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Setting
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The story is set in 1865 in Austria. This is not an historical novel, although the historical setting is correct and some of the characters mentioned lived there at the time, e.g. Empress Elisabeth of Austria.

Some things, however, are different from recorded history. Magic is possible and – although not at all an everyday occurrence – something which truly exists and at times must be reckoned with. Generally, however, it is much better left alone. 

Mythical creatures from stories and legends exist. They are referred to as the Fey or Sí. There are very few of them and little is known about their talents or capabilities, and even less about their loyalties and aims. Some of them may be benign or indifferent towards mankind, some hostile and dangerous; all of them are much better avoided. They are so rare that most people believe they are nothing but a myth.

The “civilised upper-class European” of that era likes to see himself as the crown of creation. He can only do so by not believing in the existence of intelligent creatures whose abilities are far beyond his. Only sometimes, when they are very unlucky, they suddenly find themselves involved in something they would rather not acknowledge as part of their reality.

After all, they are not so very different from us.
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Two mysterious letters
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Zur Krone

Grundlsee, August 28, 1865

Dear Uncle Aengus,

I am writing to you from the Ausseer Land, a beautifully wild mountain region in the Austrian Alps, east of Salzburg. My grand tour is progressing nicely and we have seen a lot of interesting places. I liked Heidelberg particularly and nearly decided to finish my studies there instead of at St. Andrew's. The beer they have there...

But all that has become rather beside the point. Just imagine! I stumbled upon quite a secret. Mr. Swithin, my teacher, is laid up with a severe cold and had to stay at our little inn which is called "Zur Krone". So I ventured out alone and, dear Uncle Aengus, you know how it is, I have always had the talent to meet the unexpected. Father always calls it an inborn attraction towards mischief. However, that evaluation is indeed quite unfair.

For, this time, I may have found something of real importance! Just imagine! If what I suspect is true, I may have found a means to free Scotland from the English yoke!

I can just imagine your face now, somewhere between disbelief and indignation. If you were here, you'd tell me that my views are archaic and do not fit into this enlightened year of 1865. I know, we do not share the same views on politics, but I strongly believe that – given the circumstances - you would not do anything to prevent Scotland from becoming a free and proud nation again. You are more Scottish than you let on. You are certainly a lot more open-minded than Papa who just shouts at me at the top of his voice whenever I try to talk politics with him, and calls me an immature, fuzzy-brained good-for-nothing. How he can call himself a Scotsman I just do not comprehend. He is such a bourgeois British bore.

Oh, I know. I should not talk like that about Pater. It is most disrespectful. But I feel you have always been so much more open-minded than him. Maybe it is your profession, even though I cannot say that I really like it. And Papa does not even admit he has a brother who dabbles in the Arcane. When asked about you, he just says that you are a scientist and live far away.

But I have strayed. I quite agree with you that a regular war between England and Scotland would not be winnable by the Scottish people. But what I have inadvertently stumbled upon would revolutionise the art of war to the extent of making armies quite superfluous. If it is true at all. Which I really cannot say yet. I met this man in the local pub – they call it a Wirtshaus. It is a little rougher than the inn we are staying at. We had a really splendid time together, particularly since Mr. Swithin was not with us to interfere with his sour comments on local drinks and common people.

The pub is best accessible by boat and it was fun getting there. I did not see the famous Wassermann of Lake Grundlsee – that's a mythical water creature –, although I really strained my eyes.

Anyway, it was at this inn that I met this fellow. It was not really easy to understand the man in detail, for although my knowledge of German is rather good, the local accent makes it sound very different. But I do believe that I understood what he said. They are building a machine in the mountains, a war machine that will revolutionise everything, absolutely everything! Modern technology! Steam power! Just imagine! You might never need regular armies again! Just this – thing.

I know this sounds absurd but he seemed to be very truthful, even though he was in his cups. Drunk as a Lord, to be precise. But then, if he had not been drunk like that, he would never have told me, would he? He told me roughly the direction in which to head, something about a third lake – this land is rather too full of them. And I must say it sounds ominous and exciting. But I simply have to find out what is behind all this.

I shall go there tonight to discover more. I have rented a boat and some fishing gear to be inconspicuous. Mr. Swithin is thankfully in no state to accompany me anywhere and, although you know that I am not wicked by nature, I must say that I do hope he will be busy recuperating for a few more days.

I shall tell you more in my next letter! Keep your fingers crossed for me - or whatever it is Masters of the Arcane do for luck.

Your loving nephew

Ian McMullen

***
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Zur Krone

Grundlsee, September 2, 1865

DEAR MR. MCMULLEN,

Loath though I am to be the bearer of these dreadful tidings, I can no longer postpone writing to you about this terrible tragedy. I am afraid I have the gravest news. Your son is missing, has indeed been missing for four days now. The local authorities, represented by an individual called the "Viertelmann" and the lord mayor of this small community have been most helpful and have put together search parties which looked for Master McMullen both in the mountains and around the lakes. However, these measures have not brought forth any results.

They have not found him so far and have given me to understand that it is unlikely that they will, since nobody even knows where he vanished or which destination he had in mind when he did.

Your son used a night during which I was laid up with a severe cold to sneak away on his own despite my strict instructions to remain at the inn. His absence unfortunately remained unnoticed until late the next morning. The management of the inn informed me that his bed had not been slept in. His luggage and indeed all his money and valuables remained at the inn untouched which to me seems to suggest that he did not simply give me the slip to continue his travels on his own but that he definitely intended to come back to this place. Only his dark greatcoat and – alarmingly enough – the pistol he had insisted on bringing along on this journey were gone from his room.

I shall, of course, remain here to further pursue any possibility until I have heard from you. However, the local people, who know their wild mountains well and respect them, do not give me reason for further hope. They tell me that it is quite dangerous to go into the wilderness, particularly in the middle of the night, and since they are for the most part a very superstitious, simple-minded lot, they believe that it is not wild nature alone that endangers solitary wanderers but that the mountains and waters are full of legendary, mythical creatures that have nothing better to do than to trap unwary travellers.

I do not believe in any of this, you may be assured, but I truly believe that Master McMullen will not be found by natural means. I am fully aware how loath you are to acknowledge your brother's unusual talents and profession, but maybe this time he could be of help.

I have not given up hope yet, although I, too, realise that the probability of finding him is waning with every day. I sincerely hope that he can be found still. The community priest and the villagers have kindly offered to pray for him, and although they are, of course, Catholic, I have expressed my gratitude for this. After all, one must be polite.

It remains to be said how deeply upset I am about these events. Please rest assured that I have tried and will continue trying every option open to me to ascertain the whereabouts of your son. However, loath though I am to entertain this possibility at all, one might have to begin to get used to the idea that we have truly lost him. And I can only hope that you will not attribute this tragedy to my shortcomings. Indeed, I have done everything I could to curb his wild disposition and, as I hope you remember, have been against this rather too early journey from the start.

I await your communication urgently.

Yours sincerely

Stephen Swithin
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Chapter 1
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Professor Hardenburg was aware of the moral implications to some extent. But he could ignore them, had delegated them to others. He had just had an idea. It had been other people who had decided to let it become reality.

The machine was as good as finished, a vision in steel, brass and glass. A tiny locomotive with two parabolic mirror screens.

When the idea had struck him he had never thought that the contraption could be built at all. It was just a theory. A stray notion of exquisite ruthlessness.

But who dared to say that this machine was not good and wholesome? Hardenburg had built it for his country, financed by extremely secret funds of the Ministry of War some high-ranking official had managed to tap into. Funds so secret, that even His Majesty Emperor Franz Joseph did not know about them, just as he did not know about this workshop. His Imperial Majesty’s regular troops still shot with their old muskets. Reforms of the army were stalled. But Hardenburg had obtained money to build a machine that might make conventional troops redundant.

His country, Austria, would win every war in the future. Rebellious Italians, cantankerous Hungarians, freedom-seeking Bohemians could just be ignored. And the Prussians, the arrogant militarists with their scheming Minister Otto von Bismarck could stay at home and pray.

Just let the machine be ready, and wars would be solved by Hardenburg almost single-handedly. The Hardenburg Contraption, that’s what he had called it. An appropriate name.

A number of problems were still unsolved though. The machine was big. To be able to build this prototype for testing purposes without attracting undue attention they had been forced to move deep into the mountains of the region. Here, in the Salzkammergut, a remote Alpine region south-west of Salzburg, many old mines were lying hidden, empty, half-forgotten and the mountains were further tunnelled by natural caves. Unexpected salt-glistening limestone caves could be found stretching on for miles and miles all through the mountains. It was in one of these that his project had been developed and had prospered.

