four months ago. Clara hesitated before she opened the door of his brother’s room. Jacob. She still hadn’t met him. “Jacob is traveling.” Jacob was always traveling. Sometimes she wasn’t sure whether he actually existed.

         Will’s room was to the right. It was empty too. Just the usual mess. His clothes on the floor. A bowl of half-eaten cereal. Judging from the mold it had been sitting there for weeks.

         Where was he?

         She only noticed the open door to his father’s study when she stepped back into the corridor. Will never entered that room. He ignored anything that had to do with his father. “He’s gone. Left us without a word and broke my mother’s heart,” that was all he ever told her about him.

         Clara walked through the open door.

         A desk, bookshelves, a glass cabinet filled with old-fashioned pistols. Above the desk a few model planes were gathering dust on their wings like dirty snow.

         Between the bookshelves a huge mirror leaned against the wall. The silver frame was covered with roses. Their metal thorns almost pricked Clara’s finger when she touched one. Each was shaped so perfectly that their scent seemed to linger in the dusty air. The glass they framed was as dark as if it had caught the night. It was so clear that Clara wondered who had polished it, but right where she saw the reflection of her face was the imprint of a hand. 
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            SCHWANSTEIN

         

         The light of the lanterns filled Schwanstein’s streets like spilled milk. Gaslight, wooden wheels bumping over cobblestones, women in long skirts with their hems soaked from the rain. Jacob couldn’t remember when he had begun to perceive all this as normal and the world he came from as a sometimes more bewildering reality. At fourteen? Sixteen? No, probably much sooner. His mother’s father had always talked in German to him, which had helped him at least to understand some bits of Austrish from the beginning. The first years it hadn’t been easy to keep himself from starving or ending up in a workhouse. Jacob owed it to two people that neither had happened to him. One of them was a Witch, a white one. Alma Spitzweg practiced as a healer in a village on the other side of the castle hill and had saved him many times, but this time even her magic wouldn’t help. As for the other one—well, if anyone in this world knew of a way to save his brother, it would be Albert Chanute.

         The church bells were ringing for the evening service as Jacob walked down the street that led to Schwanstein’s market square. A Dwarf woman was selling roasted chestnuts in front of a bakery. Their sweet aroma mixed with the smell of the horse manure scattered all over the cobblestones. The idea of the combustion engine had not yet made it through the mirror. The monument at the center of the square showed Karolus, the Goyl Burner, an ancestor of Therese of Austry, the reigning Empress, who had not only made necklaces for his mistress from Moonstone Goyl skin, but had also been a tireless hunter of Giants in the surrounding hills. It was one of Jacob’s greatest regrets that both Giants and Dragons were now extinct behind the mirror. He had to admit that he wouldn’t have missed the Stilt who almost had torn out his throat during his first visit. But what about Grass-Elves, Heinzel, Thumblings, Nymphs, or Witches? Would they be next to disappear? Schwanstein had changed since Jacob had come through the mirror for the first time. The damp autumn air smelled of smoke, and soot blackened the laundry that hung between the pointy gables. There was a railroad station right opposite the old coach station, a telegraph office, and a photographer who fixed stiff hats and ruffled skirts onto silver plates. Bicycles leaned against walls on which posters warned of Gold-Ravens and Watermen. Sometimes Jacob wondered whether Schwanstein embraced the modern times even more eagerly than the rest of Mirrorworld and how much of that could be blamed on the mirror in his father’s study.

         Grass-Elves, Heinzel, Thumblings, Nymphs, or Witches… what about the Goyl, Jacob? Every human citizen of Mirrorworld would have celebrated their extinction.

         The paperboy standing next to the Goyl Burner’s monument, shouting the latest news into the gathering dusk, had certainly never seen more than the footprint of a Giant or the faded scorch marks of Dragon fire on the town walls. But the Goyl were as much a part of his reality as the Dwarf woman selling roasted chestnuts or the Heinzels assisting the bakers to roll out the batter.

         Decisive battle, terrible losses… secret negotiations with the Goyl…

         The Mirrorworld was at war, and it was not being won by humans. Four days had passed since he and Will had run into one of their patrols, but Jacob could still see them come out of the forest: three soldiers and an officer, their stone faces wet from the rain. Golden eyes, black claws tearing open his brother’s neck—Goyl.

