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      The three men came down from the walled town using the secret path, which the one leading had told the others about only hours before. Blood caked his torn, black habit, and his right arm hung useless, broken at the elbow. His eyes were set straight ahead, in a face grim with pain. The eyes of the lost; empty, resigned to his fate. They had beaten him and he refused to disclose the whereabouts of the treasure, until they threatened him with death. Oblivion. Even his faith was not enough to prevent him from telling them everything they wanted to know. And now, here they all were, the citadel looming over them, the screams echoing across the mountainside. Hell had opened its gates and sucked them all inside.

      As the first rain fell, the priest reined in his old nag and waited, chest heaving, every bone and fibre of his body aching. He twisted in his saddle and watched the two knights drawing closer, their faces scowls of contempt. Big, burly men, encased in chainmail, their open helms buckled and rusted where numerous sword blows glanced off the thick metal. Fighting men who had travelled far, fighting and killing their way through southern France, instruments of a jealous French king, intent on crushing the Albigensians and taking from them whatever he could. The Pope would rub his hands in glee and both would be damned. Did not Jesus say a rich man could not enter the Kingdom of God? So, how could they justify their actions. How could they justify the destruction of a way of life, the countless deaths?

      Simon squeezed his eyes shuts, kneading his forehead with thumb and finger. Pain pulsed through his skull, the mailed fist cracking his jaw, another breaking his nose.

      “Are we here?”

      The voice, cruel, flat, laced with danger, caused him to blink and stare into the knight who caused him so much agony. So much ignominy. Simon eased the nag around to face the mountainside and let his eyes run up the steep sides, the outcrops of rock sharp, seemingly unscaleable. “It is,” he managed through swollen lips and chipped teeth.

      “If you're lying, I'll cut off your head and then—”

      “I'm not lying,” hissed Simon, without facing the knight. “Wait here.”

      He slipped from his mount, groaning with the effort, and when his feet hit the ground, he buckled, almost fell, a hand flaying out wildly to grab hold of the nag's rein and prevent himself from collapsing. He wheezed in a few breaths and slowly straightened again.

      “You have to move to the side,” he said, voice straining with the effort and he took a few tentative steps forward until he reached the rock face, put out his hand and curled his fingers inside a blackened crack. “The sunlight hides the entrance, the angle of the rocks casting an almost impenetrable shadow. But, if you know …” He sidestepped to his right, emitted a low moan and disappeared inside the mountain itself.

      

      They brought torches with them, knowing from what the priest told them, the cavern would be black as night. A sudden flash of flint on steal and the packed wadding crackled into fire. Held aloft, they gave off a weak, flickering light, but enough to pick out the details.

      Simon sat on a boulder, head between his knees, breathing erratically. For the umpteenth time since he regained consciousness from the third bout of beating, he checked his side and winced, gritting his teeth to prevent himself from yelping. It was as he suspected – he was bleeding inside. Soon the strength would leave him completely and he would curl up and die, perhaps in this dreadful place; alone and forgotten. Even by God, whom he had betrayed by bringing these despicable men here.

      Simon watched them, sweeping the broad cavern with the torches, trying to find their bearings. The cavernous roof yawned above them, too vast for the light to penetrate the void. Ahead, also, the space loomed blacker than jet, the occasional glitter of quartz or some other mineral glinting alluringly, bringing some relief from the almost uniform darkness.

      “There's nothing here but rock,” spat the first knight and he crossed to the priest before Simon could react, took him by the throat and shook him, a knife appearing from nowhere, “Tell us where the treasure is, or I'll kill you here.”

      Simon fought down the urge to swallow, the knife-edge pressed against his throat. He did not want to die here, but the strength was leaving him, the hopelessness overcoming even his fear. “If you kill me, you will never be able to find your way out of here.”

      The knight went rigid, eyes growing wide, the dancing light from the torches seeming to make them dance, livid red. He arched his back and he threw his head back, an animal-like guttural growl rumbling from deep within. He went into a sort of spasm and threw the priest to the ground, his breath coming short and jagged. “Damn your eyes,” he rasped, “you brought us here to die with you.”

      Simon said nothing and lay in the dirt, looking up to the endless chasm above him. It was wrong to kill, he knew as much, but perhaps this was a fitting retribution? For these men to die here, in this filthy, awful place, as punishment for the horrors they had inflicted upon his brethren. So many deaths. So much suffering. Damn them to hell. They deserved no better.

      “Dear God,” said the second knight, voice little more than a whisper. “Will you look at that, Theo.”

      The first knight, the one called Theo, with the back of his hand pressed against his mouth, turned and followed his companion's out thrust finger.

      Simon followed too.

      A light, spreading wider with every second, illuminated the far end of the cavern and there, wedged between a scattering of boulders was a huge, twisted and mangled piece of metal. It shimmered as if made from silver and within its centre, the object itself as wide and as tall as a townhouse, stood a woman.

      No one spoke, no one breathed. All three of them gaped in disbelief.

      She studied them for a moment before moving forward, gliding effortlessly over the rocks as if from a dream for she was far lovelier than any had ever seen.

      And then she smiled.
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        Dead people can't speak.

        At least, that's what I used to think.

      

      

      Just that very morning, Daniel's teacher had told him the difference between a journal and a diary. A journal was something to write in whenever the urge for creativity arrived, holding no pressure to commit thoughts and recollections onto paper on a daily basis. The problem was, he didn't see the point. Up until recently, nothing seemed worth putting down so he contemplated his bookshelf, the journals, gifts from his aunty Flo, standing in a neat row, all of them empty. No doubt, he would receive another one from her this Christmas. If she knew nothing ever gripped him, how life had become one long, endless journey into despair … He pulled one down and sat on his bed, weighing the book in his hands. And something stirred.

      He gave himself up to an irresistible urge to write something meaningful. This had never occurred before and he had no idea where it came from now. A culmination of everything that had recently happened, more than likely; with Dad, and Mum …

      Daniel reached over to his bedside cabinet and picked up a pen. He didn't know how to start even though he had so much running around in his head, so many thoughts and questions. He had no one to talk to, no one who would listen, least of all Dad. Drinking took up most of his time now. Daniel started there…

      'Dad is drinking again. More than ever. I wish we could go back to the beach house again, with Mum.'

      He stopped. Thoughts of his mum made it difficult to carry on. He missed her, missed her more than anything, and for a moment he almost slapped the book shut. What is the point, he thought. Nothing is going to bring her back. It was a horrible accident and I have to try to get on with my life without her. Daniel put his face in his hands. The minutes crawled by as he fought with his emotions, desperate to hold back the tears. In the end, he simply didn't want to, and he sat there and cried.

      Much later, he opened up the journal again. Daniel held the pen between his fingers, poised above the page. He didn't think he could write anymore. It all seemed so unfair. But he had to put down how he felt, make some sense of the world around him.

      'I miss that place,' he continued writing 'the sea crashing against the rocks, the call of the gulls. It was good for Dad, his paintings better than ever. He'd even sold some to a gallery down in London. But not anymore. He doesn't paint anything anymore.'

      He remembered last night, how Dad had come in, late as usual, standing forever in the hallway, counting out his change from his pockets. Always the same ritual, clinking the coins, fumbling around as if he were lost in the dark, his breath stinking. Daniel could smell it from the other end of the hall. He wanted to run up to his dad, tell him that he loved him, that he wanted him to stop, that none of it was doing any good. I know you're in pain, I am too … Mum has gone. We have to get on with our lives… Instead, his courage seeping away, he turned and went back to his room and pressed the door shut.

      'I want Dad to start painting again. I want it all to be like before. Why doesn't he understand that I miss her, too, that the only way we can get through all of this is by being together?'

      A noise outside Daniel's room made him sit upright and he quickly slipped the journal under his bedclothes. He glanced over to his bedside clock. Yes, it would be Dad stumbling in, breathing hard, and drunk again no doubt. Daniel didn't know what would happen next. Often there would be shouting, lots of shouting. Sometimes, very late at night, Daniel would hear his dad answering the telephone, always sounding angry. His dad blamed the whole world for what had happened. When Mum died, devastation followed, and Dad had almost fallen apart. Then a few months later, Gran followed.

      Daniel had stopped crying over Mum by then. Only a dull, empty ache remained. Then news came of Gran, who was so horribly ill, wasting away. It was still a shock, knowing she was gone. Everything dies, but the loss hurts so much. He knew he shouldn't feel so sad for Gran. She was old, eighty-seven. What an age! If he stopped to think about it, she'd had a fantastic life. The stories she used to tell. He'd sit at her feet, listening for hours while she recounted tales about her childhood in southern Germany, how the War had brought everything to an end, how the soldiers had come–

      The door opened and Daniel held his breath. Dad stood there, leaning against the doorframe, his eyes dull and lifeless, like beads. “We have to go to Truro,” he said without any preamble. “For the reading of your Gran's will,” he sniffed. “Waste of time, but we have to go. We've been summoned!”

      “When?”

      “Wednesday.”

      He turned to go but Daniel quickly said, “Do we have to?” He had visions of spending hours inside a sweltering car, alone with his dad. What would they say to one another?

      His dad stopped and frowned. “Apparently.” He pulled out a crumpled piece of paper from his jacket and peered at it. “We have no choice. It says, 'It would be in your best interest – and that of your son – to attend the reading of your late mother's last will and testament.' So … Wednesday.”

      And with that, he shuffled out.

      Daniel gave a little groan. Truro. That meant returning to Cornwall, with all its memories, memories he didn't want. He waited until he was sure Dad had gone to his own room, then pulled out the journal and carefully replaced it on the bookshelf. He'd written enough, dredged up too much pain. Wednesday would dredge up even more, perhaps.

      

      They'd found the office easily enough, after having driven down to Truro the night before. At a little hotel they had managed to eat a late supper and then gone to their room. Daniel didn't say anything, but he was happy that his dad had barely touched any alcohol. The following morning, however, Daniel became nervous, recalling the words his dad had read out, 'It would be in your best interest – and your son's – to attend…' Why would it be in his dad's best interest?

      Stepping inside it all appeared very prim and proper, shiny metallic furniture and black cushioned chairs. The receptionist shone too. One of those incredibly efficient looking people, nipped nose and glasses, hair scraped back in a bun so tight that her face probably wore a permanent expression of alarm. Daniel couldn't stop staring at her, fascinated by her nails. The longest and brightest red he'd ever seen. Her strong scent of lavender and talcum powder made his stomach churn.

      The office of 'Mr. B.W. Spencer, solicitor' stood at the top of a narrow flight of stairs and each step creaked as Daniel and Dad made their way up behind the grim receptionist. The large, imposing and cold room lay in sharp contrast to the one downstairs. A massive table dominated, and the wood paneled walls were punctuated with hunting scenes.

      Dad looked at them with disgust. “Eighteenth century kitsch!” he said in a quiet, scathing voice.

      The receptionist, who had led them in, motioned for them to sit, which they did, then offered them both drinks. Dad refused, but Daniel wanted a Coke. She didn't seem to like that answer and flounced out. Dad's legs splayed out before him, his fingers drumming on the arms of the chair. He looked angry, gnawing at his bottom lip, breathing hard through his nose. He had been like that during most of the journey down and Daniel thought he knew why. Dad probably saw this as a useless waste of time. He'd said as much in the car, “What's the point in us being there? I haven't spoken to the old girl in years, didn't even know she was so ill.”

      “Dad, last time we saw her she was as thin as a stick. And, she was eighty-seven!”

      “She never had any time for me – it was always you, inviting you round for tea and God knows what else.”

      “Stories, Dad. She told me stories, of when she was young. Some of them didn't make sense, but they seemed to cheer her up. Like she was watching old movies. She always asked about you, how you were getting on, what you were painting … I told you, Dad. Every time I got back. I told you what she said, but you never remember, you were always …” He clamped his mouth shut, knowing he was close to the danger zone. He looked away.

      “So? Makes it all the more pointless, doesn't it? What are we going to find out about an old woman that we didn't already know before?”

      Daniel expelled air hard through his nose and wished this damned meeting were over. He shuffled nervously in his seat and peered over at the wall clock. The hand was moving far too slowly.

      In the end, they didn't have to wait long. The door flew open in a grand sweep and a weedy little man, with no hair and a thick moustache, stood to one side to allow three others to enter. A tall and silent man and woman, both smiling sheepishly also came in. The third person to come in looked very different. He was built quite heavily, like a nightclub bouncer with a square, flat head, and he exuded confidence. Daniel couldn't take his eyes off him. They all nodded briefly towards Daniel and his father.

      The little man, a huge bundle of papers and folders tucked under his arm, sat down in a large, grand type of chair on the other side of the desk. Very theatrically, he spread the papers out over the table and sorted them into different piles. Daniel watched him, fascinated, as the little man kept checking and rechecking each piece. Dad seemed restless, shifting uncomfortably, obviously not enjoying any of it. The couple didn't make things any easier. They'd brought with them an unsettling energy; they were nervous, anxious, eyes darting around, feet tapping with impatience. The big man, in contrast, sat stoic and grim. Daniel looked at them all, not sure what to expect. It was all very intriguing, and just a little disquieting.

      Suddenly, in another dramatic entrance, the receptionist returned with the Coke. She slapped down a small, cork coaster and planted the glass of sparkling drink on top of it. She glanced at the others and smiled without even a single twinge of pleasantness and then left.

      A silence fell upon the assembled group after that. Daniel wanted something to happen. To break the tension, he gulped down his drink to give himself something to do. His stomach knotted with dread, like being in one of the most awful places in the world – the dentist's waiting room! Often, when faced with really difficult situations, Daniel would ask himself, 'Is this worse than the dentist's?' The answer was invariably 'no' and this always gave him a curious surge of confidence and reassurance. This meeting, however, played differently. For the first time in his life, he began to suspect that there might be worse things than a visit to the dentist.

      Like death, for instance.

      Daniel blinked. Where had that thought come from? Of course death was worse. He knew that! First his mum then his grandma. Nothing could be worse.

      A sudden cough brought him out of his reverie with a jump. The little man with the bald head had begun to speak.

      “First of all, thank you for taking time out of your busy schedules to attend this formal reading of Frau Fichtner's last will and testimony …”

      The man's voice droned on and Daniel frowned deeply. 'Frau Fichtner'? Daniel had never heard her referred to as that before. As far as he knew her name was Stone, just like his and Dad's. Something wasn't right; the solicitor had got it wrong. Daniel looked at his dad for reassurance, but Dad just sat there, motionless, eyes glazed over, staring down at the papers. He hadn't even flinched at the mention of the strange sounding name.