Of course, he could not have succeeded ultimately without that new Master of the Arcane. The idea needed the arcane to function. A daring concept, to combine modern steam technology with the magical arts. Hardenburg was no Master himself, but he had known what to ask for. And they had found him this Master.

He had doubted the man’s ability at first. The blind man was weird and often unapproachable. His skin showed burn scars which disfigured him to an extent that made it difficult to look into his face. But one did not have to look him in the eye to talk to him since he did not have any.

His power was astounding. Asked about his name, he had told them to call him Marhanor.

Master Marhanor had joined the project back in May, just when Hardenburg had thought that it would never work, that his theory would be improvable and soon forgotten, and that the wrath of a certain gentleman at the Ministry of War who had supported him secretly would be rather unpleasant to face.

Although it was really the Ministry's fault that it had taken him so long and he had made so little progress. He had told them from the start that he needed a first class Master of the Arcane for this venture. The little “salon conjurer” they had sent him at first, with his mesmerism instruments, his pendulum and his worried jitters had never felt the right choice of partner for a project of such awe-inspiring dimensions.

The man had burned up during their first serious test run. Not literally burned up, but as good as. He was alive when they plucked him from his control seat, as alive as a turnip. His mind was gone completely. His inner essence was burned to cinders, his soul had gone up in flames.

That was what this machine did, after all. It converted arcane energy into destructive power. Magical energy was inherent in many things in nature. Hardenburg was no Master and could not pinpoint it, but he knew that arcane energy had the propensity to change or bend the laws of physics. He had seen it many years ago when he had helped one of his influential friends to eliminate a nasty dryad that held some power over the man's young daughter. That creature had taken a lot of killing. The power it emanated while dying had spread like fire and storm, raced up into the sky like a completely straight rainbow stretching high into the clouds to drive back into the ground like a lightning bolt.

They had originally wanted to capture the creature, had even had a special cage built for it, the outside of which was reinforced with cold iron, the one substance that could kill Fey life. But the creature's power had been so overwhelming that they were glad they had not caught it but killed it. However, it had also given Hardenburg an idea. So much power and energy must ultimately be applicable for something useful. To use arcane energy as a physical rather than a metaphysical force had then become his plan.

Scientists were generally annoyed at the unpredictability of arcane matters. They tended to ignore or deny their existence outright, since a universe with straight physical thinking was much more to everybody's liking. Of Hardenburg's scientific colleagues not one believed in the arcane or in the existence of the Fey. Whatever could not be proved one way or the other was, after all, left to the realms of belief and faith and thus not applicable for serious research purposes.

Magic was not measurable in physical units. An imprecise science, it was inapplicable for physics. Refusing to believe in it entirely, most people just had no concept of its possibilities. And lodges that instructed and trained Masters of the Arcane were few and opaque in their means and ways as well as in their aims and prospects.

Hardenburg was covering new ground here. He did not have to measure arcane power. All he needed was a good Master who had the ability to channel and harness it and a natural arcane medium to use as fuel, as ammunition, so to speak.

If his calculations and estimates were right, the Hardenburg Contraption would be able to literally blast a target area, burning up both plant and animal life there in only a few minutes, like a circular lightning bolt several square miles in area. The army of an aggressor would have to split up into small, far flung units to avoid utter destruction. Basically it made a country that possessed the contraption unattackable.

So it was not astonishing that his unproved theories had found eager listeners at the Ministry of War. Who would not like to possess such a weapon? The Austrian Army was not as modern as it might be. Their artillery was outdated, their guns still muzzle loading single-shot rifles instead of the more versatile needle rifles. To his mind it was very much an army of past glory, a reactionary force just about strong enough to put out rebellions in Austria’s restive multi-national state but – possibly – no real match for a bitter war on a more international scale.

He was changing all this and he was proud of that. With his small crew of technicians, his Master of the Arcane and his patriotic group of dedicated ‘hunters’ who were sent to assist him in finding and procuring live ammunition, he had a good chance succeeding.

He looked at the awe-inspiring dimensions of the contraption. It stood on metal wheels, the kind they used for locomotives. Its propulsion would be by normal steam power. For that purpose it incorporated a steam engine whose polished brass shone proudly in the bright incandescent Goebel lights that lit the cave.

The central piece of the Hardenburg contraption was a cold-iron-reinforced cage which would hold the fuel of the weapon as such. A live and dangerous fuel. A parabolic receptor was trained on the inside of this cage, taking up the energy that it found there. With the craft of a strong wizard, who would sit in the control seat, this energy would then be funnelled and transformed and ultimately relocated to a parabolic mirror. From there it could be sent to a target as a focused beam of destruction.

The vital point was, of course, the power of the wizard. Hardenburg had seen what happened if that power was not strong or focused enough. The arcane energy had backfired, consuming the Master instead of the fuel. Of course, the fuel had not fared too well either. The little, pale, misshapen creature that they had found and used had looked almost human when they had taken it out of its cage again after the experiment. There had not been much life left in it, and they had locked it up. After some time, it had simply evaporated and was gone.

Hardenburg smiled. He had indeed been lucky. In the past five months he had not only acquired an excellent Master for the arcane side of the contraption, but also an exceptionally fine mechanic and engineer, who, during his past career as an officer in the Bavarian Army, had also collected enough knowledge on strategy and military planning to be an asset to the project.

He would have preferred the young man to be Austrian, of course. But the Kingdom of Bavaria was closely linked to the Austrian Empire; Empress Elisabeth of Austria was, after all, a Bavarian princess. So he had decided to trust the man. He could not go back to Bavaria in any case. His dishonourable discharge from a Bavarian regiment had quite ruined his career chances there. Hardenburg had had his story checked through the ministry and it held. The young man had changed his name after his disaster, although he had confided his real name to Hardenburg, of course.

One day, Hardenburg thought, he would actually ask the young ex-officer, who called himself Meyer now, what precisely he had done to merit a dishonourable discharge. The man looked far too honest to do something really base, although you never knew. Probably something about a woman, Hardenburg thought. The man was young and sometimes there was a look in his pale blue eyes that was so distanced and cynical that it spoke of a disillusionment well beyond what one would expect in a man of his young age.

Only women could wreak havoc in a man like this. Only women could make men forget their duty and their principles until they found themselves standing outside society all of a sudden, with their future ruined and their hearts broken.

But the man was good and talented. And so Hardenburg was almost a little grateful for whatever had happened to the man who had once been Asko von Orven.
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Chapter 2
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He had always called her Charly. He or she? She had never been sure. Charlotte von Sandling had not found it necessary to know her friend's gender when she was a child. It just did not seem to matter what her secret playmate was. Sometimes he seemed a boy and sometimes more like a girl, depending on what they were going to play. Several times when she had needed advice, he had appeared as a grown-up young woman, beautiful and loveable, trustable, dependable and so wise.

Only once had he appeared as a man. She had been irritated. Not scared precisely, only feeling very much out of her depth. He had smiled at her and something in her had woken up at that smile.

She had been fourteen years of age, and he had stroked her cheek with just one finger and smiled. She had known then that she was not going to be a child forever, that she would grow older, more mature and he would be there for her. It was a frightening sensation, but also exciting and enticing. 'Charly, my Charly,' he had said, 'you are growing so quickly. But today you are still too young.' Then he had changed back into the girl with whom she liked to spend her days playing outside, in the nearby forest, close to his tree.

She had never told anybody about him. But they had found out and had burned the tree. She had heard him scream and die, knowing that none of the grown-ups felt any remorse at their deed. She had fought and pleaded and cried, but they had not listened, had only locked her away and later told her it was much better that way. Feyons could not be trusted, should not exist, they said. She had much better forget all about it. And she was never ever to talk to anybody about her encounter. People did not like to listen to that kind of thing. Those who did not believe her would merely think her a liar, and those who did believe her would think her something worse. What that was, they had not said.

She had mourned and lost most of her daredevil happiness. She had not smiled for a long time. They had sent her away to an expensive ladies' seminary where she would forget, they said, where she would learn to be a good girl, pious and obedient, and eventually a good wife to an eligible husband. They even had known the name of this husband-to-be: Leopold von Waydt.

She had rebelled and balked at the strict discipline of the seminary and at the teachings, which seemed to her untruthful and nonsensical. Useless somehow to a thinking, feeling, intelligent and independent mind. After some time, she had relented, had buried her memories deep within her and learned to be what they had wanted her to be. Or at least to appear that way while taking her little escapes whenever she managed to do so without attracting attention.

It did not matter. Sevyo was dead and nobody would ever compare to him.