         “Look after Will, Jacob. He is so different from you.”

         He put three copper coins into the paperboy’s grubby hand. The Heinzel sitting on his shoulder eyed them both suspiciously, and while many Heinzels chose human companions who fed and clothed them, that did little to improve their crabby dispositions.

         “How far away are the Goyl?” Jacob took a newspaper.

         “Less than five miles from here, sir.” The boy pointed southeast. “With the wind right, we could hear their cannons. But it’s been quiet since yesterday.”

         He sounded almost disappointed. At his age, even war sounded like an adventure. The imperial soldiers filing out of Albert Chanute’s tavern knew better. THE OGRE. Jacob had met the Man Eater who had given the tavern its name and had cost its owner his right arm.

         
            *

         

         Albert Chanute was standing behind the counter, wearing a grim expression, as Jacob entered the dingy taproom. Chanute was such a gross hulk of a man that people suspected him of having Troll blood running through his veins, not a compliment in Mirrorworld. But until the Ogre had chopped off his arm, Albert Chanute had been the best treasure hunter in all of Austry, and for many years now Jacob had been his apprentice. Chanute had shown him how to gather fame and fortune behind the mirror, and in return Jacob had prevented the Ogre from hacking off Chanute’s head.

         The mementos of his glory days covered the walls of the taproom: the head of a Brown Wolf, the oven door from a gingerbread house, a cudgel-in-the-sack that jumped off the wall whenever a guest misbehaved, and, right above the bar, hanging from the chains with which he used to bind his victims, the right arm of the Ogre who had ended Chanute’s treasure-hunting days. The bluish skin still shimmered like a lizard’s hide.

         “Look who’s here!” Chanute’s grouchy mouth actually stretched into a smile. “I thought you were in Lotharaine, looking for an Hourglass.”

         While Chanute had once been legendary as a treasure hunter, Jacob had now gained an equally famous reputation in that line of work, and the three men, sitting at one of the stained tables, were curious and lifted their heads. 

         “Get rid of them!” Jacob whispered across the counter. “I have to talk to you.”

         Then he climbed the worn stairs to Chanute’s guest rooms. Jacob had rented one years ago to keep some things safe, when he was traveling. There was no place he called home, neither in this or the other world. He always yearned for unknown places, secrets revealed, treasures found… there was so much he still hadn’t seen. And it felt like home to travel with Fox by his side.

         A Wishing Table, a Glass Slipper, the golden ball of a Princess—most of the treasures Jacob had found in this world, he had sold to kings and queens, or rich men and women, whose wishes only magic could fulfill. Some, though, he had kept for himself in the chest, which was hidden under the bed in the small room and had been made by a Troll, whose talents as a carpenter were legend. The objects guarded by his masterly carvings were the tools of Jacob’s trade. Now they would have to help him save his brother.

         The first item he took out of the chest was a handkerchief made of simple linen. When it was rubbed between two fingers, it reliably produced one or two gold sovereigns. Jacob had received it years ago from a Dark Witch in exchange for a kiss that had burned his lips for weeks. The other items he packed into his knapsack looked just as innocuous: a silver snuffbox, a brass key, a tin plate, and a small bottle made of green glass. Each had saved his life on more than one occasion.

         When Jacob came back down the stairs, he found the taproom empty. Chanute was sitting at one of the tables. He pushed a mug of wine toward Jacob as he joined him.

         “So? What kind of trouble are you in this time?” Chanute looked longingly at Jacob’s wine; he only had a glass of water in front of him. In the past, he’d often been so drunk that Jacob had had to start hiding the bottles, though he had often paid for that with bruises or a split lip. Chanute had frequently beaten him, even when he was sober—until Jacob one day pointed his own pistol at him. Chanute had been drunk in the Ogre’s cave. He would have probably kept his arm had he been able to see straight, but after that he had quit drinking. Albert Chanute had been a miserable replacement father but a very good teacher, and on most days, even a friend, and Jacob had asked countless times for his advice, although never before with his brother’s life at stake.