      Daniel, intrigued, leaned forward to continue listening, “…to my surviving nephew, Karl, I leave in totality the brewery and associated businesses.” The long, thin man, who had come in as part of the couple, sat forward, his face suddenly lighting up with excitement and joy. He pressed the hand of the woman next to him and she gave such a grin that Daniel thought her head would split in two.

      “Now to my son …” The solicitor paused and looked at Daniel's dad for the first time. Dad's eyes came up, empty of emotion. Daniel, on the other hand, could hardly bear the suspense. Not looking at his dad, he wriggled further forward in his chair, waiting. Something was coming. Good or bad, he didn't really care. He simply wanted to know. The way his life had panned out these last few months, he found all of this endless talking meaningless. He'd had enough; he wanted to hear what his gran had to say. The little man continued, glancing across the paper he read from, “…I leave my house in Launceston, which I wish him to sell and give the proceeds to the charity of my choice.” The man produced a slim looking sealed envelope. “The details are in this document, Mr. Stone. They lay out your mother's desire to–”

      “I know what my mother's desires were!” said Dad, his anger seeming to boil over suddenly. He stood up, his face reddening, all patience gone. Daniel gaped at him, horror-struck. This was just too dreadful. Dad steamed. “This is so typical of her! What are we supposed to do now?” He glanced at as son, and Daniel could see the tears welling up in his dad's eyes.

      “Mr. Stone, if you could just–”

      “No, I can't 'just' anything! This has been a total waste of time. 'Things to your advantage.' What a load of old bull that is!” He jerked his head at Daniel. “Come on, let's get out of here.” He pushed back his chair hard and made to go towards the door. Daniel hesitated, sensing that there was something more to be heard.

      “Mr. Stone.” The little man's voice rang surprisingly sharp. “If you would just sit down, I have not finished reading the will.”

      A heavy silence settled over the group. Daniel was staring at his dad, willing him to sit back down. It was awful, all of Daniel's fears coming true, his dad making such a scene, causing him such shame, such embarrassment. “Dad,” he said at last, “Please, sit down.”

      Dad closed his eyes and let out a long, steady breath. “All right, but let's hurry it along, yeah?” Dad slumped back down in his chair. The little man smiled, probably more in relief than anything else, and reshuffled his papers. He coughed again and resumed.

      “Now,” he glanced around him, “as I was saying … 'Further to this, I leave to my son my house in Bavaria …' ” He paused, and Daniel and his dad both gave a collective intake of breath. “ 'This is a substantial property, within its own grounds. There are sufficient funds set aside to keep it in perpetuity, and it is my wish that all of my servants and workers remain in employment there. Additionally, I wish for my loving grandson, Daniel …' ” here he looked at Daniel meaningfully, “ '…to receive a first-class education. A place has been reserved for him at the International School of Fussen. I have set up a trust fund for Daniel to the sum of five hundred thousand pounds, which will ensure his future despite what his father may do.' ”

      Five hundred thousand … pounds? Daniel stood up, light-headed and giddy all at once. Had he heard correctly? Perhaps Daniel had dreamt this, or he'd gone mad. How could his gran, his sweet, dear gran have so much money? And a house, in its own grounds? Madness, that's what it was, sheer, utter madness. From somewhere, the man continued speaking. Daniel had to force himself to concentrate on the words.

      “My one condition is that my son, who has for so very long been lost, return to his painting. He must rediscover the wonders and beauties of this world. I wish him to paint and to display his paintings at a local gallery within one year of taking up residency at my house in Bayern.”

      The man coughed again and gathered the papers together, “I am instructed to inform you, Mr. Stone, that sufficient funds have been placed in your account to maintain the house and provide food and clothing for yourself and Daniel for that one year. I myself will be visiting you soon to see how you are settling in and then later to see whether your mother's wishes have been carried out. If they have not,” he stacked his papers together again, and looking at Dad square in the eye, “you will lose it all. Only Daniel's trust will remain.” He began to put the papers into his briefcase. “All of this is completely legal, Mr. Stone, worked out meticulously with lawyers in Bavaria. It is watertight, I can assure you. You must adhere to its principles, or you will gain … nothing.”

      

      Outside, the weather had changed for the better, mirroring how Daniel felt. Everyone chatted at once, but he wasn't listening to any of it, his mind still thinking of those wonderful numbers, five hundred thousand. He shook the couple's hands and waved goodbye. Of the third stranger, there was no sign. Daniel had seen him in a whispered conversation with Mr. Spencer, the solicitor. The short, little man never mentioned him at the reading and Daniel wondered, not for the first time, what had brought the stranger here. Dad hadn't seemed in the least bit interested when Daniel had asked him for an explanation of the man's identity. Dad had merely patted Daniel on the arm and gone over to a nearby telephone box and settled himself into dialing a number. Daniel wondered why he didn't use his mobile, but shrugged, dismissing the thought almost as soon as it came into his head. Probably out of credit, he mused, then turned to look at a little rugby scrum of pigeons fighting over some food scraps just as the curious stranger in question came into view. Fury distorted his features, and he glared straight at Daniel. The atmosphere fizzled with tension all of a sudden. Daniel franticly looked around for his dad, who he spotted still leaning into the phone, gesturing wildly. Suddenly the big man loomed up close.

      “You must be he, yes? Daniel?” he asked, in a thick German accent.

      Daniel nodded meekly. The German gave him a measured look, and then shot another towards Daniel's dad. “My name is Grüber. Tell your father we will meet again, and very soon. You understand me? History is our enemy, Daniel, it always has been and always will, but we must not allow it to hold us back.” His eyes glowered as he leaned forward, and Daniel felt as if his very soul were being scrutinized. He took an involuntary step backwards and then, without a flicker of emotion, the man turned and strutted off down the street without another backward glance.

      With the big man's departure, Daniel slowly began to relax, but the man's words worried him. “Meet again? History must not hold us back?” What exactly did the man mean by all of that?
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        Gran has spoken to me.

        In a way I would never have dreamed.

      

      

      Daniel had no idea what thoughts were playing around in his dad's mind as they sat listening to the waves crashing against the rocks. Words, what use were they? Life had suddenly changed; the reading of the will had seen to that. He'd sat there, in that ancient office, listening but not really understanding. The words hung like lumps in the air. Heavy. Formless. What did they all mean? Had his Gran seriously left him five hundred thousand pounds? That was simply impossible! How had she been able to gather together that amount of cash? And that house! A castle, the solicitor had said, in Germany. True, Daniel had no ties in England, no real friends, no one to miss him, no one to wave goodbye, but to go abroad…and live! What was Gran thinking? Worst of all, he'd been enrolled in that school, an International thing in 'some provincial German backwater', Dad had said. It was all too much to take in. A part of Daniel didn't believe it. This must be some sort of trick, an elaborate hoax, yet a part of him also wanted it to be true. It would mean so much, a new start, an adventure, and a chance to really do something different. And Dad had the chance, too. Gran wanted him to rekindle his art, rediscover what made him tick, give him the chance to throw away the bottle, turn his face towards the sun and live.

      His dad gave a sharp cough, and Daniel started and turned to him, raising his brows in a question. Dad just shook his head, “You were miles away,” he said with a slight laugh. “What are you thinking about?”

      Daniel shrugged. “Dunno. Stuff.”

      “Well that says a lot.”

      “I don't know, Dad. Just …” He looked back to the sea. The beautiful sea, so powerful, so vast. If only he could run into its embrace and be swept away, together with all his worries, all his doubts. But the sea, like his future, held unknown dangers. Lurking just below the surface was something unseen and mysterious. Exciting, but perhaps just a little dangerous. He sighed heavily, “Just stuff.”

      “It came as a shock to me as well, you know.”

      “Oh yeah? Which bit? All the talk about Gran and all of her houses, or her giving me five hundred thousand pounds?” Daniel sneered. It sounded so weird saying it out loud. How could Dad not know? “Where did she get all that money, Dad?”

      “Family business.” Now Dad turned to look out to sea. “But I had no idea she was so wealthy.”

      “What sort of a business was it?”

      “Brewery. It's been in the family for …well, I don't know exactly how long, but I know it's at least a hundred years old.”

      “Brewery? What, like beer and wine and stuff?”

      “Just beer. Different types. They like their beer in Germany.”

      “How come you never mentioned it?”

      “Because I didn't know. Not everything, not the details.” Daniel raised an eyebrow, but he allowed his Dad to continue, hopeful that questions might be answered. “She must have kept it on after … See, Gran was married before she married my dad, to a man called Pieter Fichtner. I never knew him, of course. He died. Killed, I think … Gran never said very much about it. She met your granddad about two years after her first husband's death. As far as I knew, that was it. I thought she had no more ties with the brewery or anything else to do with the Fichtners. Apparently,” he picked up a loose rock and hurled it into the churning water, barely able to suppress his delight, “I was wrong and we, my lucky, lucky lad, are rich!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As they came through the door of their home later that same evening, the telephone rang. Daniel managed to grab it before it stopped. Breathless, but listening intently in curious silence, he passed the receiver over to his dad.

      He purposefully didn't listen in on the conversation. When Dad had finally finished, he looked up and gave a frown.

      “That was …” Dad shrugged, “Well, he didn't actually give his name. Just said he was at the reading.”

      “The big bloke? The one with the neck?”

      Dad mimicked his son's description in a whisper, “The big bloke with the neck …” He smiled, “Yeah, that's him! He-er-said he would call round and chat with us when we got to Bavaria. Said he wanted to talk about things that would mean we would never have to worry about money again.”

      “But I thought we had lots of money?”

      “Yeah … we do. Actually, to be perfectly honest, Dan – you do!

      Something stirred inside Daniel, a simmering suspicion of something not quite right. He frowned deeply. “Then why did this bloke say what he said? What is it he wants?”

      “I don't know, Dan. We'll just have to wait and see. No doubt he'll get in touch when we finally arrive in Germany. But I'm sure there's nothing to worry about.”

      And that was it, really. In those few simple sentences, Daniel saw his whole life mapped out before him. He didn't really have any choice in the matter. His old life, here in Britain, was to come to an end. Just like that. Snap! Then off to Bavaria to begin anew. But it was such a huge step to take. Germany? If Daniel had chosen a hundred places to live, Germany would probably be close to the bottom of the list. Not exactly the warmest, sunniest of places. The more he thought about it, the more he realized that his whole way of life, everything he knew, loved, cherished, all of it, was gone. A monster was swallowing him up whole, a monster he couldn't control.

      Yet excitement flowed through a tiny part of him, the thrill of adventure making itself felt. He'd been through it all in his head. A loner, relying on himself, sitting at home in his room, imaginary friends filling the void. Did he really have any ties to his old life? Yet there was still the fear, the concerns. In truth, it didn't really matter – as a teenager, he didn't really have any choice.

      Dad patted him on the back. “Come on, Dan, it's not going to be that bad. Ask yourself one question. What have we got here? Huh? Memories, that's all. Memories of …” he paused, but Daniel knew what he was thinking. Dad's next word confirmed it, that single utterance holding so much pain, “Nancy.”

      Daniel tensed, but found, with some relief, the mention of his mother's name did not affect him quite so much as it once might have done. Had the reading of the will and the promise it contained numbed the pain, even just a little? A sudden thought came to him. “Do you think Mum would have agreed with all this?”

      Dad took a moment to think. “She probably would,” he began slowly. “Although she did love it there, in Cornwall. But then again, things were different when she was …” His voice trailed off, and he went over to the sideboard and opened one of the cupboards. Inside hung, arranged in a haphazard sort of fashion, a mixture of bottles, most of them containing alcohol. Daniel watched him in silence, panic welling up inside him, as his Dad, in a sort of dream, reached out for the whisky and emptied the remnants it into a glass. Was this about to be another session of steady, heavy drinking, which would ultimately lead to his dad stamping around the house, yelling and cursing, hurling his glass against the wall? He had hoped that the news from Mr. Spencer, the solicitor, would have in some way changed his dad, bringing him out of his deep depression. But the mention of Mum's name seemed to tip him over the edge once more. Daniel closed his eyes in despair, opening them a moment later.

      Dad turned around and faced his son, the glass held lightly in his hand. He hadn't taken a drink yet. He looked at the amber liquid, swirling it around the bottom of the tumbler, seemingly of two minds as to what to do. “I know what you're thinking, Dan,” he said quietly without looking up.

      “Do you, Dad?”

      Dad nodded his head, without looking up. “Yes. Gran's hope was that I could change, give up all of this.” He raised his glass and gave a lop-sided grin. “Become an artist again – a best-selling artist … rediscover my so-called talent …”

      “But you are talented, Dad! You always have been. Ever since I can remember you–”

      “No, Dan. No …” He shook his head sadly, then, without another word, he drained the glass, wincing a little as the fiery liquid hit his throat. He smacked his lips and set the glass down with deliberate care, letting his fingers rest on the rim. “But Gran is right … was right. I've got to get myself together. For you, Dan.” His bleary eyes suddenly welled up with tears, and they began to trickle, unchecked, down his face. “Nancy is gone. It's time to move on, Dan. Time to live our lives. We've got a chance to do that now, thanks to Gran. So …” He wiped his eyes with his hand then picked up the glass and began to run it under the tap, rinsing it through with his fingers, rubbing the inside until it squeaked. He carefully set it down on the drainer. “That's the last of that.”

      Before he could say another word, Daniel was hugging him with all his might, squeezing his long lost Dad, come back to him at last.
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      They had to go to Edinburgh. Dad had announced this after spending some time on the phone, talking very quietly and very quickly, as if he were involved in some secret enterprise. Daniel wasn't particularly interested. He was spending what time he had left in his old house sorting through his belongings. What to take, what to give away to those he knew or to charity shops, what to sell…and, worst of all, what he had to throw away. Nothing else seemed particularly important to him.

      He was sifting through his collection of DC comics when Dad came into his room, looking a little flustered. “We have to go away for a day or two,” he explained.

      Daniel shrugged, not taking his eyes from a particularly spectacular Iron Man edition, “To Germany?”

      “Scotland.”

      “Scotland?” He sighed meaningfully. “Do I have to go?”

      “Of course! Who will look after you if you stay here?” Dad reached down and ruffled his hair. “We have to get a train, and it leaves,” he glanced at his watch, “in about two hours, so let's move it!”