She was sitting in the little circular clearing of the woods now, her back reclining against the trunk of her favourite oak. No other tree had taken up the space of the burnt one. As if they respected the place as the grave of a fellow creature of the woods, they had grown around it, hiding the place without conquering it back. Flowers grew there. Nobody planted them. They just appeared and turned his fiery grave into a flower bed.

When she visited his floral tomb, she remembered him so very clearly, remembered the games they had played and the things he had taught her about life and about nature. About the freedom of being. He had taught her to listen to meaning rather than to words, to read and measure emotions in other people to some small extent, and to sense when someone tried to glamour her or manipulate her. All that knowledge had meant more to her than elocution and polite manners or the skill to manage a genteel household or be a gracious hostess.

“Sevyo,” she said to the empty space in front of her. She always spoke to him when she visited his place although she knew that he was irretrievably dead and gone. “I can only stay with you a short while today. We are going to have guests the day after tomorrow and there is such an awful lot to do. Leopold is coming.”

She paused, winding around her finger a strand of dark brown hair that had escaped her rather too careless coiffure. It always did. She simply did not know how other ladies managed to keep their hair in order.

“I assume he will propose formally.” She grimaced and then started grinning. “Or maybe just have a look at me and then decide whether he really wants to marry me or whether he'd rather not. Neither of our parents are alive anymore and their agreement about this match was never recorded. Maybe he won't like me.”

She said it without misgiving. She had met Leopold as a boy several times. Some years older than herself, he had been well-bred and handsome. But she had not been very interested in him. Sevyo had been alive then. Mostly, she had just ignored the lanky, brown-haired boy during his visits.

“I suppose I could do worse than marrying him. He comes from a good family, he is intelligent and reasonably wealthy and he holds a secure position at the Ministry of War. He can offer me security and maybe he is even interesting. He has travelled a lot. He has been on an expedition to Africa. Maybe he learned to be a little more open-minded than his parents were. Mind you, that would not be difficult. Stuffy lot." She stuck out her tongue in an unladylike manner and then smiled at her own childish behaviour. "Well, and if I don't like him, I can always refuse. I am of age now.”

Thank goodness she was of age. Her parents had wanted her to get married rather earlier, right after she had left the seminary. But then her mother had fallen sick and had died and you could not get married during the year of mourning. Later her father had fallen off his horse and broken his neck. More mourning and still no wedding. Finally, Leopold had gone on this expedition to Inner Africa to do something useful. Exploring the world was useful, she assumed, even if Austria did not have any colonies on the dark continent. In any case, he had been busy and far away during that time of prolonged mourning.

She had not mourned very intensely. She had never seen very much of her parents. Her father had been busy in politics and her mother had assisted him by being a perfect hostess and an eager little cog in the workings of good society. For most of the year they had lived in Vienna, whereas Charly grew up far away in the country, in the mountains near Aussee where they had their country seat. Not that it was much of a castle, even if it was called the Schlösschen – the little castle. It was more a large manor house with forests and pastures attached that brought forth some of the family's considerable income.

She had been brought up and educated by nurses and governesses. And she had been loved by Sevyo. She had not missed her parents very much when they were alive and she had not missed them at all after they were dead. They had killed Sevyo. She could never forgive them for that.

Her uncle had become her guardian while she was under age, moving into the house with her. He was a pleasant and kind man, quiet and well-read. He brought his books and his views on politics, views that had almost killed him back in 1848 when the country had rebelled against the old absolutist monarchic order. A useless, almost forgotten rebellion. Now, seventeen years later, he rarely voiced his opinions except in private.

Charly and he got on together very well. He did not think that he had to educate her or curb her disposition to go about rather too freely for an unmarried girl. He did not forbid her to go hiking in sturdy boots and calf-length skirts up the mountains that rose high all around the lakes. He had not forbidden her to read his books, although some of them, or indeed most of them, were definitely not meant for girls. He did not think that ignorance was a virtue in young women or indeed in anybody. Also, he was a brilliant chess player and she loved playing against him. Sometimes she won.

“You know, I would not mind getting married to Leopold so much if I did not have to move away from here. I should miss coming here to you so very much.”

She looked about herself at the reddish colouring of the autumn forest. It was beautiful and reminded her so very much of her Sí friend. His hair had always changed with the seasons, from a bright blond in spring to a warm brown in summer and a flamboyant multifaceted red in autumn. During winter his hair had been white. His eyes had never changed. They had been a very pale grey, almost like unpolished silver coins.

“I suppose one must marry and have children. Propagation of the species and all that. I just think I would have preferred to love you and be loved by you.” She sighed and picked up a particularly beautiful reddened leaf that had drifted down from a tree into her lap.

“I am not unhappy,” she went on, looking at the leaf and turning it around in her hand, “Truly I am not. After all, that's what it's like. I shall get married, shall have children. I read the process up in one of Uncle Traugott's medical books. Cook found me studying the illustrations and she nearly went into conniptions. But Uncle Traugott does not mind. I suppose he is probably grateful that I acquire the information I need without his assistance. If he had to explain things of a physical nature to me, it would only be embarrassing to both of us. Mama never spoke about these matters.”

She looked up to the roof of colourful autumn leaves above her, yellow and red and paling green. The morning light broke through the gaps in the leaves and sunrays danced on her faded dress.

“So if he really wants to marry me, I shall at least know what to expect. Although reading about these things in a book is a little sordid, I can tell you that.” She pulled another grimace. “I had thought there’d be more romance, somehow. When everything is said and done, it is probably not very different from the mating of animals. I have seen that. We live in the country, after all. Husbandry. Breeding. Stallions and mares. Bulls and cows. Men and women.” She paused again smiling ruefully. “I had better learn to curb my tongue about these matters. But I know you would not be shocked at this thought. You never were. And I must say, I would have liked to know your opinion.” She pressed the leaf to her cheek. “And your love. With you it would have been more than – husbandry.”

She got to her feet and brushed her unspectacular and rather old-fashioned walking dress. Little twigs and dried leaves clung to it.

“I have to go now,” she sighed. “He and his party of friends will arrive tomorrow or the day after, and I have to get my dresses in order, and my hair, to look nice and proper, like a cow prepared for the cattle market. A hunting party. Well, that gives us the pretence that he is not coming to look me over. Still, eight guests in our quiet solitude is a change. I hope they'll have the good sense not to bring their grooms or valets along as well. Cook is having nervous fits. And I really should not have left to come to you. But who knows...”

She could not finish the sentence. Who knew whether she would ever be able to come back here once she was married. She would miss her home. She would miss her kind-hearted relative, the rebel who had never been allowed to cross the threshold while her parents were still alive. But most of all she would miss this place with its memories of trust and friendship and happiness and love.

“Maybe he will not want me,” she said sounding neither hopeful nor sad. “I am not precisely a beauty, after all. Not like you were. I keep getting told that my behaviour is rude and unladylike. I suppose, I lost most of the artificial charm they installed in me at St. Teresa's. Shame. They took such pains. Took and gave."

She turned around herself in a full circle. She always did before she left.

“I shall be back when I can,” she said. “I promise.”
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Chapter 3


[image: ]




The caves glistened white and red as if someone had adorned them with trillions of little cut gems. Corrisande Fairchild could see her husband walking through caverns endlessly climbing downward deeper and deeper into the mountains. A man lost in the depth of rock, never to come up again. Craggy, sharp-edged rock blades threatened a body made of flesh and blood. She dreaded the thought of those stony shards piercing his skin and stabbing into his body, lacerating it.

Water sank through stone, gathering like a hidden foe to become a spring-flood suddenly and drown intruders in the lightless realm. She could hear the water, but he could not. He was walking into a trap. She tried to warn him, she shouted but he did not hear her. Her voice was not there. She was not there. Philip was utterly alone. He just walked on, losing himself deeper and deeper in the mountain. Further and further away from her he walked, a bulky, black figure merging with black darkness, watched by hidden eyes as predatory amber-yellow as his own. He walked towards the centre of the earth and she suddenly knew with absolute clarity that he would not be coming back. Death was at the centre of the earth, waiting for him, lurking, prowling, skulking. The narrow tunnels that led down swallowed him, chewed him up in darkness.

She shouted his name again and again but he did not hear her, merely walked on and on, down and down away from her, never to return. He was dying in the dark and she was powerless to help, could only watch him go towards his doom.

Corrisande Fairchild was lying motionless on her back on the hard bed, clawing her hands into the sheets as if to steady herself with the grip. She opened her eyes. The grey early morning did nothing to take the imprint of her nightmare from her soul. She was shivering. Only a dream, she kept telling herself, still feeling the pain of losing him. But what a dream it had been, unfading, strong, clairvoyant and real. A memory rather than a delusion. Ultimate knowledge that would stay with her.

