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The story is set in 1867 in Munich, the capital of the Kingdom of Bavaria. 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. King Ludwig II.

Some things, however, are different from recorded history. Magic is possible and – although not at all an every-day occurrence – something which truly exists and sometimes 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, even less about their loyalties and aims. Some of them may be benign or indifferent toward 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.
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Outside and Beyond
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“I beg you to reconsider,” said the two-headed spider. “This might end – as the humans phrase it – in tears.”

“Have you ever seen me cry?” retorted the Mighty One, more than a little amused.

The spider looked at its old friend and shifted around on its eight legs, bringing its second face into position.

“No. And I was not thinking of your precious tears, but of the tears of the humans who will pay for your endeavour,” said the spider.

“I did not know you were so considerate, old friend. There are so many of them. And your own treatment of the little short-lived bipeds seems to indicate that their tears do not worry you overly much. Are you afraid of repercussions?”

Transparent silvery eyes fixed the friend in a paralysing stare.

“Human repercussions?” The spider sounded a little insulted. Two chitinous maws succeeded in giving two slight smiles without moving much. “No. I have no fear of that. But your action is grand and wide-sweeping. It will reverberate in the ether. Every action carries its own reaction. You know that.”

“It will not trouble me. I am sure to succeed.”

“Yes, dearest, you probably are.” Spiders cannot not shrug their shoulders, but this one could produce a very similar effect.

“Will you be with me or against me?”

“Oh, I will be with you. A scheme of that scope should be interesting to manage – a task well worth trying, for the possible enjoyment of the very attempt. Also, I love you – and I like the suspense.”

“You like the laden table. An entire city of human souls to pick from.”

“That too. But I also want to see how you will fare. And you might need me.”

The Mighty One looked at the time-weathered friend and gave a smile adorned with long teeth. How beautiful it was, as tall as a pony, armoured with black thorny bristles that were harder than iron, prepared for the world that was its banquet. Eight elegant spider legs took the weight of the central body in a quick-motioned, easy-going way. Style of its own kind. And power beyond its shape.

The Mighty One wriggled and studied bluish claws with the careful concentration of someone preparing for a genteel evening party.

“Can it be, my dear, that after all that time you still underestimate me?”

“I do not doubt your skill, mighty Asnahid. I doubt the wisdom of your choice.”

“And what would you have me do?”

The spider made a few uneasy movements.

“Do tell me,” encouraged the Mighty One. “Elaborate – I shall suffer it patiently.”

The spider lifted one leg into the white air and drew colourful pictures with its night-black claw.

“There are those of your kind who would gladly comply,” it said, illustrating its suggestion.

“You – for instance?” The question was mildly pejorative.

“I love you.”

“Because I enable you to do so.”

“How unkind you are.”

“I am what I am. But go on. You were in the process of offering yourself – and others of our kind – for this endeavour.”

“I meant precisely your kind. We only share the same origin – and a centuries-old love – which might have been created by you but is none the less existent. But no. I did not mean me, although I would comply with great pleasure. Mating, after all, is an instinct shared by all and every creature, my kind and even your own.”

“Most of them are my own offspring.”

“And what difference does that make? Or have you taken up human morals?”

“I have indeed studied human morals – for a purpose. A most diverting set of game rules. I know them, but I have not succumbed to them. I find your insinuation insulting, Esmalyn.”

“You will have to adhere to these morals if what you have in mind is going to be made reality.”

“No. I will have to appear to adhere to them. If humans can do that, so can I. Few do more than that.”

“And what about the men who play on the fringes of power? They might find you out.”

The Mighty One gave the spider a condescending look.

“Please do not be ridiculous, Esmalyn. Infants building sandcastles in the back garden are no danger to the ruler of a desert world.”

“It’s been a long time since you roamed among humans, Asnahid. Children grow.”

“Children obey. Or starve in the endless desert. The men you talk about will be... quite busy.”