      

      It was a glorious morning, the sun shining bright. They'd arrived in the city some time after seven the previous evening and had taken a taxi to their hotel. Daniel just let everything move past him in a sort of blur. He felt like a little dog, taken out on his lead, with no say in what happened or where they were going. One of the penalties, again, of being a teenager. So he stayed quiet and tried not to listen in to his dad's many telephone conversations. He had an urge to ask Dad to whom he was speaking. Every time he came off the phone, Dad seemed stressed and worried, with deep furrows appearing in his face. Whatever he was talking about, it obviously wasn't good.

      After lunch, Dad told Daniel he had to go to a meeting and that he'd catch up with him down by the Ross Bandstand an hour or two later. Daniel was told – ordered, it sounded like – to sit on the mound in the Princes Street Gardens and wait. He agreed, knowing it would be safe. There were hundreds, if not thousands, of people all milling about in the Gardens. A real holiday atmosphere reverberated about the place, and Daniel stood next to a line of ornamental hedges, watching his Dad disappearing amongst the throng. Daniel wondered what meeting lured him away in such a hurry. Dad seemed different, preoccupied, obsessed with getting to wherever he needed to get to very quickly, even to the point that he was prepared to leave Daniel on his own in the park. It wasn't like Dad.

      Trying not to think too much about things, Daniel spread himself out on the grass. He put his hands behind his head and closed his eyes. The sun beat down on his face and he let himself drift away, relaxed, and unconcerned. Time, trickling slowly by, was no longer important and he allowed the warmth, the distant hum of the people and a faint ringing of church bells to carry him far, far away.

      He sat up with a start, groping for his mobile. He groaned when he read the time. He'd been asleep for over an hour. How was that [possible? He rubbed his face; it was wet, sticky with sweat. Where was his dad? He looked towards the statue of Robert Louis Stevenson. Beyond was the bandstand, but no band was playing, just a few people sitting around, eating and drinking. It all appeared very orderly, almost Edwardian. Children played, parents watched and smiled, couples cuddled in the warm grass. Somewhere nearby a dog barked with excitement. Then Daniel saw him, the German guy—the scary one, transforming that wonderful sunny day into something cold and menacing as fear gripped him, twisting through his stomach,

      At first, he thought he was mistaken; the burly figure standing just to the side of the statue could have been anyone. And besides, why would he be here? How would he know where to come? But as the big man stepped out into full view, a sudden stab of panic seized Daniel by the throat.

      It was Grüber all right, and he seemed to be waiting, the scowl on his face dark, menacing. He was here to confront Dad, no doubt about it.

      Quickly, Daniel rolled over and got to his feet, keeping his back to the statue. With his head down, he walked away as naturally as he could in the opposite direction. He hoped not to draw any unnecessary attention to himself, not sure whether the man had seen him, but not willing to find out by hanging around and looking at him. Instead he kept walking, over the mound, at a steady, even pace, resisting the urge to break into a run. No one gave him a second glance and soon, estimating he was far enough away, he slowed down until he almost come to a halt. He dropped to one knee and mimed tying a shoelace, while snatching a glance in the direction of the statue. He remembered how this man had walked up to him after the will, his face screwed up with anger. No, more like rage. But rage at what? What had Daniel done? He'd sat, this big man, too big for the chair, and hadn't spoken a single word throughout the entire reading of the will. However, he didn't have to speak to show what burned behind those hard eyes; he bristled with indignation, frustration … disbelief, even. And he'd spoken to Daniel afterwards with such … venom.

      He narrowed his eyes and studied the figure more keenly, hoping against hope he'd made a mistake, but no. Daniel's heart thumped in his temples. No doubt about it, no mistake … it was Grüber. Those massive shoulders and square, closely cropped head gave him away. By the way he scanned the surroundings, it didn't appear that he had seen Daniel, which came as a monumental relief. Carefully, still anxious not to do anything too quickly and call attention to himself, Daniel sat down, bringing his knees up to his chest, and watched the big man from out of the corner of his eye, waiting.

      Grüber stood like the statue beside him, impassive, unmoving. Had he followed Daniel and Dad here, all the way to Scotland? How else did he know that he and his dad would be in Edinburgh? Unless … unless he'd been on the other end of Dad's telephone conversations. That must be it. Everything fell into place, those snatched words, the shouting, Dad's agitated state. Grüber must have arranged to meet Dad here, but why? What was it he wanted, nothing out of the ordinary that was for sure because, even from this distance, the aura of danger, of threat emanated from his powerhouse of a body. Daniel noticed how people moved away from him as they approached, as if they sensed it too. Awful, sickening fear gnawed away at his insides. Something was wrong, terribly wrong.

      Without warning, Grüber moved, with the grace and ease of a cat, so lithe and supple for someone so large. A dangerous man, not someone to cross. He'd seen something and Daniel sat up, craning his neck, desperate to see, sudden concern for his dad gripping him. He pulled out his mobile again. “Where is he?” he said out loud, the tension becoming tangible as his fingers hovered over the touch screen, preparing to call up Dad's number.

      From the corner of his eye, Daniel spied him and he almost cried out with relief as Dad appeared at that exact, same moment. Not sure what to do, he hauled himself to his feet and watched Grüber take a forward, to block Dad's path. Before Daniel could do anything, Grüber was hailing Dad with a wave and a shout. Daniel, fear freezing his blood, immobilizing his limbs, wanted to shout out a warning to prevent something from happening, but already he could see it was too late.

      Holding his breath, heartbeat pounding so violently and loudly everyone around must have heard it, he watched, wide-eyed as Dad stopped, not in the least surprised, and stuck out his hand in greeting. Soon the two of them became locked in an animated conversation. Daniel, bewildered, waited. Caution, tinged with a dash of curiosity, told him he shouldn't reveal himself, not just yet. He wanted to know what this was all about, so he moved closer, taking a circular route around the two of them When he got behind them he was close to the Ross Bandstand. He had a better view from here, and he could clearly see Dad's face. Gone was the previous, welcoming smile. He appeared flustered, angry almost. Grüber towered, and when his great shoulders tensed, Daniel felt sure there would be trouble. And suddenly, there was. Grüber stabbed a thick finger straight into Dad's chest, and Dad responded, fists bunching. For a moment there was stand-off, two rutting bucks measuring one another's strengths. Making his decision, Daniel knew he had to act, if not, violence would erupt. He spurred himself into action and ran towards them, raising his voice to shout, “Dad!”

      Grüber turned and gave him a sharp look. It was clear he could barely contain his anger. Without a backwards glance, he stormed off, muttering something indecipherable. Dad, breathing hard, turned to Daniel as he came running up, blowing out his cheeks with exertion.

      “Hey! There you are! Thought you'd got lost.”

      Daniel took a few breaths. He needed to play this out with care, not reveal too much. “No. Been here for ages. Who was that guy?”

      “Who? Oh,” Dad, never a good actor, seemed confused, his voice fractious and high-pitched. Daniel almost laughed at his Dad's pathetic attempts to feign bewilderment. “Oh, him? Don't know, just someone asking directions.”

      A lie, and Daniel knew it. Why would Dad do that? To protect him, or to keep him in the dark? Either way, he had a right to know what was going on. He decided to try something, to see how much Dad would keep him in the mix, “I thought he might have been that man from the solicitor's? What was his name? Grüber. That's it. Was it him?”

      For a moment, Dad paled. But he seemed to recover quickly, laughing nervously, “No, no, it wasn't him. Just looked like him, I suppose. Anyway, come on, we have to go and get something to eat.” With that Dad steered Daniel away, putting his arm around his shoulder.

      But Daniel knew it wasn't true. Dad had lied, but why would he? What was he afraid of, and why wouldn't he take Daniel into his confidence? The thoughts disturbed Daniel. As he walked alongside his dad, he kept his eyes firmly to the ground.
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      The taxi wound its way slowly up the road to the house. From where he sat, Daniel had a good view of the surrounding countryside as the car turned the final corner and the vista opened up before them.

      He gasped.

      Never in his wildest dreams did he imagine anything like the sight that now greeted him. He gaped at his dad, who appeared dumbstruck.

      A large imposing castle stood solid and strong, its gleaming walls, massive buttresses and grand entrance steps a testament to the skill of the builders who had laboured to create it hundreds of years before. A magnificent tower punctuated by four rectangular windows dominated the building, its conical roof a gleaming, deep blue. A small oak door at its base was the smaller brother of the much larger and grander double door that stood in the middle of the castle residence proper. Above this, on the top floor, was a wide flat window, out of which anyone could survey the entire property. There was much for someone to see. As the taxi crawled across the sweeping driveway, its tyres crunching on the pebbled ground, Daniel saw, beyond the trees, the edge of an enormous lake, distant mountains forming an almost fairytale-like backdrop. Everything spoke of grandeur and solidity, the summits spiraling towards a cloudless, crystal clear sky. A living snapshot of a bygone world, which Daniel could not believe possible in modern times. Yet here it was, to be experienced and enjoyed. He had stepped into the pages of myth and wonder.

      The taxi came to a halt, and almost at once people emerged from the house. At the lead, a thin, wiry man in dapper, rustic green suit, making his way sprightly down the steps while a florid, friendly looking woman in traditional Bavarian costume of red skirt and tight, exquisitely detailed black bodice remained at the door. It might have been a scene created for a tourist postcard, or perhaps especially for them. And as the man reached the door of the taxi and opened it with a flamboyant flourish, Dad and Daniel stepped out into the sunshine and breathed in the clean mountain air. Daniel grinned, more excited than at any other time since the reading of the will. “Wow, Dad. Is this for real?”

      Before Dad could answer, the man in the green suit bowed his head and greeted them in perfect English, albeit with a heavy accent. “Welcome, to Schloss Fichtner. I hope you will be very happy here.”

      Dad smiled his thanks and looked around, mouth open, Daniel joining him to take in the breath-taking views. Mesmerized, they must have seemed like two little children who had found the secret to an eternal supply of chocolate.

      They exchanged looks, Daniel's smile so wide his jaw ached. “Dad,” he whispered, “this is Gran's house? Her castle?”

      Dad turned his gaze to the distant mountains once more, shaking his head in wonder. “I never knew,” he managed before he looked at the servant. “I never knew.”

      The man returned the smile, turned and went to the taxi. He lifted the heavy suitcases from the boot with nonchalant ease, his slim frame disguising impressive strength. Dad raised an eyebrow in appreciation and glanced across to Daniel, who watched the servant lifting the cases as if they contained nothing but fresh air.

      “If you'll follow me, sir, I'll show you to your room.”

      But before he stepped inside, Daniel wanted to take a look across the lake, so he left the two men and went through the trees to the edge of the vast expanse of water. He'd caught glimpses of it during the drive up to the castle, but here, so close, it was breath-taking in its stark beauty. The massive stretch of water disappeared into the far distance, as still as ice, as calm and as magical as a Christmas morning. Alone, so quiet, Daniel sensed its aura, an almost mystical air of tranquillity and serenity, one which he had never before experienced. For a backdrop, the Bavarian Alps stretched so high they seemed to touch the heavens and dripped from a perfectly unblemished azure sky. The sight of the high peaks, topped with snow, brought a thrill to Daniel's heart. He had always yearned to learn to ski, and perhaps now he would have the chance. Closing his eyes, he breathed in the fresh, sweet fragrance of pine, the only sound the gentle lapping of water on the shoreline. This was a place to explore, live, and never leave, as far away from the world he knew as anything he could possibly imagine. Here the sadness, the pain, would slip away and he could learn to know happiness once again.

      He opened his eyes and moved across the carpet of fallen pine needles towards the water's edge. Off to the left stood a little boathouse and a rickety jetty that jutted out into the water. He thought he saw something in the far distance, a smudge upon the shimmering water, gliding easily over the surface. A clump of low clouds perhaps, a long, long way off, too far away to make out any details. He tilted his head. Definitely. A shape, at once graceful and strong. And it was coming closer.

      “That is a swan, Master Daniel.”

      Daniel span round in alarm and gave a little gasp to find the woman from the house standing there, beaming broadly. “I'm sorry,” she said, her English as perfect as the manservant's, “I didn't mean to startle you.” She came down to the water's edge and stood next to him, looking out across the water at the magnificent bird slowly making its way towards them.

      Daniel followed her gaze and stood, transfixed, as the majestic bird came closer. The truly beautiful creature, with pristine white plumage and a long, elegant neck looked right at him as if it knew, impossibly, that a stranger had come into its domain. It circled around, always watching him, as if waiting for something. Then it found it. A shower of bread hit the water and it began to feed, at once happy and relieved.

      The woman was laughing, “I always come down here and feed him.” She plunged her hand into the brown paper bag she held, and threw out another shower of crumbs. “His name is Ludwig.”

      “Ludwig?” Daniel snorted. What sort of a stupid name was that to give to a big, white bird?

      “Ja,” she replied, “That was the name of one our most famous kings of Bayern. I'll tell you all about him one day. Come, I will help you unpack your bags.”

      

      After a large and splendid meal, Daniel had some time to himself, although the sheer size of the house meant that it would probably take him weeks to explore all of it. He settled on allowing the manservant – who had introduced himself as Herr Müller – to guide him through the ground floor, paying particular attention to the large games-room and library. In this room, Daniel found himself lost for words. The room was huge, lined from floor to ceiling with books. He stepped inside in silence, letting his eyes move across the serried ranks of literature all around him. They spoke to him in a way that he never knew possible. So much learning, so much knowledge, so much to be discovered. And, he mused with almost crushing disappointment, all of it in German. “Is there nothing in English,” he asked as he ran his fingers over the spines of the countless leather bound volumes.

      “One or two perhaps,” said Müller, “but I am not sure where they are.”

      Daniel craned his neck, “It'll take forever to find them.”

      “Yes, but think of the fun.”

      Daniel laughed and followed the manservant out into the hallway.

      On their way out, Daniel noticed another door at the bottom of the corridor. He motioned towards it, “What's through there?”

      Müller paused, a dark look falling over his face, reluctant to enter into any form of explanation other than a thin smile. Ignoring him, Daniel took a step forward but the manservant laid a hand on his shoulder, to gently steer him away. “Another time,” Müller said.

      Daniel frowned, gazing at the door, wondering what lay within. “But what's in there?”

      “Oh, nothing really. An empty room, no longer used. The rest of the house is far more interesting, trust me.”