She tried to concentrate on her actual surroundings. The little hotel they were putting up at here in Ischl was just an inn, not a stylish establishment. The more splendid hotels and guesthouses had been booked out. 

She did not mind. She would not mind at all if Philip were here beside her, if she could sense his warm, demanding body, feel his arms around her. But he was gone.

She closed her eyes, hoping the room would stop spinning around her, while waves of nausea went through her body. But it merely spun on in her mind. Her breathing was shallow and she kept it that way, fearing that her stomach would give out on her if she breathed in too deeply.

It would stop eventually. It had stopped yesterday morning, and the morning before. And all those other mornings when Philip had still been there and she had crept out of bed, hoping he would not wake.

She ought to have told him, of course, but she had not been sure at first, and then she had not wanted to believe it, and then she had found it difficult to face the fact.

She was with child. And now her husband was gone.

They had been married for half a year and it was only to be expected. He was a passionate man and she loved him so. They both enjoyed each other's physicality. They loved and needed each other to an extent that was rather out of the ordinary. They wanted children – well, he did. But she had somehow hoped that this whole business of producing heirs would still be very far away. She had not even been sure whether she would be able to conceive at all. She was not totally human.

Her parents were normal humans. But in her, a Fey heritage from way back had resurfaced, and she had found out about it the hard way, had known about it only for half a year. Sometimes Philip called her his little nymph. He did not mind that his wife was not entirely human. Her uncanny ancestry was not apparent in any way unless someone possessed a high skill in arcane measuring.

She was not really human, and now she was pregnant. The thought of what she might be carrying filled her with utter dread. Philip, too, had had a bad encounter with unnatural forces in his youth that had changed not only his character and his life but also his physical presence and his external appearance.

So when everything was said and done, neither of them was exactly one hundred percent naturally human. So nobody could know what she was carrying under her heart. There was no one she could ask. You could not go to a doctor or a midwife with the words “Excuse me, we are not quite human, I can breathe under water and my husband has the yellow eyes of a demonic monster. Do you think it will influence our offspring somewhat?”

If only he were back! They had travelled to Munich to overcome bad memories. Like mounting a horse again after having been thrown off, Philip had said. She had agreed. Something to fight nightmares. Hers, and perhaps his, too.

It could have become a nice holiday.

But then McMullen had arrived. The Scottish Master of the Arcane wore a worried frown towards Philip and a guilty expression towards her. He had come with bad news and with a request for help.

Her husband had quit service with his regiment after they had got married. As a soldier he had led the irregular life of an agent who was sent on special assignments, a  specialist for solving weird problems, a sleuth-hound, a spy. His unusual upbringing that included a childhood as a thief and a burglar and an adolescence as an, albeit adopted, son of a British gentleman had granted him skills that made him uniquely suited for such tasks.

His past had been as chequered as his wife's, but they had both retired from their unusual lifestyles to become the regular and respected members of good society that they had outwardly appeared to be in any case. And though Philip could not be conscripted into more service for his country, he had suddenly had an assignment of sorts. McMullen was a good friend and needed help.

Philip had confided in her, of course. He knew she could be trusted with a secret and that he owed her an explanation that went beyond 'I have to do this, do not worry about me.'

She did worry about him. She knew him to be strong, careful and resourceful, but she also knew that the assignment might perhaps be a little dangerous. Two people had already vanished without a trace: McMullen’s young nephew and his private tutor. McMullen was trying to find them and he needed assistance: Philip, with his special skills and training. You could not ignore a summons by a friend.

They had packed their gear and taken the train to Austria as far as it went. After that they had hired a coach, taken the boat across Lake Traunsee. They had then travelled on to Ischl, the high-class spa in the mountains where the Austrian gentility met for fashionable summer holidays. That was where she was now and had been the last couple of days.

“I shall be back soon,” he had promised, and then he had gone, not accepting her offer to come along and help.

‘Soon’ was a difficult word. ‘Soon’ could mean many things. She had not really expected him back the next morning and, indeed, he had not come. And not the morning after. Neither had he come the following day. That day had passed into the night, and he was still gone without a message or a life-sign.

So now she had had another nightmare. This time it was not about her own experience as a captive of the Brotherhood of Light, the obscure religious order that tried to exterminate the Fey. This time the dream had been very different. It had been a vision of what was happening or would be coming towards her.

She jumped out of bed and stumbled across the room, nearly falling in the scant light. She just made it to the wash bowl before her stomach lurched and she was sick.

Tears were running down her face. She felt utterly miserable and slightly embarrassed at herself. Children were a blessing, people said, but at the moment she was not in the position to agree with that postulate. If you thought about it more closely, it became apparent why nature had made some sensations so very pleasant. Without the allure of physical pleasure, women would probably prefer to stay celibate after having experienced the troubles of pregnancy once.

She thought of her husband and his caresses and smiled ruefully. Celibacy would not be her choice. She sighed then, crawled back into her bed and dropped off to sleep again, too exhausted to stay awake. It seemed only moments later that there was a knock at the door. A heavily accented German voice could be heard.

“Excuse me, Madam, you have a visitor. I told her that you were not up yet, but she insisted she had to see your husband.”

“Who?” Corrisande asked through the closed door while trying to focus her thoughts.

“A Miss Denglot. She said, if your husband was not in, she had to talk to you.”

Cérise Denglot, her husband's former lover. The beautiful opera singer's audacity to demand an audience with her ex-lover or his wife at this time of the morning was outrageous.

Corrisande was going to send her away. She would not be at home for her. One did not entertain one's husband's former lover. It was scandalous. It was totally out of the question. Quite impossible. Particularly if one was in such a state as she was in now. The famous opera singer would look overwhelmingly lovely and enticing, just as she always did, and Corrisande would look haggard and drawn. Nightmare-touched. She did not want the woman to see her like that.

She did not mind Philip having had lovers before she had entered his life. There had been more than one lover in his time. But Cérise Denglot had not only been a beautiful diversion. She had been a partner, a courageous, self-reliant woman whom he had not merely loved because she was lovely and available but because she was very special in many ways.

He had been honest about that. Corrisande almost wished that he had not. But then she knew he had told her because he had wanted her to understand that what he felt for his wife was different again.

Still, she did not want to meet the woman. Certainly not this early in the morning. She would send her away. She could do that. There was no reason why she should not. Not a single reason.

“Tell her I shall be down as quickly as I can, and bring me a new wash bowl. I am afraid I spoilt this one. And get my maid to come and help me.”

Corrisande pulled herself up and closed her eyes while the room spun around her. Not again.

“Please ask Mlle Denglot to wait for me. I shall make haste as best I can. Ask her if she would like some refreshments.”

Cérise Denglot, the world's best and most beautiful soprano, was coming to her for a visit before breakfast time.

There had to be a reason for that. And probably not a good one

.
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Mostly he did not remember who he was. Sometimes he thought that he was a boy. When that thought crossed his mind, he seemed to expect his mother or his father. Only he could not remember them. When he tried to remember them, there was this knowledge that he was born from air and water and rock. Thus he could not have any parents.

Or teachers. Although he seemed to remember that he had had a teacher once. A very clouded memory covered with the annoying realisation that he had done something wrong. He had made a mistake. He had broken a rule.

But rules did not bind him. He did not remember any rules. There were no rules for him. No rules, but time and light and darkness imposing their dictatorship on him. He chewed on darkness. It nourished him in a way that he could not explain, keeping him just ahead of time.

Although time meant so little here, where water seeped through stone, dripping, flowing, racing through the mountain. The water was as alive as he was. It would carry his messages, taking a long time and a short time about it. For time was twisting itself in coils around each and every drop of clear, sparkling fluid that sank through stone.

He did not remember why this was so. But he remembered that there was a ‘'why’. Somewhere there was a ‘why’ and somewhere else there might even be a ‘because’. He smiled. His face hurt when he did, and from time to time he knew that when he had fallen down into the crevice, he had broken bones and teeth. It was only natural that he should be hurting.

When he tried to concentrate, the hurt vanished in a mist of soothing oblivion. A different awareness then came over him, and he knew that his soul was broken, not his bones. That his teeth were intact and that his smile would show all three rows of them if only he could find a reason for smiling. That his eyes would pierce their gaze into the minds of humans, confusing their memories, taking their emotions, feeding on their fears and joys. Repaying them with dreams that he spun and wove. For he was Alp.

The syllable reverberated through his mind, finding no echo of recognition. It meant nothing to him, dissolved in the clear dripping water around him without relevance.