         “What would you do if a friend of yours had been clawed by the Goyl?”

         Chanute choked on his water and eyed him closely, as if to make sure Jacob was not talking about himself.

         “Who is it?” he grunted. “The guy you went hunting the Bluebeard with? Or the one with the rat tail, up in Albion?”

         Jacob shook his head. “You don’t know him.”

         “Of course. Jacob Reckless likes it mysterious. How could I forget?” Chanute mocked but he sounded slightly injured. Jacob sometimes suspected that he considered him the son he never had. “When did they get him?”

         “Four days ago.”

         The Goyl had attacked them not far from a village where Jacob had been looking for the Hourglass. He had underestimated how far their patrols were already venturing into imperial territory, and after Will had been clawed, he’d been in such pain that the journey back took them days. Back where? There was no “back” anymore, but Jacob hadn’t had the courage to tell Will that yet.

         Chanute brushed his hand through his spiky gray hair. “Four days? Forget it. He’s already half one of them. You remember the time when the Empress was collecting them in all their skin colors? And that farmer trying to peddle us a dead moonstone as onyx after he covered the corpse in lamp soot?”

         Yes, Jacob remembered. The Stone Faces. That’s what they were called back then, and children were told stories about them to prevent them from stealing out of the house at night. During his travels with Chanute, he had often witnessed Goyl hunts. But now they had a king, and he had turned the hunted into hunters.

         There was a rustling near the back door, and Chanute drew his knife. He threw it so quickly that it nailed the rat to the wall in mid-jump.

         “This world is going down the toilet,” he growled, pushing back his chair. “Rats as big as dogs. The air on the street stinks like a Troll’s cave from all the factories, and the Goyl are camped just a couple of miles from here.”

         He picked up the dead rat and threw it onto the table.

         “There’s nothing that helps against the Petrified Flesh. But if they’d gotten me, I’d ride to a gingerbread house and look in the garden for a bush with black berries. It’s got to be the garden of a child-eater, though.”

         “I thought the child-eaters all moved to Lotharaine after the other Witches started hunting them.”

         Chanute wiped the bloody knife on his sleeve.

         “Their houses are still there. The bush grows where they buried their leftovers. Those berries are the strongest antidote to curses I know of.”

         Witch-berries. Jacob looked at the oven door on the wall. “The Witch in the Hungry Forest was a child-eater.”

         “One of the worst. I once looked in her house for one of those combs that you put in your hair and they turn you into a crow.”

         “I know. You sent me in there first.”

         “Really?” Chanute rubbed his fleshy nose. He’d convinced Jacob that the Witch had flown out.

         “You poured liquor on my wounds.” The imprints of her fingers were still visible on his neck. It had taken weeks for the burns to heal.

         Jacob threw the knapsack over his shoulder. “I need a packhorse, some provisions, two rifles, and ammunition.”

         Chanute didn’t seem to have heard him. He was staring at his trophies. “Good old days,” he mumbled. “The Empress received me three times. Personally! How many audiences have you clocked up?”

         Jacob closed his hand around the handkerchief in his pocket until he felt two gold sovereigns between his fingers.

         “Two,” he said, tossing the coins onto the table. He’d had six audiences with the Empress, but the lie made Chanute very happy.

         “Put that gold away!” he growled. “I don’t take money from you.”

         “Here,” he said, handing his knife to Jacob. “There’s nothing this blade won’t cut. I have a feeling you’ll need it more than I do.” 

      



OEBPS/title_image_online.jpg
Cornelia Funke

RECKLESS I
The Petrified Flesh

Inapired by a tale discovercd
and explored with Liomel Wigram

‘With llustrations by the Author
Translated by Oliver Latsch

Pushrin Press






OEBPS/a031_online.jpg





OEBPS/a035_online.jpg





OEBPS/9781782691273_cover_epub.jpg
"CORNELIA FUNKE

’EC LES

Rt X 85
% WY, ‘fﬁ ? ‘%e

A PETRIFIEB ELESTH

TR W






OEBPS/a009_online.jpg
oLy
R






OEBPS/a017_online.jpg





OEBPS/a023_online.jpg