      But something about Müller's manner caused Daniel to think the opposite. There was no disguising the man's agitation and as he fell in behind the manservant, Daniel was already considering when he might be able to sneak a peek inside.

      Later Daniel sat with his dad in the large study, staring at the massive, unlit fireplace. He wondered what else to expect, what other secrets the old castle held. “Dad,” he said, his voice shattering the peace of the moment, “do you think we'll be happy here?”

      Dad didn't answer straight away. He stretched out his legs, lacing his fingers together as he settled his hands over his stomach. “I hope so,” he said in a distant sort of voice. “Do you?”

      “Dunno.” Daniel closed his eyes. “This place is really old. I asked Müller and he said it was first built way back, in medieval times.”

      “It's changed a lot since then, I reckon. But it's not just about the castle, is it. We should take a stroll round the lake.”

      “Yeah, but not for a while. I'm tired. This has been a very long day.”

      “It's been a very long few weeks, organizing everything, packing boxes. I thought we'd never do it.” He shook his head, thoughtful. “ I hope the removal company knows what they're doing.”

      Daniel grunted. Dad had gone the full whack with the removers, hiring them to do everything. It was an awesome job, packing away their belongings and shipping them all the way from Cornwall to Bavaria. Three weeks they'd said. Daniel wasn't sure he could survive three weeks without his computer and arsenal of games. Then again, there was quite a lot to keep him occupied here – like Dad said, there was the lake. That alone would take weeks to explore properly. And then there was always school. He groaned at the thought and shifted uncomfortably in his seat. He had four days before lessons began, nowhere near enough time.

      “What do you make of that Müller fella?” asked Dad, breaking into Daniel's depressing thoughts.

      “Dunno.” Something irked him about the manservant, his manner, as if he were trying too hard to be friendly. He could see the truth behind his eyes though, the way he assessed, almost judged him. There was unspoken dislike, mistrust, but over what, Daniel had no idea.

      “Well, thanks for the insight, Dan,” said Dad, impatience creeping into his voice, “as always you've really enlightened me.”

      “Sorry, but what do you want me to say? He's … creepy.”

      “Creepy? How can he be creepy?”

      “Dunno, just something. There's a room, at the end of the corridor, and when I wanted to go inside, he became all … Kind of panicky. As if he didn't want me to go inside.”

      “What did he say was in there?”

      “He didn't. An old, empty room was all he said.”

      “Well, there you are then. I wouldn't call that creepy.”

      “No, it wasn't what he said, Dad! It was more the way he was. He was … like I said, he was worried, in case I tried to go in.”

      “Maybe it's full of junk. These places often have a room to store old furniture and what have you. Maybe it's that.” Dad slapped his own knees and beamed, “Anyway, enough of this detective lark, Sherlock, you'd better get yourself off to bed. We're going down to your new school tomorrow, show you around.”

      Daniel slumped in his chair and made a face. “Great. I won't be able to sleep a wink.”

      Dad gave a lop-sided smile in response, and settled himself back in his chair, “You know what, Dan? I'm going to like this place … and I don't even feel like a drink.”

      

      Alone in his room, Daniel lay down on his bed, peering at the ceiling, thinking and a little worried; he didn't agree with his dad. The grounds were beautiful, as were the mountains and the lake. But the castle … At first it had seemed like a fairytale, but now, in the night, the atmosphere changed. Too many rooms, especially that 'secret' one, and way too many corridors. Somewhere in the far-off distance, a clock ticked away the time, its steady rhythm echoing softly throughout the building. His dad slept two doors away but Daniel still felt uneasy. Perhaps it was just because of the newness, the unfamiliarity. Whatever it was, the place made him uncomfortable, and he snuggled down beneath his covers, tried to clear his mind of thoughts and fears and gradually all faded away into nothingness as he drifted off into sleep.

      

      He laid there, eyes closed, suddenly wide-awake but still not daring to move. A noise, distant, menacing had brought him out of his confused and restless sleep. In the silence, he waited, hardly daring to breathe. There, it came again, a low rumbling sound, the sound an animal might make – growling, deep and heavy. Very slowly, his heart pounding, Daniel turned over onto his back and opened his eyes.

      Nighttime embraced the room, shrouding everything in deep shadow. He narrowed his eyes in an attempt to penetrate the blackness but failed. He knew where the furniture stood, the wardrobe, the desk, but his senses, heightened though they were by the sound, whirled in confusion. The noise, that grumbling growl, came again. Locked rigid with fear, he lay there, peering into the blackness, desperately trying to make something out, battling to regain his composure and think, think about what it could be. At last, his eyes adjusted to the gloom and he managed to make out some shapes. He turned his head, focusing his attention on the fireplace. As he stared into the black pit of its opening, he realized that the noise came, not from a distant valley in the rolling countryside beyond the castle walls, but from within the chimney. The thought almost tipped him into panic. Could the thing, creature, or animal, be so close, trapped within the stack, inside the room? He ran a hand over his face, wiping away the sweat. His hand shook. For a moment he had the crazy idea that he should run, get away, tell his dad that … He stopped. Tell his dad 'what,' exactly? It was only a noise, nothing to be afraid of … and yet … He set his jaw. Summoning up what little courage he had, he slowly sat up and slid out from under the bedclothes. Dropping to his knees, he crawled over to the fireplace, inch by inch, ready to jump up and run if anything leaped out from the gaping blackness. He patted the floor in front of him, groping in his blindness. The darkness, so complete, so intense and, dare he say it, unnatural. The fear, the dread, crept back through him as he put his head to one side and listened.

      Almost at once, it came again. That low, rumbling sound, strangely sad and forlorn. He pulled back a little, frowning. It seemed to be coming from below his room, far below, and traveling up the chimney, which acted as a kind of natural amplifier, making the sound very clear and very close. But what could be down there? He couldn't envision even the remotest plan of the house, for the basement – if indeed there was a basement – had not been part of his tour when Müller had shown him around. But there must be a basement, he reasoned. Wasn't that where the servants worked? The kitchens, the stores, the—

      A much louder sound reverberated up the chimney, a sort of snort, sounding unbelievably close. Daniel jumped back in panic, believing it was coming towards him, from somewhere deep within the blackness. He wanted to stand up and get out, race down the hallway to Dad, but fear locked his muscles, his legs, heavy as logs, had forgotten how to move. As his stomach turned over, he waited, silent and still, his mouth open, listening.

      Nothing. No more sound.

      He didn't know for how long he waited like that, gripped by indecision and terror, but gradually the fear subsided just enough for him to find the strength to slither back to his still warm bed. He found some sense of security there, pulling the covers over his chin to lie quiet and still, hardly daring to breathe.

      The silence was ominous, heavy and thick with his fear. He hadn't imagined it, that much he knew. There was a definite animal-like noise coming from below and he promised himself that come the morning proper, he would confront Herr Müller and insist that he told him exactly what lived in the basement.
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      But Daniel didn't get the chance. Earlier, Dad received the delivery of a hire car and, coming into Daniel's room, shook him, telling him to get up, time was running. Then he rushed out, muttering under his breath. Still groggy, Daniel shuffled downstairs to find Dad waiting impatiently by the door, a bread roll in his hand. “I overslept,” he said. “And now we're late. You can eat this on the way.”

      Armed with the appropriate directions, they drove down the mountain pass towards the little town of Füssen. It wasn't so far and, with summer still clinging on and the weather warm, the road was easily negotiable. Daniel had made no mention of what had happened the night before. He didn't know how to begin. A little part of him questioned whether anything actually had happened. Might it have been a dream? It had grown distant, without meaning, in the safe glow of the day.

      They headed toward Daniel's new school, the International School of Füssen. A modern building, seemingly well equipped and orderly, Daniel looked around at the almost clinical interior. A little tinge of trepidation ran through him as he compared it with his old school. An ancient, well-used building, with narrow corridors and harsh, glossy walls, St. Giles's Grammar School belonged in the past, in complete contrast to what he experienced now. Pristine, immaculate, like something out of a glossy magazine. No shouting, no swearing, only superbly dressed pupils all wearing, as an essential accessory, a full, beaming smile. Those who passed them in the corridor greeted Daniel and his dad with a little bow of the head. It just couldn't be real.

      Dad seemed impressed as he trailed along beside the Headteacher, an Englishman by the name of Bell. Daniel knew straight away what they'd call him back home: Dingdong. But here, such a nickname would be anathema to the well-conditioned students. Everyone seemed proud of their Head and he equally so of them, smiling and greeting them with little pats on the head.

      “Now, Mr. Sloane, this is our school!” He gleamed, showing perfect, even teeth. Daniel grew more uneasy. He pulled a face, hating all the perfection. He stopped in front of a sports photograph, the team rigid, puppets. He thought if he became a pupil, he too would calcify. Bell's voice was shrill when he continued, perhaps mistaking Daniel's mood, “I hope you can see what a very well-resourced establishment this is. Daniel will be very happy here, I'm sure.”

      Dad smiled, and then turned to Daniel, who also smiled. It was obvious, however, that these were smiles of total bemusement. They'd seen everything, gym, science labs, drama studio, indoor swimming pool, computer suits; it all seemed absolute perfection. And now, as they sat across from Mr. Bell, the Headteacher pushed over the latest prospectus, professionally produced, angelic students' faces peering out. With fees attached. Bell sat back, beaming expectantly. Dad gave the brochure a quick thumb-through, and then drew in a sharp breath. Bell responded instantly, “Termly fees, Mr. Sloane. They equate to two thousand euros, per month.” Daniel stretched forward and gazed at the figure in disbelief. His mouth hung open. Dad coughed, his throat sounding very tight and dry. “Of course,” continued the Headteacher, “you don't have to worry about any of that. If you decide to take up the offer, Daniel's fees have already been paid.”

      Dad frowned, “Until when?” he asked, his voice sounding very strained.

      “Until Daniel is eighteen. By which time he will have acquired the necessary qualifications to attend any university he wishes. We follow the international route here, of course.”

      “Of course.” Dad and Daniel both looked at the figures again. The math was simple. There were two terms of this year left, which made twelve thousand euros. Another four years after that, at eighteen thousand euros a year…Daniel glanced at his Dad. That was lot of money. Then Dad asked a question, one that Daniel would have liked to have asked, “And in the event of us not taking up the offer?”

      Mr. Bell looked shocked, his face growing pale. “I have to say, Mr. Sloane, I find that question a little … surprising. I assure you, you won't find a finer school in the whole of southern Germany.”

      “I'm sure … but you never know.”

      “Well, as you say, I suppose something unlooked for could occur.” Mr. Bell didn't seem convinced, and he shifted in his chair, looking a little uneasy, “A full refund would be granted, with the usual deductions made – time school already undertaken, administration fees, registration, etc. Those things would be deducted.”

      “I see. And how much would we be talking about?”

      Mr. Bell looked pained, “A total of four thousand euros in admin, plus a further six thousand for registration. Of course, I can't say how much would be deducted from the fees as I am hopeful Daniel would stay for longer than a week.”

      “But if he did stay for only a week?”

      “Then he would be charged for the whole of that month, Mr. Sloane. Two thousand euros.”

      Daniel whistled softly through his teeth and gave Dad a quick glance.

      “But I am absolutely sure, Mr. Sloane, that once he has settled in, he will not want to leave. This is an excellent school, with excellent pupils, high teaching standards and results that speak for themselves. You only have to look in the prospectus to see the range of extra-curricula activities we offer. And the winter vacation to Oberamagau is always very well thought of, as is the summer vacation to Aspern.”

      “Aspern?”

      Mr. Bell nodded, “Oh yes. We have close links with many other International Schools, Mr. Sloane. The organization to which we belong is world-wide. Why, even your …” he paused and briefly opened a manila file in front of him and scanned through the first page, “Yes, even your step-father was a member of our governing body.”

      “No, he wasn't my step-father.”

      Bell blinked. “I'm sorry?”

      “I assume you're talking about Herr Fichtner?” Bell nodded. “Well, he wasn't my step-father. He'd died before I was born.”

      The Headteacher looked a little flustered and threw open the file. He examined the contents for a long time before Dad leaned closer. “What exactly have you got there?” he asked in a low voice.

      Mr. Bell snapped the file shut and looked Dad straight in the eyes. “Just some records, Mr. Sloane. We need to know exactly who our prospective clients are.”

      “Well, I hope you amend your records appropriately.”

      “Yes, quite so.” Bell scribbled something down across the cover. Daniel craned to read it, but it made no sense. It was in a foreign language, almost certainly German. Bell caught Daniel watching and narrowed his eyes. “There, that's done. Now, inside the prospectus you will find an admissions form. Do not worry about the details; my secretary will fill all of those in. All we need at this time is your signature.”

      The Headteacher produced a fat fountain pen, which he handed over to Dad. Daniel watched his dad as the nib moved down to the space where his signature would go. Daniel closed his eyes. He didn't want this to happen. This place was a living nightmare; it was just too ordered, too proper, and too clean – not like a real school at all. He may as well be a programmed robot rather than a human being, everything was so controlled. Daniel wanted to jump up and shout “NO!” at the top of his voice, but he knew he shouldn't. So he silently screamed inside as Dad's hand began to move.

      Dad's hand was poised over the signature space, and as Daniel's eyes focused on the paper, he could clearly see that Dad had yet to write anything.

      “I'll have a little think,” said Dad all of a sudden and handed the pen back with a little nod of thanks.

      Mr. Bell looked stunned for a moment, his mouth gaping open. “I must say, Mr. Sloane, nobody ever–”

      “I'm not saying I won't,” continued Dad, ignoring Mr. Bell's outraged tone, “I'm just saying I'm going to think about it. I'll get back to you.” And with that he stood up, smiling broadly, right hand extended. Mr. Bell simply gawped at him. “Nice to have met you.”

      Mr. Bell raised a limp hand and sat back as Daniel and his dad moved towards the door. At the threshold, Dad paused, turned and looked back at the still aghast Mr. Bell. “Oh, by the way, it's not Sloane – it's Stone. Perhaps you should amend your records about that, too.”

      

      They sat in silence on the way home but as they neared the little town of Hohenschwangau, Dad pulled into the car park of a bierkeller and switched the engine off, turning almost immediately to his son. “Well?”

      Daniel groaned, shifting uncomfortably in his seat. He couldn't bring himself to raise his eyes to meet his Dad's, but he'd rehearsed what he was going to say, over and over in his mind, throughout the drive. “Seems a bit much to me,” he began sheepishly, “when a school like that can't even get our name right.”