Ian. Somebody was called Ian. Only he could not remember who, although the knowledge seemed to be important somehow. Or maybe not all that important. Perhaps it was just part of a human dream, a stray thought, a buried memory that he had scooped up on his dream-spreading hunts.

He could not hunt any more. They had taken that from him. His mind had clashed when they had tried to squeeze his entire being out of him. They had dropped him to the floor behind cold iron, and he had sunk through salt and limestone because he was, after all, part of it.

They would look for him. His parents would miss him and his teacher would be frantic.

Rock had no teacher, salt no parents. The odd sensation of being sought by someone vanished just as the odd fear that someone might want to find him. He did not wish to be found. To be found would mean to be used and to be killed.

He was salt. His being stretched through the mountain, reached out but had lost the skill to touch directly. To weave the web of weird, tangled memories into new colours that pleased or frightened as he saw fit.

Help me, he pleaded, sending his plea through the ray-lines of being, through the powerweb of love. But his message was weak. Maybe they would not hear him, the mistresses of the mountains, the Salige that guarded life inside the rock or out. They did not hear him. Or had not heard him so far. Or had they been caught as well? Unthinkable. Not possible. Or was it? Was the impossible possible, if someone thought the unthinkable? Or could it be that they were simply not listening?

How, he thought, could they not perceive his need? How could they leave him here without help? He would die if nobody came.

He could not die. He was as immortal as the salt, as ancient as the rock. His broken hands touched the ground underneath him and he was the ground. He was the rock that had broken his bones, he was the spine that formed the mountain range. He could not die. Not like this.

But they really had to help him. He felt miserable, disoriented, disgustingly human, frighteningly non-human. There was no way to focus. He felt worry and guilt for what he had done, for what he had inflicted on those who loved him.

He had always done that. He had always inflicted himself on those who loved. Their minds were wide open. He preyed on their minds and played his salty music into them. They were his easiest hosts. But, of course, not his only ones. He seemed to remember spinning his webs through mortals, feeding on their emotions as they lay helpless, surrendered to sleep and open to him.

What a thought. It vanished through the cracks of oblivion like all the others had, and he remembered for an instant that he was a boy. A young man. Seventeen years old. He had tried to find something, had almost found it. Something he coveted with mad and crazy ardour. A landscape rose in his mind. Mountains, craggy and steep.

He loved these mountains, he knew, and this love for mountains seemed to be the only thing clear to him, as if all aspects of his being agreed about this one thing. He had taken the high road and now he was drifting upon the low road. And he would still be where he wanted to be before... He did not remember before what or whom.

Find something. He could not spread thin to go through air and water and rock anymore, could only hover on the edge of power and wait. Sometimes he nearly managed to send out his panic of the present and the future, unsure who he might reach. He could not steer his messages, just pick up stray thoughts and send them on through the night air, in the hope that they would find some being that might help him, them, all Sí, before it was too late.

Then again he despaired, remembering the crackle of harnessed lightning that had broken forth from the creatures who caught him. Mere mortals. He should have been able to conquer those imperfect beings. Those little, time-ruled nothings.

But he was only a boy. His parents would be worried. He would die, was dying already, was buried in stone. They would mourn him.

And he would send them dreams.
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It was not even eight o'clock yet. Usually Cérise Denglot would still be asleep at this time. She was not an early riser. She not so much needed as cherished her beauty sleep.

She checked her appearance again. Her pale green silk dress set off the colour of her eyes favourably and the honey-coloured lace decorations emphasised the gold of her hair. Her hat was a dashing creation in the same green as the dress and adorned with bird of paradise feathers and gold lace. Her style was exquisite and she knew it. Although, of course, you could not precisely call this outfit a morning dress.

It was a shame Delacroix was not in. Or Mr. Fairchild, as he was actually called. When she had been his lover a few years ago, he had mostly used his nom de guerre, but now he had become respectable. As if Delacroix could ever be respectable. Respectability and Delacroix just did not go together at all. Incompatible.

His little wife suited him very well, Cérise thought with a hint of malice. Her past and her ancestry were just as out of the ordinary as his for all her outward respectability. They were made for one another, tall, strong Delacroix and sweet, little Corrisande, the dainty, elfin girl that was partly Sí.

Not many people knew that. Cérise had never told anybody. Betraying Sí was not a thing she would do. Not with her own lover being a Feyon as well. Torlyn. Her heart tightened at the thought of him.

She took out a little mirror from her reticule and checked her appearance yet again. She looked worried and wan. Certainly not as beautiful as she could and as she would, given a choice. Certainly not as beautiful as she might. But it did not matter. Well, not much. She had other things on her mind.

When she had seen the Colonel – as she sometimes still called Delacroix in her mind – and his young wife arrive at Ischl some days previously, she had not called out to them, had not made herself known. Delacroix was a thing of the past. Also, she did not quite know how to confront his young wife, although she knew her, of course. He probably had not told the girl about their affair. Or maybe he had. It would be so much like him to do something so totally out of the order of things, such as telling his wife about his lovers. In any case, she found the idea of meeting with the couple for a polite chat just a little tasteless. Some things were better left in the past. And in any case, Delacroix usually behaved abominably and they never met without quarrelling.

But now matters had changed. Or had they not?

She looked into her mirror again. Definitely not at her best. There were tiny lines of fatigue around her eyes and her smile looked a little haunted. However, it did not matter. Delacroix was not here to see her, the servant girl had said. And even if he were, he could probably not have cared less whether she had rings under her eyes or not. Although, of course, he should.

Still. She wanted to look her best, particularly now when she would be facing her ex-lover's wife. For no explainable reason she wanted to look better than the small, pretty woman with her big blue eyes who had conquered the mighty warrior's heart. For that was basically what Delacroix was, a warrior, strong and quite ruthless, if he had to be, determined and resourceful, daring and passionate.

The door opened and she realised that she need not have worried. Corrisande Fairchild looked dreadful. She was pale and haggard and there was a drawn-out ambience about her. In fact, she looked ill and the rings under her eyes were decidedly worse than Cérise's. The dark blue dress made her look very pale. A bad choice.

The opera singer smiled.

“Good morning, Mrs. Fairchild,” she said. “I am sorry to disturb you this early, but I do need to speak to Delacroix. It is of the greatest importance.”

The little blue-eyed woman stared at her sternly, then invited her to sit down with a gesture of her hand.

“Good morning, Mlle Denglot,” she replied with a forced smile. “Pray take a seat. Mr. Fairchild is not in. I am sorry.”

The silence dragged. Neither of the young women moved. They just stood looking at each other, trying to ascertain what it was the other woman wanted. There was something very nearly territorial about their careful immobility. Cérise knew she was trespassing. It did not matter. She would fight it out if she had to.

“Oh,” she said after some time, adding a carefully measured and slightly patronising smile. “And when will he be available?”

Mrs. Fairchild dropped her gaze.

“I do not know,” she said, and this time her visitor could hear worry in her voice, fear even. "I just do not know," she repeated and then suddenly sat down into a chair before her guest was seated, a breach of etiquette that astonished Cérise somewhat until she realised that her ex-lover’s wife was trembling.

If this was a duel, Delacroix’s little spouse had just lost it. Cérise, however, did not feel overly victorious. She drew up a chair and sat down close to the other woman.

"What is it?" she asked kindly, very conscious of Corrisande’s panic all of a sudden.

Mrs. Fairchild quite obviously fought for composure.

“McMullen needed him to find his nephew who seems to have got lost in the mountains. He left, said he would be back soon. But I have not had a communication since. Not a message. Nothing.” Her gaze was still on the ground before her. Then she looked up into the singer’s beautiful green eyes. “I am so worried. I just do not know what to do. They went further into the mountains to a place called Aussee. It is not too far. He promised to send messages.”

“He is with McMullen?” the singer asked.

“They went out together. They wanted to go to the place from which his nephew’s last letter was written. Before he vanished, along with his tutor.”

Cérise had the definite feeling that there was more to it. She knew McMullen well, had worked with the friendly Master of the Arcane when she and Delacroix had been together as lovers and also as partners on some secret assignments.

“I probably should not worry about him,” Corrisande went on. “It might well take them some time to find out things. But...” she stopped, took a deep breath and then went on, “this may sound very stupid to you – I had the most dreadful, vivid dream about him walking into danger tonight. I woke up to the feeling that he was... gone. It rattled me a good bit.” She sounded embarrassed. "You must think me a very insipid creature to be spooked by a dream like that."

Cérise did not smile. For one thing, she knew that the dainty, doll-like woman had a lot more courage and daring in her than one might expect from merely looking at her. For another, she knew precisely what Corrisande was feeling.