      “So …” Dad wound down the window and took in a great lungful of the pure, mountain air. A large coach pulled alongside and began to disgorge its passengers who, for the most part, were Japanese, festooned with digital cameras of every shape and size. “I take it you wouldn't be too upset if I said that I didn't want you to go there?”

      Daniel sat up straight, eyes snapping towards his dad. He wanted to cry out with glee he was so relieved. Instead he threw himself over his Dad and hugged him with all his might. Dad was laughing as he gently pushed his son back into his seat. “Steady. What it does mean, though, is that we either have to find another school, or think of an alternative.”

      “What sort of alternative?”

      Dad shrugged. “I know someone. Private tutor. He's very good.”

      Daniel nodded his head slowly, not fully convinced. But anything was better than that awful school, with its dead corridors and dead students. “Okay,” he let his voice hang in the air for a moment. “What shall we do now though?”

      Dad smiled, “The great German tradition – afternoon coffee and cake!”
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      In the driveway, when they got back, sat a little red sports car. Beside it with arms folded was Grüber. Daniel swallowed hard, and Dad gave a long drawn out sigh.

      “That's the guy from the reading of the will,” breathed Daniel. “Who is he, Dad?”

      Dad didn't reply, setting his jaw hard and gripping the steering wheel. He seemed angry, a look of fury on his face, and he flew out of the car and strode across the gravel driveway towards the big man.

      Slowly Daniel got out and came around to the front of the car. The two men stood opposite each other, and he could clearly hear what they said.

      “I told you,” Dad began before the man even had chance to breathe. “I'm not interested.”

      “I have some more news, Mr. Stone. News that may go some way in changing your mind.”

      “I don't think so. Besides, your offer simply isn't enough. Now, if you don't mind …”

      Grüber smiled. It seemed an alien gesture on such a stern face. “I can increase the offer, Mr. Stone. That is not a problem.”

      Dad's shoulders slumped and he looked down to his shoes, kicking at the pebbles there. “I don't seem to be making you understand,” he looked up slowly. His voice was very low, but Daniel could tell his dad was close to the edge, barely able to control his anger. “I don't want to sell.”

      Grüber titled his great head, hands on hips. “That would be a mistake, Mr. Stone, as I've explained. You really have no choice, believe me.”

      “I have every choice. This castle was left to us,” he snapped his head around towards Daniel. “Daniel's Gran made everything very clear in her will. You were there, so you know what she said.”

      “I know what she didn't say, Mr. Stone. The truth.”

      Daniel held his breath, sure something awful was about to happen. Gran hadn't told the truth? What truth?

      Before he could think anything more, the great doors of the castle crashed open and Herr Müller came out. He paused for a moment, assessing the situation, then came down the steps two at a time. As the manservant drew closer, Grüber stepped away from his car, his whole demeanor changing. He visibly tensed. He frowned deeply as Müller stood before him. The manservant looked from Daniel, to Dad, and then finally to Grüber before saying, “You have a problem, Herr Stone?”

      Grüber snorted, ignored the manservant and gave Dad an icy look. “Don't make the mistake of ignoring my offer, Mr. Stone.”

      Daniel instinctively huddled up close to his dad, who put a reassuring arm around his son's shoulder. Dad's voice sounded very calm. “Is that a threat?”

      The big man shrugged.

      “Tell you what I'll do,” said Dad, looking around him. “I'll inform the police of your little visit, if you like, and instruct them to arrest you if you ever set foot on my land again.” He paused, eyes turning towards Grüber's. “You understand?”

      If the words had meant to unsettle Grüber, then they had failed. The big man smiled without humor, “Your land, Herr Stone? Are you sure about that?”

      “Get off my property.”

      Daniel trembled as the tension mounted. Müller spoke then, his voice as cold as a winter's morning. “You have been told. Leave now.”

      Grüber scanned Müller from head to toe, then gave a disdainful chuckle. “Don't even think about it,” he said.

      The manservant merely smiled. “You might be surprised.”

      Like two gunfighters, they measured one another. Grüber said something in German, to which Müller also replied in his native tongue. Daniel didn't have a clue what they said, but he guessed that it wasn't anything gracious.

      Grüber turned and squeezed his considerable bulk inside his little car. Just before he drove off, he wound down the window and looked up at Dad. “I'll be in touch.”

      “If you do, I'll have you arrested.”

      The big man showed no emotion, gunned the car out of the drive and disappeared down the road.

      Müller sighed deeply, “I am sorry, Herr Stone. He did not call at the house, only waited here for you to arrive.” He frowned, as if a thought had suddenly come into his mind, “He seemed to know you would not be at home.”

      Daniel slowly stepped away from his dad and watched the little car moving away into the distance, wanting to make sure it didn't turn around and come back. The thought of Grüber and what he had said confused and frightened him. Grüber talked about an 'offer'; that could only mean he wanted the house. But why? Why did he think he had any right to arrive like this, making his demands? Daniel wanted to ask Dad what all of it meant, but before he could, his dad looked over to Müller and said, “I doubt we'll see him again, but if we do, please do as I said and inform the police.”

      “Certainly, Herr Stone.” Müller bowed his head slightly, and Dad steered Daniel towards the still open door of the castle. “Oh, forgive me, but there was a telephone call earlier. You are to have another visitor later this evening.”

      Dad stopped. “Oh. Who is that?”

      “Meester Spencer. He will be arriving at around eight, I understand.”

      Dad nodded, chewing his lip. Daniel could feel him tensing up again. He knew his Dad was becoming increasingly stressed, that he had been struggling to keep himself under control. Daniel was old enough to appreciate how any form of addiction, be it smoking or drugs or – in Dad's case, drink–was very difficult to shake. He'd had lessons about it at school. He knew Dad wasn't an alcoholic—he didn't fit the pattern. No cravings, no waking up in the morning demanding a drink. But that didn't mean he never wanted to escape and find solace at the bottom of a bottle of whisky. To actually see this, to experience it close up, made everything so much more difficult. He pressed himself against Dad's arm. “It'll be okay, Dad. We're going to be happy here.”

      Dad smiled down at him and for a second it looked as though he might become overly emotional. But the moment passed, and Dad guided Daniel into the castle without another word.

      

      Daniel's bedroom looked different during the day, the sunlight having chased all the demons away. He still hadn't spoken to his Dad about the strange, animal-like noises he had heard in the night. Daniel didn't really know how to begin. It all sounded so improbable as he repeated the words in his head. Animal noises, coming out of a fireplace? He laughed out loud, chiding himself for being so foolish. It must have been my imagination. He stooped down, peering into the open grate, so cold looking, swept clean, empty, years since it was last lit. Perhaps that was why something had got itself stuck in there. Was that the answer, he wondered. He took a breath, put his head inside and listened.

      Nothing, as he expected. He pushed his head further in and peered up into the black chimney.

      “Master Daniel.”

      Daniel jumped at the unexpected voice, cracking his head on the rim of the chimney; a cloud of choking black soot enveloped him, dislodged when he struck the side. He rubbed his head frantically as he pulled himself back into the room, soot all over his face.

      “Oh, Master Daniel!” He coughed and spluttered, blinking his eyes to see Martha, the cook, looming over him, displeased. “Just look at you!” She helped Daniel to his feet. “You will need to shower now.”

      Still rubbing his head, Daniel forced a smile. “Sorry. I was just …” If were being honest, he wasn't sure what he'd 'just' been doing, and he squirmed with embarrassment under her unwavering stare. He hoped another smile would be explanation enough.

      Martha still didn't look satisfied, her face stern. “Such a thing is so dirty.” Her speech sounded strange, awkward, as if she desperately wanted to find the right words. Completely understandable, of course, and Daniel wondered when – if ever – she got the chance to practice her English. “What is it you call it in English, that open hole to put in the woods?”

      “Fireplace.”

      “Ah. Good.” Her mouth turned down slightly at the corners, “But, tell me, what were you doing in there?”

      Daniel shrugged, still holding his head. “Nothing, really. Just being nosy. I think I'll go and have that shower now.”

      Martha held his gaze, but didn't say anything more. Daniel went out into the hallway, rubbing his head. He looked at his hand, black with soot, and he knew he must have looked like an idiot. Martha had said as much.

      As he pondered this, he bumped into the gardener, who was in the hallway, absently wiping the dust from a painting that hung on the wall. He didn't stir or speak, but Daniel had a sudden, dreadful feeling that made his stomach turn to water. First Martha, in his room, now the gardener lingering around, spending too much time on his cleaning regime. Were they spying on him? He looked at the gardener for any clue that this could be the case, but the man seemed preoccupied, perhaps concentrating just a little too much. As he padded towards the bathroom, Daniel's confusion overwhelmed him. Worry seeped in with that confusion. Why had Martha come into his room?

      

      Later Daniel made his way downstairs, to another part of the house that he hadn't had time to explore before, the lower floor. He'd made a decision as he stood under the shower, letting the water wash away not only the soot from his hair, but also the fog from his brain. He wanted answers that would explain away his fear. Why were they watching him? What lurked within that chimney? And, if not there, could the other consideration be true – the chimney acted as an amplifier, funneling sound from the basement? He had to find out, so he padded along the corridor, which led to the kitchen. As he did, the sound of muffled voices came closer. With each step, his heartbeat increased. Nervously, he stepped up to the open doorway.

      Martha, the cook, sat at a huge, well-scrubbed table, sipping at a mug of hot, steaming drinking-chocolate. At the opposite end, reclined a girl of about eighteen, who looked up with wide eyes as Daniel wandered in. She smiled and stood up. “You must be Master Daniel,” she said.

      All of Daniel's fears and concerns simply melted away as he studied her, mesmerized. Loose ringlets tumbled down to her bare shoulders, tanned like the rest of her smooth, olive skin, which seemed to shimmer softly. Her face took most of his attention, and he found himself drawn deep into her large, hazel eyes. She was stunning.

      “Hello, Master Daniel,” said Martha, getting to her feet and crossing over to an enormous range, where a steaming pot of hot chocolate simmered. “You would like a nice, warm drink?”

      “Yes, please,” he said hopefully, not taking his gaze from the girl, who was still smiling. He swallowed hard. “Hello,” he said and instantly regretted it – his voice sounded brittle, awkward.

      She smiled much more broadly, and a tiny electric shock ran through Daniel's tummy. He quickly looked away, suddenly feeling very uncomfortable.

      “I'm pleased to meet you, Master Daniel.” Her voice, as warm and as welcoming as the chocolate that Martha now set down before him, perhaps meant to put him at his ease, but Daniel remained in turmoil, his heart racing, his head pounding. The girl began to gather her mane of hair, pulling it back from her face. Daniel couldn't take his eyes from her as she quickly took a small, elastic band and tied her hair into a ponytail. An uncontrollable feeling of weakness washed over him as he watched her. When she spoke again, her words were cool and mellow, floating to him as soft as down. Were her lips as soft? “My name is Maria,” she said with no accent, her English sounding perfect. Just like her.

      Daniel closed his eyes. Maria. 'The most beautiful sound I ever heard …' The words of one of Dad's favourite songs came to him from somewhere far away. So apt. So true. Daniel was spellbound, but anxious in case she noticed his awkwardness, he turned his attention to taking a chair from the corner. He sat down and stared into his hot chocolate, aware of her eyes boring into him, studying him. He didn't care. She seemed so self-assured, so confident. Surely he was in the presence of the most sophisticated woman ever!

      He kept gazing down at his cup, pressing his hands around it, too nervous to look up. The two women went into little gasps of laughter. They sensed his awkwardness, played on it, making a fool out of him. His cheeks burned, their giggles like slaps across his face. He wanted to shout, tell them to stop. Wasn't he the master now?

      “Now, Master Daniel,” said Martha, coming around the table to sit next to him. She put a hand over one of his, patting away all his rising anger. “Why do you honor us with you presence?”

      “Is it just for the opportunity to sample Frau Martha's excellent chocolate?” asked Maria, coming over to sit on the other side of him, very close. He could smell her perfume. His heartbeat hammered in his ears, a beautiful warmth spreading through him. To be so close to these two women. Martha, so kind, so caring, and Maria, so sweet. He lifted his eyes, stared into those vast, oval pools of sheer loveliness. She leaned closer, lowering her voice, “Or is it something more private? You wish me to go?”

      Daniel snapped his head up sharply, “No,” he blurted, perhaps a little too urgently because both women laughed again. The feeling returned, of them laughing at him, a little boy, way out of his depth. He groaned inwardly and glanced away. “It's nothing, nothing like that.” Martha squeezed his hand and he turned to look at her.

      Martha pursed her lips, “Master Daniel, don't be angry. We are only having a little joke. We apologize.”

      “Yes,” said Maria, leaning towards him and placing her hand on his other arm. “We apologize.” Daniel gaped at her fingers, unable to speak, flushed and flustered, the hammering of his heart increasing again.

      “Is it about the fireplace?” asked Martha. “In your room? You wish it to be lit? You are cold, yes?”

      Daniel shook his head quickly, “No, it's not that. But …” He searched for the right words. The heady mix of the two women, their close proximity, their strange manner, the smell of Maria's perfume, all too much. He wriggled in his chair, the heat in the room unbearable. He couldn't think straight, and he blurted out, “Dogs!”

      “Dogs?” Martha's grip tightened.

      “Yes. Yes, dogs. I heard it, you see, so I have to ask you if you keep dogs here. Or pigs, perhaps, some sort of animal that grunts or growls.”

      “We have no dogs. And pigs?” Martha looked at Maria and shrugged her shoulders. “No, we have no pigs. Many years ago we kept horses here, to pull a little, er, what is it you call it. A cart, to pull a cart? But not for many years now. Why do ask this?”

      Daniel looked at them, slowly turning his gaze from one to the other. “Because I heard something last night.”

      Martha frowned, “What sort of something?”

      “An animal. It woke me up.”

      “An animal, in your room?” Maria laughed, holding a hand up to her mouth in mock horror. Daniel saw Martha shoot a sudden, sharp look towards the younger woman.

      “What kind of animal?” Martha's voice was no longer playful. It had a sudden, serious edge to it. Maria grew serious too, taking her hand away from Daniel and sitting back, arms folded.

      Daniel looked from one woman to the other. All the lightness had gone from them, and they seemed rigid, almost angry. He took a breath, determined to carry on, “I don't know what kind of animal, but the noises sounded like grunts. That's why I asked about pigs. But, it wasn't a pig, it was … well, I can't be sure, but it sounded so much bigger. Growling too, lots of growling. That's what I was doing in my room when you came in. The noise seemed to be coming from the chimney.”

      Martha's frown grew deeper. “We have no animals,” she said evenly, picking up Daniel's cup – which was still half full – and crossing over to the sink. “You must have been dreaming.”

      Daniel looked at her back, then to Maria. The girl looked away, her self-confidence gone, as if afraid, afraid to show any emotion.

      “I definitely heard something.”

      “Was machts du hier?”

      Daniel twisted round and the room took on an even more intense chill as Herr Müller strode in, face harsh, voice a rumble of gathering anger. “Master Daniel, you should not be here, not in the servants' quarters. It is not right. Please, leave now.”

      Martha had stopped washing the cup, but remained with her back to Daniel, as if afraid to face the manservant. Maria averted her gaze, strangely quiet. The atmosphere crackled with an electric like tension. Daniel sat bolt upright, his hands slipping from the mug to grip the edge of the table. He did not know which way to turn. Müller coughed hoarsely, seizing Daniel's attention. “Please,” the manservant repeated, sounding more insistent. “Go to the study. Your father is there, waiting for you.” Daniel didn't need any further encouragement. He pushed back the chair and fled the room at a run, taking the stairs two at a time, anxious to put as much distance as he could between himself and that kitchen.

      He burst into the study, breathing hard to find Dad sitting at the large writing desk, reading some papers. He turned, the smile freezing on his face as he sensed Daniel's mood. He frowned. “What's up?”

      Daniel flopped down in the chair opposite. “I was talking …” He took a few breaths. Dad waited patiently. “…to the girls, servants I mean – Martha and Maria. Dad, that Müller fella, he came in and he was so angry telling me to leave, that I shouldn't be there, in the kitchen. Dad, he's really scary.”

      Nodding, Dad put his papers carefully away in the top drawer of the desk. He locked it and put the key inside his breast pocket. Daniel wondered about that, but the moment passed as Dad stood up and stretched. “I know. Did you see the way he squared up against Grüber?” He peered at his watch. “Look, the thing in the kitchen, that was probably him not wanting you to cross any lines.”

      “Cross any lines? What lines?”

      “You know, master and servant stuff. I don't know, but there's bound to be some form of protocol we're supposed to follow. No doubt we'll get used to it, but them, the servants, they've been here for years – they all have.”

      “Even Maria?”

      Dad raised an eyebrow. “Like her, do you?”

      “Dad!” Daniel hated the way his Dad made fun of him in that way, as if fancying a girl was such a big joke. What was so wrong with it anyway, adults had to be so flaming sarcastic? Just because they'd forgotten what it felt like.

      “Hey, Dan, there's nothing wrong with liking girls, you know. Besides, you spend far too much time on your own.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Precisely what I say – you should meet someone, Dan. You're fifteen. When I was your age, I used to—”

      “You sound like an old wrinkly, Dad. When I was your age? Perhaps you're the one who spends too much time on their own.”

      “Dan, all I'm saying is, she's a very lovely young girl. A little old for you, perhaps, but nothing wrong with being friendly, is there?”

      Daniel scowled. “You know how pathetic you sound, Dad?”

      “Sorry.” Dad winked, then came around the desk and ruffled Daniel's hair. who pulled away, annoyed. “I won't mention it again,” Dad said. “But no, I don't think she's been here that long. A year maybe. I'm still reading up on the house, the staff, how it's run.” Another glance at his watch. “Time's moving. Mr. Spencer is coming here this evening; he'll probably fill me in on all the details. It would be good if you could sit in, too.”

      “Oh God, do I have to?”

      “Yeah. You do.”

      Daniel slumped back in his seat and folded his arms, sighing loudly. What a great way to spend an evening, he thought gruffly, listening to that weedy little man rattling on about the house and all it has to offer!. He closed his eyes in despair, wishing the morning would come.
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      Mr. Spencer appeared stressed, a thin film of sweat glistening across his forehead, a nervous tic playing in the corner of his eye. Daniel watched him constantly fiddle with his wad of papers, flicking through them one sheet at a time, pausing every two or three pages to lick a finger, like a bank-teller. Daniel wondered if he'd lost something; Spencer looked like one of those irritating types who had to know every item was in its right place. Nothing else would do. Fastidious. A sure way to a nervous breakdown, Daniel thought, hiding a smile behind his hand.

      At last, Spencer gave a faint cry of relief and looked up, face beaming, spectacles, perched on the end of his nose, now firmly pushed back. “Sorry about that, just checking everything is in order.”

      Dad muttered something and crossed his legs. Daniel suspected his dad wasn't pleased to be having this interview, which he probably viewed as a waste of time.

      “So,” Mr. Spencer took up the first paper, “I won't bore you with all the finer details, but the school has been in contact with me, concerning Daniel.”

      “Thought they might,” said Dad. “I've decided – well, to be honest, we've both decided. Daniel won't be going there.”

      “Yes, that's what Mr. Bell told me in his e-mail. The school is quite put out, Mr. Stone.”

      “Well, they would be, wouldn't they? After all, they're losing out to the tune of … how many euros was it?” Dad screwed up his eyes and looked across to Daniel.

      The solicitor coughed. “I don't think that's really the issue, Mr. Stone. The issue is your mother's wishes. She was insistent, Mr. Stone. She wanted Daniel to have an excellent education, to prepare him for University – and beyond.”

      “Yes, I understand all that,” Dad leaned forward. “But you've also got to understand, Mr. Spencer, that, in my opinion, a happy child learns best. I don't believe Daniel would have been happy there.”

      “Well, you can't really make a judgment about that on the strength of one visit, Mr. Stone.”

      “I know my own son, Mr. Spencer. And in this I am certain. Trust me.”

      Clearly Spencer wasn't convinced. He peered at Dad over the rim of his spectacles. Daniel had the urge to step in, say something, anything that would underline what his dad had said, but he didn't. Dad had said everything already. Spencer simply shook his head, and Daniel could see his irritation in the way he quickly sifted through his papers. “Very well. They will still claim an administration fee.”

      “Thought they might.”

      “The question is, what are we to do? I must be convinced that your mother's–”

      “Yes, you've said all that, Mr. Spencer, but you needn't worry. I know someone, a private tutor with excellent references. If you wish to see them, I can send them to you.”

      “A private tutor …” Mr. Spencer chewed his bottom lip, considering the proposal carefully. “Yes, I would like to see his qualifications, certainly. It is a 'he,' I presume?”

      “Last time I spoke to him, yes.”

      Spencer closed his eyes for a moment, as if in pain. He sighed and stared across the table at father and son, letting Dad's sarcasm go. He took a breath and launched upon a detailed explanation of the other aspects of the property for which Dad was now responsible. Daniel listened to Spencer's long-winded description of the gardener's duties, the weekly and monthly costs of running the household, the living-quarters set aside for the staff, the upkeep of the boathouse and the fishing licenses of the lake. The list was endless. Daniel drifted off to sleep as the flat monotone of the solicitor droned on and on.

      

      Daniel didn't know for how long he had slept, but when his dad shook him by the shoulder, it only seemed like five minutes. In actual fact, the clock on the far wall showed almost eleven o'clock. Had he been asleep for two and a half hours?

      “Sorry, Dad,” he groaned, his voice thick with sleep. “Couldn't keep awake. Sorry.”

      “Mmm …” Dad didn't look convinced. “Anyway, our Mr. Spencer has gone to bed. It's too late for him to make his way back to his hotel, so I said he could stay here. He's in the room next to yours.”

      “Oh, joy.” Daniel stretched. “I'm going to go up. I'm so tired.” He stood up, yawning, “See you tomorrow.”

      Before he took two uncertain steps, Dad's voice called him back, “Dan … you are okay about all this, aren't you? This idea of a private tutor, the house. You're happy?”

      Daniel gave a forced grin, “Dad, you'd know about it if I wasn't.”

      The silence hung in the air. Dad smiled at last, went to the desk and pulled open the top drawer. He glanced through his notes again then, satisfied, went over to the corner where there stood another, much smaller desk, a work-station with a computer, switched on and waiting. Dad agitated the mouse and the screen flickered into life. He quickly selected the Internet connection and began to compose an e-mail. Daniel eased himself forward, craning to see what Dad was typing. It was only brief, but its message was quite emphatic: “Get here as soon as you can!”' Then Dad clicked the send tab and off it went, into the ether.

      

      Upstairs, in the little en-suite, Daniel clunked his toothbrush into the glass and padded back into his room. He stood there, staring down at the unmade bed, now feeling wide awake After his boredom-induced nap, he wasn't in the least bit tired, even the memory of Simpson's awful monotone droning on and on not enough to induce sleep. He needed something to take his mind off things and calm him down. Not only the solicitor, but also what occurred earlier, the confrontation with Müller, everything ran around in his head. The women, Martha and Maria, had simply dismissed his questions about the noises, neither giving his ideas much weight. Perhaps the explanation lay with something very innocent, very normal. But Müller's reaction, hostile to the point of rudeness, and the effect it had on the women was something else. If it was so dreadful for Daniel to be there, surely they would have told him, not waited for the manservant to arrive and scold him to the point of embarrassment?

      Sick of trying to fathom everything out, he dipped down and pulled out the bottom drawer of his bedside cabinet, fishing out the games console from within. He loaded up a game and flopped down on his bed. At every pause, or change of level, he would glance towards the empty fireplace, wondering when, if at all, the strange noises would resume.

      Engrossed, he gawped when he checked his watch. “Two o'clock!” he cried out, a little twinge of guilt running through him for having stayed up for so long. Nevertheless, he gave a smug little grin of self-satisfaction; he had, after all, completed level 10.

      Putting his console on the floor, he turned over and switched off his light. He closed his eyes and tried to settle, but within a few seconds his mind ran around it all again, filled with a barrage of images and sounds. Some were of the game, others a confusion of maids and menservants, voices and growls. Soon, a new image loomed large in his head. Maria. Her lovely face, those huge, doe-eyes, warm, honey-coloured skin, lips full, made to kiss – he sat up with a groan, pressing his hands against his face, rubbing his cheeks and eyes in an effort to get her out of his head. It didn't work, she was still there. He could see her face, with those eyes ready to swallow him up whole, and that luscious mouth …

      The faintest rumble, low and distant, seeped from deep within the fire grate.

      Daniel froze, fingers still pressed in his eyes, and then it came again, the sound of an animal, but tiny. He held his breath, listening.

      There, it came again. Small at first, as if it were testing anyone's reaction, but developing into a louder, more deliberate growl, as if trying to gain his, or someone else's attention.

      Mindful not to make too much noise or make any sudden movement, Daniel swung his legs over the bed and peered through the darkness towards the fireplace. More certain than ever the noise emanated from there, he watched and waited. A long, protracted silence followed.

      Nothing.

      With great care, his heart racing, Daniel reached out and switched on his light. The shadows fled and he sat, blinking, trying to keep his breathing steady and even. He half expected to hear the desperate movement of the animal scurrying back up the chimneystack, but there was no sound, not even a creak of old floorboards, only the distant, steady ticking of the clock in the main hall downstairs.

      Blowing out his breath quietly and evenly, he slipped from the bed and got down on his knees. He waited before shuffling forwards towards the grate. He titled his head to the side, trying to focus in on any noise at all, perhaps the sound of breathing. The growl had a distinctly hollow tone, the tiniest of echoes accompanying it, so perhaps it emanated from deep below, in an old cellar or perhaps even a cave. Daniel strained to listen; and then it came again, a snarl, sudden and sharp. He jumped, but not enough to repeat the clunking of his head on the fireplace rim this time. He swallowed hard and heard, beneath the growls, something else. Definitely voices, human voices. He listened again, to make absolutely sure. One voice. Eager, intense, insistent, as if the owner of the voice was giving orders. “Bitte, bitte!”

      Daniel rocked back on his heels and ran a shaking hand through his hair. No imagination this time, no dream. All real. His eyes grew moist as a new thought began to take hold – they had lied to him. Martha, Maria. Both of them. But why?

      Suddenly, a voice broke through his thoughts, as clear as if speaking right in his very room, “ Bitte, sitzen. Zurück.” Followed by a much sharper, even louder, “Hinlegen! Bitte!”

      A prolonged, high-pitched scream erupted from deep inside the chimney. Daniel recoiled quickly, throwing up his hands, fearing he was about to be overwhelmed by the thing erupting from out of the blackness of the chimney. A second, blood-curdling scream pierced the early morning air. Seized by panic, he scrambled to his feet and, disorientated with fear and confusion, stumbled backwards onto his bed. He rolled over, pulling the bedclothes over his head, trembling with the terror. The first scream had been animal, or something unimagined, but he knew for certain the second belonged to a human.
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      Daniel lay shivering in his bed, buried beneath the cover. The scream had sent fear racing through his veins. A warm night. Cold in his heart. Every nerve was alert, every muscle tensed. He waited, sure another growl or roar or yell would pierce the night, but nothing came. No repeat. Only the pounding of his heart in his ears.

      He turned onto his back. Nothing. So, he clambered out of bed, a mad thought seizing him. Perhaps some milk would settle him, a few biscuits. He crossed to his bedroom door, eased it open. The house sat deathly still as he stood and listened in the hallway. Satisfied no one walked about, he tiptoed to the stairs and paused, trying to calming himself. Adrenalin pumped through his body, making him light-headed, but he managed, after a few moments, to find the self-control from somewhere. Gripping the banister rail, he crept down the steps, testing each one for any creaks before putting his whole weight down. With each advance, the memory of those awful, nightmarish sounds gnawed away at him. Real sounds, real dread. He no longer doubted his senses, so how could they have lied to him, especially Maria? And why.

      He reached the foot of the stairs. The clock continued its relentless movement and beyond it, the faint hum of voices. He turned and stood, looking down the next flight leading to the kitchen. Müller might be there, with more sharp words, but Daniel no longer cared. He wanted answers.

      Down he went, one step at a time, and with every one the voices became more distinct. Although he couldn't understand the words, urgency and alarm saturated each. Taking a few deep breaths, he continued, and went straight through the open doorway. When he stepped over the threshold, the two women at the table both gave startled gasps.