She was feeling much the same thing.

“No, I do not” she said. “I am here because I wanted to ask Delacroix’s help to find Count Arpad.” Count Arpad was the human name Torlyn used and so did she when she spoke about him. He did not want his real name known. “He said he would meet me here. I gave a number of concerts in Ischl. His comings and goings are a little impromptu sometimes, but he did promise to be here. He is reliable usually, even if he may not be very regular in his habits.”

That last statement was only partially true. There was a side to Torlyn that was very regular and very dangerous. Usually Cérise managed to block out most of that knowledge. She was his lover, not his... whatever.

She went on.

“Just like you, I should not worry; he is a strong and versatile man and usually knows how to protect himself. But just like you I had a dreadful dream last night that woke me in the early hours of the morning and upset me greatly. It seemed to be so much more than just a dream.”

The two women gazed at each other intently as if drawn into an intimate conspiracy by the night’s nightmares.

“Arpad was somewhere in a mountain,” Cérise went on. “He walked along narrow, glittering tunnels, deeper and deeper into the earth. And he was bleeding. Blood was flowing out of him, running along the ground forming dark red rivulets. He was dying slowly. I tried to reach him, but he just went on and on, losing more and more blood, bleeding dry....” She stopped, realising that the woman opposite her had turned a shade paler still.

“Are you quite all right, Mrs. Fairchild?” she asked.

Corrisande looked embarrassed.

“Please do not worry, about me, Mademoiselle Denglot,” she said. “I have not been very well lately. But that does not signify. Just ignore it, please.”

The singer studied the pale and haggard face of her ex-lover’s wife and suddenly knew. She smiled wryly.

“You are increasing?” It was not a question as much as a statement. A grossly private and impolite statement, since it was not her business to discuss such things with her ex-lover’s wife. She felt a little pang of jealousy. Not that she wanted to be pregnant just now, and certainly not by Delacroix; she had no time for that and was unmarried in any case. It was quite out of the question. But she did not really have a choice, either. Being loved by a Sí had its rewards. But it also had its drawbacks. A normal family life was not something she could have.

Corrisande blushed.

“Yes,” she said sounding utterly miserable. “Let us not talk about it. I am well enough.”

But Cérise Denglot could not just drop the subject.

“You are with child – and Delacroix just goes off adventuring into the mountains, leaving you behind on your own in very second-class lodgings without even a word? Mon Dieu, that is just so much like him!”

“Oh, no, Mademoiselle, please do not think that he is uncaring. I did not tell him...”

“You did not tell him?”

“No.”

The singer stared at the girl in front of her. Delacroix’ wife always looked so absurdly young that one tended to treat her like a debutante just out of the schoolroom, offering her advice that she probably did not need at all. She was hardly younger than Cérise, probably not more than a couple of years, one or two, well – maybe three, but her Sí heritage seemed to influence her ageing process very favourably. Cérise was quite jealous of that. Jealous or not, Cérise knew that she had no right whatsoever to counsel her ex-lover’s spouse on intimate matters of her marriage. It would be impudent and meddlesome.

She did it anyway.

“But you must tell him! He has a right to know. He might not even have gone from you if he had known.”

To her acute embarrassment, Mrs. Fairchild started crying at that last sentence. She hid her face in her hands and her shoulders were shaking.

“If he dies, it’ll be my fault,” she managed to say between sobs.

“Goodness, no!” assured Mlle Denglot, wishing herself quite far away. “That is not what I meant at all. Please calm yourself, Mrs. Fairchild.” She stopped, a little at a loss of how to deal with the embarrassing situation. “Corrisande!” she went on, “I may call you that, may I not? I used to, before... Please...” She watched the crying woman before her helplessly.

Then she knelt down beside Delacroix’ little wife and gripped her arm.

“Corrisande! Please pull yourself together, now. I know you are a courageous and determined woman. Remember how you climbed that hotel’s outside wall to warn us? It was dark and rainy and you had your hands tied. And you still did it. So stop this fit of the vapours. Delacroix would probably be shocked out of his inconsiderate, male mind if he could see you indulging in a crying fit in the middle of a crisis.”

She could feel how the other woman was fighting for composure frantically.

“I am very sorry,” Corrisande said after a while, wiping her tears away. “I should never have behaved like that. It is truly no excuse, but in the past weeks my moods have been a little unstable.”

“Well,” Cérise answered dryly, “moodiness is said to be a side-effect of being with child.”

“It is?” Corrisande asked.

“You mean you do not know?”

The girl gave her an embarrassed smile.

“Oh, I know rather little about the ... process.”

“Well, my dear Corrisande, in that case you should go and see a doctor or a midwife to explain matters to you, should you not?” Cérise had no patience at all with women who did not face up to their gender’s specifics and needs. British women to her mind always pretended to believe that babies were found under gooseberry bushes, and that sexual passion was something best ignored entirely. Although this young woman would not be able to ignore it with a husband like Delacroix. His sexual needs were rather pronounced – as she had every reason to know. Such a very passionate man. She did not miss him, though. Torlyn was indeed more than a human man could ever be.

Corrisande had blushed again.

“Well when we left England, I did not know. And then it was too late.” The statement sounded a little incoherent, but Cérise understood it all the same. “And in any case, I do not know doctors or midwifes who specialise in treating women who are not, who are not...” She breathed in deeply “... who are not altogether human. I do not know whom to ask."

“Oh,” said Cérise beginning to understand. “Is that what you are afraid of?”

Corrisande nodded and went on:

“I was hoping to find out Count Arpad’s whereabouts. He is the only Sí I know and he might have some answers for me. It is so annoying, but I do not know anything about my heritage and its possible implications. I was hoping you would not mind my asking his advice.”

Cérise got up and went back to her seat.

“I do not mind your asking Arpad. But I do not know where he is,” she said. “And I am not quite sure whether he is the right person to advise you on physical matters connected with child bearing.” The thought seemed a little ludicrous. She envisaged the card: Count Arpad, predator and obstetrician. Or accoucheur – that sounded a little more elegant. She forced the thought from her mind. "I should think his experience in that direction might be rather limited. But then you never know," she added dryly. “After all, Sí reproduce as well, I daresay. We have never discussed it.”

Corrisande blushed. The beautiful singer smiled wryly.

“In any case,” she went on, “we have to find him first. And Delacroix. And McMullen for that matter.”

Corrisande nodded.

“I had better tell you all about it,” she said. “But I do not know much. Philip and Mr. McMullen went out to Aussee on very little information. And truly, I do not know what to do, except go after them.”

She retold the contents of the letters.

“You see,” she finally said. “There is not much to go upon. McMullen's nephew was – or is – a very foolish boy. Getting lost in the mountains is easy enough. The Alps are high and wild. But the vanishing of the tutor some days later makes the whole thing so ominous. And our dreams are so very similar that I cannot but believe they have a meaning. In my dream, Philip walked through those glittering tunnels as well, going down deeper and deeper. And I just knew that he was walking into a trap.”

Cérise saw Corrisande's hands clamp themselves into the armrests of her chair. Her knuckles were white.

“So what do we do about that?” asked the singer after a while.

The women were silent.

“Mlle Denglot,” Corrisande started after a time.

“Please call me Cérise,” the diva interjected and Corrisande nodded, not even thinking that being on a first name basis with one's husband's scandalous lover was hardly comme il faut.

“Cérise, the way I see it, we can either pray, and sit and wait for them to turn up – or go after them and try to find them. If our nightmares mean nothing and they are safe, we shall probably have to face their displeasure and a good bit of derision. But if we are right in being worried, we would never forgive ourselves if we had not tried to help them.”

Cérise nodded thoughtfully.

“It involves travelling. And it might well involve going into danger,” she said with a worried frown. “Will you be well enough to do that?”

“Oh, yes,” answered Corrisande. “I shall do what needs to be done. I want my child to have a father.”

For a moment they did not say anything. Then Corrisande drew a deep breath.

“There is one more thing you must know,” she said seriously. “Philip had a bad dream, too, before he went. He was very, very upset. He sometimes gets really bad nightmares... has been getting them ever since his – 'experience' as a boy.”

“I know,” replied the singer, realising at the same moment that she should not have said that. The two women's eyes locked.

“I know you know,” Corrisande finally said wistfully. “I know that you were – close. And I know what you meant to him. I am trying not to be jealous.”

“Do not be jealous. It was a long time ago.” A year and a half since they went separate ways. “I have got Arpad. And you have got Delacroix. And each of us have what we want. Let us be friends instead. We have a common goal. And we are both strong women who know what they want and tend to act rather than sit back and do embroidery. We probably can work together – even if you are a little moody at the moment. And even if I am a little scandalous – most of the time.”