      The scene appeared almost as it had the first time he had come into the kitchen, but not so the atmosphere, which seemed somber and oppressive, reflected in the long, drawn faces of the women. Still irked by their lies, and gaining courage from it, he folded his arms and gave them a flat, hard stare before speaking. “What was that noise?”

      For a moment, neither spoke, but Daniel's sharp tone galvanized them, Martha reacting first, rushing around the table to yell at him in German, red faced, eyes simmering with fury. Daniel recoiled, alarmed at her viciousness. As she loomed closer, he felt sure she would strike him and he instinctively flinched, putting up his arm to protect himself. But nothing happened. He peered out from over his raised forearm and saw her, breathing hard, the terrible look slowly subsiding. Maria came beside her, arm around her shoulder, and gently steered Martha back to the table. She looked at Daniel with an apologetic smile.

      “Come in, Master Daniel,” Maria said quietly. She squeezed Martha's shoulder before crossing to the huge, double-doored fridge. She reached inside and pulled out a carton of milk, which she opened, pouring some into a glass. She handed it to Daniel, who sipped it, all the time watchful, worried that Martha might launch another attack at any moment. “Sit, please,” said Maria, her smile diffusing the tension and as soon as Daniel lowered himself into a chair, Martha broke down in to tears. Daniel, no stranger to tragedy, wondered if some bad news had reached them, the death of a relative perhaps, and a wave of guilt washed over him for disturbing a private moment of grief.

      “Forgive me, Master Daniel,” Martha said through her hands, almost as if aware of Daniel's discomfort. “I am not myself this evening.” She pulled her hands away and looked at him, a friendly smile on her face, but tears still in her eyes. “I mean morning, for it must be very late.”

      Daniel shrugged, trying to appear nonchalant, but her sudden change disturbed him. He took another sip of milk before drumming up the courage to ask, “What's happened?” He waited, not relishing the reply.

      Martha glanced at Maria, who had now rejoined them at the table. She gave a little nod. Martha took a deep breath. “There has been a …what is the word…”

      “Incident,” said Maria.

      Martha looked relieved. “Yes, incident. We were talking about what we can do to make it better when you came in, surprising us. I over-reacted, and I am sorry. That is all.”

      Daniel wasn't convinced, but he kept his voice flat, rolling the glass between his palms, nonchalant, steady. “What sort of incident?”

      “Oh,” she smiled again, a little stiffly, and wiped her eyes with the back of one hand, “nothing too serious.” She glanced at Maria, but the young girl sat in silence. “Nothing that will affect you … or your father. Please, do not worry.”

      “But we were a little bit worried,” interjected Maria quickly, “and we are trying to think of a way to deal with it without causing too much trouble for everyone.”

      “Sounds mysterious,” said Daniel, draining his glass.

      “No. No, it is nothing serious, as Martha says. No, it is more …inconvenient. I think this is the right word. An accident. So,” Maria stood up and came round to take Daniel's glass. “Why are you up so late? Did you have a nightmare?”

      Martha took in a sharp breath at the mention of that word and her eyes widened with shock. Daniel saw the glare, wondering why Martha seemed so nervous. It perplexed him. What were these two women up to? He leaned back, stretching his arms behind him and feeling more in control. He needed to get to the bottom of the mystery. “I guess you could say that, in a way. I heard those noises again.”

      “Noises?” Martha's voice sounded sharp, growing angry again. “What kind of noises, Master Daniel?”

      “Same as last time. Like a dog, growling. I heard someone's voice, too. Couldn't understand all what they were saying, but one of the words means 'sit', I think.”

      “Sitzen?”

      “Yes, that's it. Sitzen. It does mean 'sit', doesn't it?”

      Martha and Maria both nodded at once.

      “So, it's a dog, yeah?” He looked from one to the other, but neither made any movement or affirmation that this suggestion might be correct. He shrugged his shoulders. “What's the big secret?” He grinned openly. “Is it a wild animal or something? A wolf?” This sudden idea made him sit up with excitement. “It's a wolf, isn't it? You've captured a wolf!” He paused, letting the idea hang in the air. “Wow!” He thought for a moment, his head full of images of playing with a live, wild wolf. Could it even be possible? He remembered when Mum found an abandoned dog, how they'd fed it, cared for it before taking it to the local rescue centre. He could still see it's face, those eyes imploring him not to go. But Dad would never have allowed a dog to come home, so they'd left the dog there, in its cage, frightened and alone. The prospect of spending time with something so real again filled him with joy. “Can I see him?”

      Martha leaned forward, her face serious. “Master Daniel, please, listen to me, you have understand something. None of this is how it seems. Before you came here, we–”

      They all stopped as the door creaked open. The silent gardener, Manfred, drifted in. He smiled briefly, moved to the sink, turned the tap and washed his hands. Everyone waited, watching. Daniel looked from one woman to the next. He saw Martha's lips trembling. She was about to give him an explanation, but what kind?.

      “Yes!” shouted Maria, a little too loudly, more for Manfred's benefit, perhaps. Daniel couldn't be sure. She grew excited as she continued, “Yes, it is a wolf, the noises you heard, Master Daniel. We found it up near the woods, which border the lake. He was hurt – shot.”

      “Shot?” Daniel's eyes grew wide with anticipation, and he rubbed his hands together, savoring the thought that at last something had happened that would make his time here even more special. “What, you mean by a hunter or something?”

      “Yes, that's right! A hunter. Wolves, they are rare, especially now. But this one must have come across from the Czech Republic, or somewhere. They still have them there, I think.”

      “So you rescued it,” Daniel said in awe. “Wow, that is so cool! But why didn't you just tell me? I wouldn't have said anything.”

      He glanced up as Manfred turned, leaning back against the sink, arms folded. His eyes bored into him. “Well, we weren't to know that,” Maria said quickly, a half-smile playing at the corners of her mouth, beguiling. Daniel, drawn to her mouth, leaned forward in expectation, relieved to find a reason to ignore Manfred's stare. “You see,” she continued, looking at Martha closely, “it is illegal to keep such an animal. The authorities …” She laughed a little then. “Well, now you know. And we are sorry he woke you.”

      Martha's face looked grim, and for the smallest of moments, she glanced anxiously at Manfred. The gardener stood in silence. “But you cannot see it,” Martha said briskly, her attention on Daniel, “so you mustn't think of trying to find it, Master Daniel. It is a wild animal, very dangerous. Do you understand?”

      But Daniel was in no mood to accept her advice. If the animal existed, he wanted to see it. Why did she emphasize the word 'it' the way she had? As if it resembled something … something other than a wolf perhaps. He caught Manfred's unwavering stare, those eyes, heavy-lidded, black, gauging him, waiting for him to speak. Daniel coughed, “Well…” he struggled to find a way to begin, his stomach turning over and over as they waited. “Actually no, I don't understand, not fully. What's so wrong with me wanting to see a wolf?”

      “Because it is dangerous!” Martha's fist slammed down on the table, causing Daniel to jump. Maria moved quickly, placing a hand on Martha's shoulder to calm her. Maria looked pleadingly towards Daniel. “Please, Master Daniel,” her voice almost begging, “you must promise me that you won't go looking for it.”

      Daniel's eyes were wide. He knew wolves were dangerous, but something more than the finding of a wild animal caused these women to become truly afraid. This was about much more than a wolf, no matter how wild and dangerous it might be. He stood up slowly, a little alarm bell telling him he should go. He said, “Yes. I promise,” but he wasn't sure for how long he could keep his promise.

      Almost at once, Manfred left the room without a single word. Daniel watched him, then turned to see Martha's warm, caring smile returning to her face. “Thank you, Master Daniel.”

      Daniel stood, pulling together his dressing gown and went to move towards the entrance when he stopped. Müller stood in the doorway, a look of venom in his eyes. Daniel tried to hold himself together, sure another assault was due, but instead the manservant stepped aside, allowing Daniel to pass, but all the time watching him with narrow, disapproving eyes.

      Daniel averted his gaze and went out into the corridor. He didn't know what to make of it all. The women were afraid, Manfred indifferent, and Müller totally unfriendly. If a wolf was locked away somewhere, then what about the other scream? Whose was it, and why didn't they want him to see the animal? The authorities, Martha had said, would disapprove. But how would they know, all the way out here on the estate? The questions kept swirling around in his head, but the hour was late and his eyes were full of grit. He needed his bed. Everyone's reactions, their words, their fear … all of it would have to wait until morning.

      On the stairs, he passed Manfred, the gardener. For the first time, he studied the man's features. A curious rotund, balding man, but with a youthful and excited face, like an over-fed and content child. He never spoke, just watched and smiled. And now, standing there, as if waiting, but waiting for what? Was he checking that Daniel returned to his room?

      Daniel paused at the top and looked back down. Manfred stood, a cloth in his hand, polishing the balustrade. The clock in the hallway struck the hour. Once, twice … Two o'clock in the morning? What the hell was Manfred doing cleaning at this hour? Daniel put a finger and thumb into his eyes and squeezed. He didn't like any of this, and he didn't like Manfred. But he couldn't quite understand why.

      Daniel went straight to his room and got in beneath the covers, but he couldn't sleep. Images of wolves and furious servants raced through his mind. By the time the morning light filled his room, his body ached as if a sledgehammer had hit him between the eyes. Exhausted, he surrendered to the futility of trying to find rest and got up, tongue fat in his mouth. He padded over to the washbasin in the en-suite and splashed ice-cold water over his face. It didn't help much. As he dressed, he knew the day would be long, filled with thoughts of the wolf lurking somewhere underneath the castle. Perhaps there were corridors below ground, ancient, forgotten dungeons. Was that where they kept him, the wolf?

      Pulling on his socks, he decided to explore the lake, around the far side, and take his mind off night noises and wolves. He went and peered out of his window to check what the weather held in store.  A thin mist clung to the ground, giving everything an eerie, almost supernatural air. It being so early, he would finally have a chance to look around alone.

      All of a sudden, Müller came into view. Daniel ducked before the manservant could see him. The window was slightly ajar due to the warm air, and he heard Maria's voice, sounding urgent. Staying low, he peeked out again.

      Maria came up behind Müller, gesticulating wildly. Daniel couldn't understand a single word, but what he saw needed no translation. Müller turned, his face a perfect picture of rage, and he struck the young girl viciously across the face. She cried out and staggered back a step or two, cupping her quickly reddening cheek with both hands. Müller leaned forward, jutting out his chin, and roared at her. Unaffected, Maria squared up to him. Instead of tears, screams erupted from her mouth, and she returned the blow, striking him across the face with such force that he fell. He propped himself up on one hand, the other clasping at his now bleeding mouth, staring up at her in shock and shame. Maria spat on the ground, pivoted on her heals and stormed off. Daniel, stunned and forgetting that he stood in full view at his window, wanted to cry out with joy. The way she had hit the rude, elongated manservant made his heart sing. And then Müller got to his feet and caught Daniel's stare. He glared. Too late to drop back down, Daniel held his ground and watched as Müller dusted himself down and moved off, a little uncertainly, but without another glance.

      Daniel went back to his bed and sat, mind in a daze. He was thrilled at what he witnessed, but confused. To strike the manservant with such power, how was that possible in someone as slim and young as Maria?

      What did it all mean?

      He stumbled down the stairs as if in a dream and found Dad at the breakfast table amongst the devastation of empty cups and wiped clean plates. He'd obviously been there for some time, and he barely glanced up from his papers when Daniel shuffled in. “Morning,” said Daniel. Dad smiled a reply, which lacked warmth and welcome. Daniel groaned inside. Everyone seemed so angry all the time. Still shell-shocked at what he had seen, Daniel slumped into a chair and waited. When Müller came in, he silently placed a plate of scrambled eggs on toast together with a pot of coffee in front of Daniel. Though he barely looked up, he knew the man was glaring at him.

      Dad glanced over, a single eyebrow raised in a silent question. Müller noticed, gave a slight bow and left. Dad followed him with his eyes and turned to Daniel, “Did you see that welt on his face?”

      Daniel shook his head, absently playing with his food. He didn't even know what 'welt' meant.

      “Wonder how he got that?” Dad poured some coffee and took a drink, “Probably been trying it on with someone.”

      “You mean Maria?”

      Dad shrugged, setting down his cup on its saucer. “Nice girl,” his voice sounded distant, but then he looked up and winked, “Don't worry; there is no way a girl like that is going to have anything to do with an aging, rangy scarecrow like him.”

      “I don't really care, Dad.”

      “You don't?” Dad shrugged. “Well …perhaps she's got a friend that might interest you?”

      “Dad! Didn't you hear me?” Daniel stood up, suddenly very angry, pushing his untouched plate away with real venom. “You're always joking about stuff like this – you haven't got a clue!” He was about to leave, but stopped. Dad sat gaping at him, his jaw dropped in total bewilderment. Daniel sighed. It wasn't Dad's fault he was such an idiot – or a dad. “I'm sorry,” he said quietly and went to go. Before he'd taken a step, Müller returned. An awkward silence followed, then the manservant gave a little cough, “Herr Stone, Herr Spencer has left. His room is empty.”

      Dad frowned deeply. “Left?” He shook his head, gazing down at the papers in front of him, “What do you mean? We were supposed to go through this paperwork.” Dad shook his head. “Did he say anything?”

      “I haven't seen him, Mein Herr, but he has gone, his room empty. Something must have happened to call him away as he left very early this morning.”

      Daniel, angry still, frowned. He had been awake all night, and he hadn't heard a thing. If Spencer had decided to leave, then he must have done so with all the skill of a ninja!

      He hadn't heard a thing.

      After he returned to bed, there were no more growls, shouts or anything. The animal – the wolf – hadn't made another sound. He lay in bed, wide awake, every nerve on edge. He sat down on the nearest chair, light-headed all of a sudden. His mind raced. He hadn't heard a thing, he knew it. And he began to suspect why, the horror of it chilling him to the bone. The earlier growls had an eagerness to them, a need. He wondered what the animal wanted, but knew it was nothing to do with hunger – because the hunger had already been sated.
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      Lost in thought, Daniel wandered to the lake and sat down on the damp ground. The weather had clouded over somewhat, but the stark beauty of the place still dominated everything. The iron-grey surface of the water, as undisturbed as a polished mirror, reflected the gradually darkening sky, but the backdrop of the mountains, majestic and towering, calmed him. Their permanence and their immense size filled him with a curious kind of courage. They had been here for so long, had seen so much, and nothing had changed them. He took comfort from that. They were just a single, albeit significant, part of this incredible place. There was so much here, so much to see, so much to experience. The soaring mountains, the pure air, and that castle.