She paused and looked at Corrisande who was smiling a little. "Did Delacroix tell you what he dreamt about? It might help to know."

“No,” admitted Corrisande. “He is absurdly reticent about his dreams.”

“He considers them a weakness. He hates to appear weak,” mused Cérise.

Corrisande bit her lip. How well that woman knew her husband.

“Did he tell you his dreams?” she asked, absurdly afraid that Philip had shared his fears with the other woman and not with her.

“"No, he did not. Never,” replied Cérise. “Not once. He only said that they were clairvoyant in a disquieting and unusable way. He was unable to interpret them.”

Corrisande nodded. That was roughly what he had told her as well.

“Yes,” she said. “They give a symbolic insight into future events that can only be understood after the events have taken place. I still wish he would tell me.”

She looked very distraught, and the singer stretched out her hands towards her and she took them.

“He will eventually,” Cérise said. “He will.”

“If we find him. Them.”

“When – we find them. Have you had breakfast? No? Well, I have not had anything either. Let us have something to eat and discuss what is to be done.”

Corrisande smiled. She would probably always be a little jealous of the closeness her husband had shared with this unbelievably beautiful and talented woman. But somehow she could not help liking her a little. And even if she did not, it would not matter. They were a team now.
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Chapter 6
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Charly felt uncomfortable in her pale green silk gown. She was too tightly laced but Anna, who functioned as her lady’s maid if needed, had insisted. Anna had had some words to say about her young mistress’s tendency to wear her corsets too loosely and to go about in comfortable and totally unfashionable country dresses that allowed her to ride and to walk and to climb up the steep slopes of the mountains that rose high behind the Schlösschen. If you went about like a tomboy most of the time, of course, you would have difficulty dressing properly as a lady, Anna said. And that Mr. von Waydt probably wanted a wife and not a hiking companion.

Charly had said very little. It was useless. Anna was right. She had not mastered the art of becoming a perfect lady and that had not been Sevyo’s fault at all, although Anna seemed to imply that it was. The faithful servant had been with the family all her life, long enough to know what had happened seven years ago. She never mentioned it, though. None of them did, not in so many words. But she did blame him all the same. The unnatural creature had spoilt her mistress for polite society.

But it was not Sevyo’s fault that Charly had not had a proper season. When she had come home from her seminary, her mother had planned the usual introduction into the polite circles of Vienna, together with her speedy marriage to Leopold. But then Mama had died, and Charly had not been presented. After the year of mourning, her father had undertaken the task to at least present her at Ischl. During the summer, half the court was there in any case. So she had been at some functions, concerts and informal gatherings and had, in fact, even been presented to the empress, Kaiserin Elisabeth, who owned a summer house there and whom everybody spoke of as Sisi.

The freedom-loving sovereign was very much after Charly’s own taste. The Empress liked riding and climbing mountains and even had contraptions with weights built into her rooms so she could keep herself in shape. The rigid Austrian gentility did not greatly approve of that kind of pastime, but it did not do to criticise your sovereign. So Charly had, in fact, managed to find an excuse for her own preferences in those of her empress.

However, a few weeks at close-by Ischl had been the only court-finish that Charly had received, because her father’s accident had happened then and had very drastically put a stop to her sojourn there.

She had not missed polite society, though. She had retired to the Schlösschen without feeling any disappointment for opportunities missed. For whereas she could ride or hunt for hours without tiring, she found the limitations imposed upon her by how society expected a young lady to be, feel or behave very tiring, indeed.

"Keep still! If you go on fidgeting, I shall never be able to get your hair finished," Anna scolded. Servants who have known you all your life do not perceive you as a grown-up lady. For Anna, Charly still was the wild little girl in short skirts who invariably rambled too far away and came home with her dresses dirty and torn. And to be honest, things had not changed that much, even though Charly, who now was mistress of the house, tried to be more considerate in her behaviour. Most of the time.

But, at the moment, there was no escape. Charly was sitting in front of her mirror and had to endure Anna’s ministrations. Anna tried to put up her hair skilfully, but since she had no great practice in these things, the result was not in any way breath-taking and was far from modish.

Charly scrutinised her reflection critically. She might as well forget about it. Leopold would very probably find her unattractive in any case. She was far too tall for a woman, standing about five foot ten inches tall in her stockinged feet. Her shoes had low heels that were, of course, quite unfashionable, but high heels would only make her taller still. She was built on ample lines, with square shoulders and an athletic, muscular shape. Her face was a little straight-featured and nobody in his right mind could call her beautiful or lovely. Her unruly hair was dark, wiry and tightly curled, her eyes a nondescript brown. Her nose emphasised the unspectacular character of her face, and her mouth was rather too wide when she laughed. Her complexion was unfashionably tanned. She could not have looked pale and frail, even if she had put her mind to it.

Anna had plucked her thick eyebrows into thin lines which looked somehow out of place in her indelicate face. And they had tried to cover her sun-tanned skin with bright rice powder, but that had only made her look blotchy.

“Really, Miss Charlotte, do stop moving around so, or we shall never get you ready to welcome Mr von Waydt.”

Charly sighed.

“It does not matter what you do, Anna. I do not feel ready, so I do not look ready. Could he not have waited another two or three years for this visit?” she sighed again. “Although I would not have looked any more beautiful then than I do now.”

“Nonsense. You are pretty enough!” scolded Anna, who saw her through the eyes of someone who had seen the wild girl grow up and had helped educate her. “You may not be a great beauty, but then the world is not precisely full of them. You are healthy and intelligent and prettily behaved, if you put your mind to it. And you are definitely not ugly. You have a very nice smile. So smile.”

Charly forced her mouth into a grin and flinched at her own reflection.

“God, this is useless,” she moaned, and was rewarded with a “Please do mind your language, Miss Charlotte!”

Indeed, she had to mind her language. Uncle Traugott never minded his, and she had lately found herself copying his style to some extent. It was not a conscious choice. It merely seemed to her that speaking one’s mind was a relaxing way of expressing oneself.

But, of course, it would not do. A delicately brought-up young lady would not start her sentences with a drawn out ‘God!’.

She tried to sit up straight and take on the kind of facial expression she had been taught at the seminary. A slight smile, a condescending look, a mask of studied composure. A straight pose, her chin up, her shoulders back.

It did help a little. Her green dress made her becomingly paler than she really was. Her décolletage showed, well, what gentlemen presumably liked to see and rather enough of that. Probably her most arresting feature, although one could not very well say such a thing.

Anna was trying to adorn her coiffure with a silk flower.

“Oh, no!” Charly complained. “I am not at all the type for that.” There had been a time when she had worn flowers in her hair. But she had been young then, and her mirror had held no sway over her. She had seen herself in her playmate’s eyes and with her playmate’s eyes. Through that perception she had never felt inadequate and clumsy.

“Go... goodness! How I wish this was over!”

Anna ignored her exclamation and rummaged in her jewellery box.

“How about the green tourmaline set?” she asked. “There are two brooches. One of them we can put into your hair – if you dislike the silk blossoms.”

Charly sighed.

“Don’t you think we are overdoing this? It’s a hunting party. A bunch of young men who – officially – are visiting Uncle Traugott, not me. They will not even have their formal dress with them. The dinner is supposed to be an informal affair. We shall have a little something to eat and then they will probably expect me to leave them to their cigars and gentlemanly talk. Whatever that is.”

She had quite made up her mind to eavesdrop. She really wanted to know what gentlemen talked about when the ladies left them. The Schlösschen was an old building, full of crooked little stairways and forgotten chimneys. Listening was easy, if you knew where to go.

She was quite aware that her intention was a trifle scandalous and not at all the proper behaviour one would expect from her. But perhaps the men would talk about her. She wanted to know what they had to say, even if it would probably not be very flattering.

She did not make the mistake of speaking about her somewhat unmannered plans, however. Anna need not know. She would not have time to worry where her mistress was. And in any case, Anna was her servant and would dashed well have to accept whatever she dashed well did. Charly was of age. She was the lady of this house now. She owned it, even though the financial management still was – to a large extent – her uncle’s business. Uncle Traugott, however, had started to teach her how to manage not only a household but the entire estate with all the forests and waters attached to it. It was not difficult if one had a good mind.

And she did have a good mind. Uncle Traugott said that her intelligence was in no way inferior to that of a man – whatever people said about women. Maybe Leopold would be able to accept her on those terms? As an equal?

She doubted it. There could not be very many men in the world who had that ability. It was far easier to believe that women were weak and stupid. It would take a truly intelligent man to face the fact that they could be quite different, given a choice. And, faced with the derision of his peers, it would take a thoroughly courageous man to accept a woman in her own right.