      Could this be the place that would make him come to terms with being alone? He recalled when he was seven and two 'friends' had called wanting to play. A glimmer of happiness, and surprise, had raced through Daniel. They had gone out and played football in the local park. A few other boys had already shown up there, and they played for a long time, too. They had all lined up, Karl and Stewart Mackenzie, the two who had called, began picking teams. Daniel was the last one to be picked. Karl had rolled his eyes before he glanced over at Daniel and said, “Yeah, I guess I have to have you.” His face had a look of dread etched across his forehead. Daniel had started to have fun, but, as they busily kicked the ball, it became apparent that the other boys weren't interested in Daniel at all. They only wanted the ball. Daniel's aunt had recently given him a really good, leather, hand-stitched football. He guessed the word had gotten around quickly. Didn't it always? Daniel suddenly understood why the boys had called. So he sat by the side of the goalmouth, forgotten and ignored, while they played. None of them asked him why he cried, because none cared.

      When he first came here, to Bavaria, Daniel believed he had a chance for a new start, to leave the past far behind. England never allowed him to do that, no matter where he moved to. And he always seemed to be moving. No matter where they ended up, life soon took on its predictable pattern. Dad would allow him to stay up on Thursday nights, and Daniel used to love that. A warm glow would envelope him, making him snug and comfortable as they sat on the sofa together watching the television. However, always in the back of his mind, pictures of what would happen later loomed large in his thoughts. The closer the appointed time came, the more his eyes would flicker anxiously towards the clock. The hour when he would have to suffer the jibes of his tormentors. They always sought him out, from the very moment he set foot in the playground of his new school. Almost as if he wore a label around his neck, a sign urging the local bullies to come on over and take a pop. Which they did. All of them. So, after the programme ended, as he lay in bed, he'd squirm, and the local kids would stand outside his window, their shrill voices taunting him, “Eh, Danny, Danny boy! Gone to bed to wet your bed? Danny, Danny boy!” Over and over they'd shout those things. They knew he'd gone to bed, his curtains were drawn. But they were allowed to stay out late. But not him, not Daniel. “Gone to bed to wet your bed!”

      Daniel would bury his head in his pillow, wishing he were dead, or somewhere else. Anywhere but there. Anywhere he wouldn't have to suffer those calls, those shouts, as they'd stand under his window, crying out his name.

      Suddenly, he pulled himself back from the water. He needed to bury those images, forget them. A million miles away from his old life, this place brought things into perspective and gave him the chance to reconsider … everything. Physically, Daniel looked no different from anyone else, a little serious perhaps, but nothing anyone could call unusual, yet on buses, on trains, in doctors' waiting rooms, no one ever sat next to him. Why? His face gave no clues, not that he could see. Dad would never understand, not that Daniel would ever talk to him about anything so personal. Mum might have understood, but she wasn't around. So he'd sit in his room, and listen to his CDs, and play out imaginary games in his head. Fantasies became his substitute for the real world. The real world, which existed all around him but which never offered him a refuge, a safe haven from the jeers, the sneers. Yet here, in this wilderness, so far from anyone else, perhaps there was a chance, a chance to forget and rebuild.

      He stretched his back and gazed up in to the sky. This place was bigger than any fantasy, bigger than any reality and yet, the things that had already happened showed that it might hide something, not secure and comforting, but a sinister, fearful secret.

      He shivered involuntarily and drew his knees up to his chest. The air became colder and the building wind probably meant a storm was approaching. He looked out across the lake to the peaks and saw the clouds shifting, obscuring the mountaintops. It wouldn't be long now before the thunder began.

      Reluctantly Daniel began to make his way back to the house, his plans for exploring the lake shelved for the moment. As he came closer, he saw Maria emerging from the rear entrance of the kitchen. She put a heavy-looking black-plastic bag, bulging with refuse, into a large green bin with seeming ease. She looked up and gave a little start when she saw him, followed by a tiny rising of her hand. He smiled as he went up to her.

      “Hello, Maria,” he said, trying his very best to keep his voice steady. Being so close made his heart tremble, his lips quiver.

      She smiled, her lovely dark eyes casting a quick glance over him. An admiring one, perhaps? Daniel hoped so. “You have been out walking?”

      “No, just sitting.” He gestured back to the lake, “Sitting and thinking. It's a lovely lake.”

      “Yes. But you shouldn't be thinking too much, Master Daniel. Too much thinking can sometimes cause problems.”

      He gave a little laugh, nodding his head, “Yeah, tell me about it.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Sorry, just an expression.” He paused, looking at her closely. He could see no sign of the slap she had received from Müller earlier that morning. “Are you all right?”

      “Yes. Why shouldn't I be?”

      “Nothing. I-er-it's just that …” He averted his eyes, shuffling his feet in embarrassment. He shifted his weight awkwardly. Talking this way, trying so hard to seem grown up, mature, eluded him. He didn't want to be seen as a clumsy schoolboy, which, he suddenly reminded himself, he was. But he had come this far, so he mustered his resolve and plunged on, “I saw you and Müller earlier on.”

      She gawped at him, then blinked. “You saw …When did you see this? What did you see?”

      He tried to ignore her obvious nervousness, eager to press on, “Early this morning, after I'd been in the kitchen with you and Martha. I saw him, Maria. I saw him hit you …” He tried to smile, but could only manage a slight quivering at the corners of his mouth.

      She looked more troubled, her breathing becoming heavy. “You saw that?”

      “Yes. And you, hitting him back. Hard.”

      Now she tried to smile. “Well, he deserved it, don't you think?”

      Before he could answer, she took him by the arm, steering him from the entrance to the kitchen, away from anyone who might possibly be within earshot. She lowered her voice when she spoke again, “Master Daniel, you have to promise me that you will tell no one about what you saw. You understand? No one.”

      “Of course, Maria.” He gave a little cry, as her fingers squeezed. She had an incredibly powerful grip, and when he tried to pull away, she increased the pressure. Her strength was staggering and a rush of fear coursed through him. He looked at her with heightening alarm.

      “Promise me, Daniel.” Her lovely face hardened, her raven hair hanging down, giving her a disheveled, almost wild look, but her eyes held him far more powerfully than her grip. They had narrowed and emitted a strange, hypnotic light, at once mesmerizing and frightening. The transformation terrified him.

      “I promise,” Daniel managed to hiss as the pain lanced through his arm. She instantly let him go. Her eyes returned to their usual softness. At once, their warm gentleness wafted over him, and he found himself released from whatever spell she had put him under. Instinctively he began to rub his arm, wincing a little. “You're strong for someone so small.”

      She swept back the hair from her face, which had now returned to its usual loveliness, the lips becoming fuller, and the cheeks softer. “I'm sorry,” she whispered, “but he is a dangerous man, Daniel. If he knew I was speaking to you this way…” She shook her head.

      “You mean Müller?”

      She nodded once.

      “And the wolf?”

      “What?”

      “The wolf, the animal you told me about. The one you have chained up somewhere.”

      “What about it?”

      “Does Müller know about that?”

      “Yes. Of course he does. Müller knows about everything.”

      Despite how unnerved he had become by her horrible transformation, Daniel had to press on; he had to get the answers to the questions keeping him awake at night. “Then he must know why Mr. Spencer left?”

      “Daniel, you must stop asking all these questions!”

      “Why? What will Müller do to me?”

      She pressed her fingers into her eyes for a moment, as if she were battling with herself over something, something that she should say. “Daniel,” she began very steadily and patiently, “just trust me when I say that you must never, never mention any of this to him. Clear?”

      “Yes. Of course, Maria. You mustn't worry.”

      “But I do, Daniel! I have been worried since …” She shook her head. “It doesn't matter. If I could, I'd leave this damned place.”

      “Leave?” His heart missed a beat at this revelation. She couldn't leave. Panic set in. What would he do without the only girl that had ever made him feel alive? Suddenly his throat went dry. “Why would you want to leave?”

      “I hate it here, but …” she sighed deeply, “it cannot be. I have not the money to buy myself even a train ticket. I'd need to go far away, you see, to get away from him.”

      “Müller, you mean?” She nodded. “What is it that makes you so afraid of him?”

      “I'm not afraid Daniel,” her voice grew hard again, as if insulted by his words. “I despise him, but I am not afraid of him. I just need to get away.”

      Daniel looked at her face, studying her smooth, olive skin, the dark eyes framed by the full, thick, blue-black hair. She caught him staring, and he looked away quickly, suddenly blurting out the words, “I could help you – I've got money!”

      “No, Daniel, I would not dare to think–”

      “I have money, not much but what I have I could lend to you.” Growing in confidence, noticing that he had her full attention, he plunged on, desperate to show he truly cared, “Really, I'm being serious. I'll help, if you'll let me.”

      She reached out her hand and touched his cheek. This had to be the most amazing thing that had ever happened to him. Her fingers, so cool, so beautifully smooth, rested there for a moment. He almost began to cry out with elation. “Thank you,” she said with a smile, drawing her hand back. “I will think about it.”

      Then she turned, gliding away, dipping through the entrance to the kitchen. Daniel stared, cheek burning where she had touched him, and for a long, long time he stood and replayed that wondrous moment over and over in his mind. He knew, quite simply, that she could ask him to do anything, and he would willingly comply. She had shown him genuine affection, and nothing else mattered.

      

      Later that afternoon, he saw Müller. The rain had come, as expected, following the quite frightening crash of thunder that heralded the rapid change in the weather. Daniel sought refuge in the library, but the books, and everything they held, infuriatingly, meant nothing. The words blurred, everything written in German, and he angrily pushed volume after volume back into its allotted place. As he continued to search for an English one, the door creaked open and Müller staggered in, his face awash with sweat. He was smiling, lips thick, wet, and he propped himself against the doorframe, breathing hard. Daniel gawped at him, realizing at once what caused him to act in such a way. He was drunk.

      “Master Daniel,” Müller slurred, stepping further into the room, reaching out to hold onto a nearby chair. He chuckled. “Today is my day off, did you know that?”

      Daniel shook his head, looking back at him from across the room. The threat hung heavy in the air as the manservant cast his dark eyes over his young master. Daniel had an open book in his hand, with no intention of returning it to its place on the shelf until that man had gone.

      “Well…” Müller went to move closer, thought better of it and flopped down on the chair with a great sigh. “Oh, how I love my day off!” He put his head and closed his eyes. “But today is a little different, because today I am just a little sad.”

      Curious, despite his loathing for the man, Daniel gave him his full attention. “Oh? Why's that?”

      Müller opened one eye and peered at him. “I think you know.”

      Daniel narrowed his eyes, forcing himself not to show too much interest; that would be like presenting the man with a small victory. He looked at the book and took his time, running his finger over the page as if he were reading, not looking up as he spoke, “Do I? How would I know anything about you, Herr Müller?”

      “Because you saw me, early this morning – with Maria.”

      Daniel's head snapped round. “Yes. I saw you hit her, if that's what you mean.”

      Müller was smiling now, leaning forward in the chair. “We had a little fight. A 'lovers' quarrel!”

      Daniel recoiled, as if he were the one who had been struck. “What do you mean, 'lovers?' ”

      “Oh! You didn't know?” He sniggered. “Maria and I, we are, how do you say it in English …seeing each other.”

      Daniel was in turmoil, his stomach knotting as the rage threatened to boil up to the surface. He blinked repeatedly, “But she's only eighteen. She wouldn't be interested in you.”

      “Oh, you think not? So, what am I, then, eh? A baby-snatcher?”

      “But you must be …must be …”

      “I am thirty seven, Master Daniel. Only twenty years older. Nothing really, eh?”

      “Twenty years!” Daniel took a step towards him. “I don't believe you, Müller.”

      The manservant raised an eyebrow, mocking him, waggling his finger towards Daniel. “What don't you believe about me, eh, Daniel?” Müller seemed to be enjoying the joust. “That I am only thirty-seven?”

      Daniel bristled with indignation, the man's words hurting him. “No, that you and her are lovers!”

      “Ah. I see. You are a little jealous, yes.”

      Daniel couldn't speak as the heat rose to his cheeks.

      “Well, believe what you like.” Müller stood up, grunting with the effort, pushing down on the arms of the chair with all of his strength. For a moment it seemed that he wouldn't make it, but then he appeared to gather himself, took in a few, deep breaths, and straightened himself up to his full height. “Anyway, you may have seen me hitting her, but she hit me in return. She soon recovered, yes? You saw that from your window I'm sure, little spy.”

      Daniel fumed with anger, the revelation of Müller and Maria were 'seeing' one another making him feel physically sick. He pushed past the man and strode out into the hallway, hoping that he would find his dad. Müller loomed up behind him.

      “You mustn't fret so,” he snarled. Daniel rounded on him, about to speak when he saw Müller's twisted face and stopped, the threat evident as the man's voice hardened, the slurring gone. “You're too curious by far, little master Daniel. You ask too many questions, snooping around and poking your nose in. My advice to you,” he leaned forward, real menace showing in the deeply etched lines on his face. He drew back his lips to reveal chipped and blackened teeth. As he snarled, the fumes from his alcohol-thick breath wafted over Daniel, forcing him to twist his face away in disgust. “Keep your questions to yourself!”

      Daniel wanted to hit him then, swing his knee up and ram it into the manservant's groin. He envisaged it, running it through his mind like a film. The strike, the man doubling over, but then what? And what if he missed. What if it all went wrong and—

      “Master Daniel, what is going on here?”

      Martha came running down the stairs, eyes wide with alarm. She took him by the hand and pulled him away, shooting a look of absolute menace towards Müller. She screeched some words of German and then, almost as if on cue and appearing as stealthily as a predator, Manfred emerged from the shadows. He stepped up and lightly touched Müller's arm. The manservant started, gave a cry of alarm and then grew calm. The gardener said something inaudible slipped away again without another sound. Daniel had never seen a stranger encounter. Manfred seemed to have some control, or command, over Müller. And something more – Manfred could speak.

      Martha led Daniel down the backstairs to the kitchen and set him down on a chair. Without speaking, she placed a bowl of hot custard and sponge pudding before him. As he poked at the offering with a spoon, she sat down next to him.

      “I told you to be careful of that man. He is not a nice man, and you should not speak with him.” She spoke sharply. Daniel didn't respond, offering a slight smile before he plunged a spoonful of pudding into his mouth and chomped on it with gusto. Almost at once, he began to feel better.
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