But then, not all men were particularly intelligent and she did not know whether Leopold was. In fact, her hopes were not too high.

She tried to put together her memories to form a kind of picture of him. They had not met very often. The few years that he was older than her had also ruled out the possibility of them becoming close friends as children. Also, Sevyo had of course been far more interesting. When the von Waydts came to visit her parents, the grown-ups had hoped that the children might find enough common ground to be able to play together.

But they had not. They had started out together, and then split up. He did not want to spend his time with a little girl. She gave him the slip as soon as she could to go to Sevyo.

He had beheaded her doll, she just remembered. That could not have increased her liking him. Somehow, his cruelty had an interesting edge when she thought of it now as a grown-up woman. So much careful effort to do something hurtful.

Her parents had explained that boys would be boys. All boys broke their little sisters’ toys, sometimes. It was no great issue.

Only, he had not been her big brother. And he had not just broken the doll. He had built a little guillotine and formally invited her to a show. He had beheaded her doll in her presence.

She remembered it very clearly now. Odd, she had not thought of it for years. When she had run into the woods crying, back then, Sevyo had eased her mind and blurred her pain. ‘You’ll remember when you need to,’ the beautiful wise woman had said and had held her in her arms until she stopped crying.

She wondered why that recollection had suddenly resurfaced like this. Perhaps it was only natural. Leopold was coming, and her mind dug up the memories she had of him. Good memories and bad. He had danced with her at a house party when she was home from the seminary for summer holidays. He was a good dancer, kept perfect time. She had worn her first evening dress and he had complimented her as if she were a real grown-up lady and not just a school girl home for the holidays. That had been nice.

Well, they had both grown up now. She did not play with dolls anymore. And he would not kidnap and kill them anymore.

Somehow, she wished she had not remembered that right now.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 7
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Cérise was supervising her maid packing. She would not need her elaborate, elegant and intricately designed dresses that set off her beauty so favourably at concerts or genteel functions. She wished she had more sturdy and practical things to wear. Her wardrobe was quite deficient where proper clothing for a holiday in the mountains was concerned. She had come here to sing, not to climb hills.

She hated mountains. De vrai, they looked nice and imposing and were obviously very fashionable just now, particularly to the Viennese gentility, but they were somehow very bad for style. You could not walk gracefully up steep mountains. The bright dresses she liked to wear in summer invariably got dirty amongst so much irritatingly raw nature. And climbing hills made you glow. Goddesses did not glow. And a goddess was what the press had named her , talented and beautiful far beyond the ordinary. She was very careful to uphold that image. But stumbling up steep hills in dirty, unsuitable clothing and with a glowing face did not contribute to one's image of divinity.

“I should have bought that mountaineering dress. They are all wearing these things here as if they portrayed a kind of sportiness. But all that countrified green-grey hunting style is so very coarse. And I do not care whether Her Majesty the Empress of Austria wears it, too,” she said to her maid whose smile was a little frozen, since her task to pack suitable clothing for a journey further into the mountains was rather beyond her, considering the type of wardrobe her employer had seen fit to bring to Ischl.

“I bet,” Cérise went on, “that Corrisande will not care at all what she is wearing. She'll probably come in grey homespuns and a practical short skirt.”

She looked at the array of clothing and at her patient maid, packing and repacking.

“Do hurry, Madeleine. I do not wish to be late for this. We should start soon, or we shall not reach Aussee by tonight. I should hate to lose time somewhere on the way. So please don't dawdle.”

Madeleine did not remind her employer that she would have finished packing long ago but for the singer's indecisiveness about what to take along to wear. She merely nodded and went on packing. If Mlle Denglot really wanted to wander around in the mountains, she should probably get the right boots for it. The dainty high-heeled bootlets and charming, if slightly scandalous Roman-style summer sandals would not get her very far.

“Mrs. Fairchild will collect me here. She volunteered to procure a coach and four and a driver, so we shall not have to rely on the mail. Hopefully, we shall be quicker that way. She is taking her maid along for both of us. I want you to stay here, just in case the gentlemen come here. Please also check Mrs. Fairchild's lodgings. It would be quite embarrassing if Count Arpad or Mr. Fairchild were coming back and we would be gone without a word. However, I do not mind them being cross with us for taking the initiative here. Just as long as they are safe.”

Cérise Denglot realised that her maid had not commented her sudden decision to travel further into the mountains merely because of a bad dream. But then Madeleine never commented very much. She was a truly taciturn woman and used to her employer's sudden moods and changes of plan. If she thought that the constellation of former lover and wife to the same gentleman was more than just a little tasteless, she did not say so.

There was a knock at the door.

“Mon Dieu, now she is coming and we have not finished packing! How very vexing. You really have to be quicker than this, Madeleine! This is an emergency, after all. Please open the door.”

Madeleine moved from the travelling case but was stopped immediately.

“No, go on packing. I shall answer this myself.”

Cérise Denglot went and opened the door. It was not Mrs. Fairchild who stood before it, but a considerably older lady of about fifty years of age. The woman looked prim and straight and a little tense. She smiled nervously. She was dressed in elegantly cut grey wool which matched her eyes and the grey strands in her auburn hair. The only jewellery she wore was a beautifully cut cameo brooch depicting a child's face.

“Good morning, Mlle Denglot. I am sorry to disturb you this early, but I must talk to you rather urgently. My name is Sophie Treynstern.”

Good Lord. An admirer. Cérise did not mind admirers – indeed, she adored having admirers – but she preferred them to be young and male rather than old and female. She did, however, not want any right after breakfast. Also, there was no time for this now.

“Good morning, Mrs. Treynstern. I am sorry, I have no time for you at the moment. Please forgive me but I am very busy just now. I am afraid we shall have to postpone this.”

She nodded a greeting and tried to close the door again, but the grey lady caught it and held it open with determination. Cérise was amazed at her rude manners. So much insistence was rather beyond good taste. So much impudence was simply incredible. Ardent admirers were fine,  but even the most attractive young and male enthusiasts had never been allowed to treat her thus.

She took a deep breath and prepared for a haughty set-down. But the lady in front of her door interrupted her.

“Please, Mlle Denglot. It is important. It's about...” she dropped her voice to a whisper, “...Torlyn.”

Cérise's jaw dropped. Torlyn never told his real name to anybody. He was Count Arpad to the world and Arpad when she spoke about him, which she rarely did. Having a lover would be bad enough, if it were known; having a lover who was a Feyon would be downright dangerous, to him as well as to her.

“What do you know...” she started saying, then suddenly it dawned on her. The lady who stood before her was no longer young, but it was still plainly visible that in her time she had been an outstanding beauty. Her features were classically beautiful, her large, long-lashed eyes full of friendly, compassionate emotion.

Torlyn had lived for a long time. She had always known that there had been lovers before her – and even that there would be lovers after her. She had tried not to think about it. She had tried to enjoy the time she had with him, and it broke her heart to think that she would grow old and he would stay young and move on. She did not want to know about those who had already experienced this.

Now she was facing her fate.

Mrs. Treynstern was still standing motionlessly in front of her. Cérise seemed to detect pain in her gaze.

”You had better come in,” she said, stepping aside and guiding her guest into her room. “Madeleine, if you are quite finished, please leave us alone for a little while.”

Madeleine was quite finished. Packing was easy if she was not interrupted. She nodded and left.

“Please do take a seat, Mrs. Treynstern,” Cérise invited her guest, not knowing how to start a conversation. She did not want to talk to this woman. But maybe she knew something about Torlyn's whereabouts.

She looked at her guest and understood that the lady in grey was just as embarrassed about the situation as she was. There was an emotion-fraught silence between them.

Then Mrs. Treynstern spoke.

“I am very sorry to disturb you, particularly this early in the morning. And indeed I would never have contacted you at all...” She did not finish her sentence, merely looked worried and fought for a different beginning. “Please pardon my audacity in approaching you, but I think that in Torlyn we have a friend in common. From the letters he sometimes writes me I gathered that he holds you in high esteem, although he never mentioned, what I mean is, he never said that...”

She was unable to finish this sentence as well. But Cérise understood her just the same.

“We are close,” she said, wondering where all this would lead.

“I thought so. You are so very beautiful and talented... I travelled up from Salzburg to listen to your concerts here in Ischl. I live there. I had not planned to do more than take a look at you – out of mere unpardonable curiosity – for I would never interfere, please believe me. Please do not think that I am jealous. Torlyn and I have had our time and our... – we are good friends now. We correspond. We do not meet.”
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