“And what about the women? I have known them to be just as powerful at times, if not as openly hostile. They might sense you and take counter-measures. They have stopped you before.”

The Mighty One’s smile grew fragile as glass and a forked tongue cut through the air and vanished again. Power meant freedom of choice and that included the choice of what to recall and what to forget.

“I know they can be as powerful and as useful as men. Their own men have forgotten that. And they themselves have forgotten most of it through the centuries. The human race decided to make do with only half its potential. But the talents of both men and women will be used where they come in handy, and suppressed where they become annoying. I do not plan destruction. But I shall brook no opposition.”

The spider smiled another double-smile.

“How magnanimous you are, my dear friend.”

The Mighty One smiled back, showing many long, pointed teeth.

”Don’t make fun of me, Esmalyn. Don’t ever make fun of me. It is time to increase our numbers.”

“It always is.”

“Creating offspring is still the best measure for that.”

“True, but using a human for a partner in such a venture seems a little – unambitious. Whoever you choose will not like it – and will probably not survive it.”

“But Esmalyn, whoever I choose will like it – and possibly might even survive it. My friend, I can please.”

“Asnahid, my love. I know that. I remember it fondly.”

“Of course you do. In the world of humans time has flown by since I last left my abode.”

“They think you are a myth.”

“They think you are a side effect of indigestion.”

“That,” replied the spider, “was not nice.”

“I am not known to be nice,” said the Mighty One.

“And I love you for it,” replied the spider.

“In your slightly disloyal way...”

“I am loyal – in my own individual way.”

The Mighty One snickered.

“I accept your own way – up to a point, my dear. Up to a point.” The Mighty One extended one long sharp claw and scrutinised it thoughtfully.

“Love transcends all boundaries,” quoted the spider, sounding just a little insincere.

“I – must be love then.”

This time, the spider snickered. Then it went on:

“Leaving aside flimsy humans, there are those of our own kind who would judge you harshly for your plans. They, too, might want to stop you.”

“Nobody can stop me, my sweet little Esmalyn. I am the Mighty One. My rule has not been felt for centuries. It is time to change that.”

“Is it? Time is not something you are very good at, mighty Asnahid.”

“But you are, sweet Esmalyn. And you will teach me its tricks. What year do they write now?”

“1867, I believe. And I know nighttime better than daytime.”

“Then we both have something to learn.”

The spider sighed.

”I suppose so. What is the city called?”

“It is called Munich.”

“That is a nice place. I know it.”

“I thought you might.”

“It glows in the dark with the brilliance of minds.”

“How romantic you are, my friend,” said the Mighty One.

The spider chuckled.

“It’s a good place. And once, I almost had a friend there – as friends go.”

“In your case they go quickly, I should say. The brilliance of minds notwithstanding, romance is not your particular forte. Also, it plays no prominent part in my endeavour.”

“Ah, but a little romance will make this endeavour all the more pleasurable. And who knows, all this mating might inspire me, too.”

“That is precisely,” said the Mighty One, sounding less scared than actually amused, “what I am afraid of.”
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The man fell like an oak tree, slowly, heavily, and with a certain recalcitrant dignity. He fell without warning, without giving any indication of what he was about to do. He just rolled back his eyes until his pupils were hidden in his eye sockets, and keeled over.

Five young gentlemen, aged between seventeen and twenty-three, jumped up, scrambling forward to catch him and break his fall. They were not quite quick enough and did not reach him in time. That had basically been their tutor’s fault.

Master Eberhard Schrebel always insisted that his students sit far away from him, because their ragged, unruly thoughts made him irritable. His students gladly complied, since they thought he was irritable enough at a distance. Master Schrebel was a High Master of the Arcane Sciences and thus an extremely perceptive man, easily perturbed. Too much disorder distracted him. And in his rather biased opinion, the undisciplined minds of the five students studying his craft were about as disorderly as anything might get.

The last sentences that he uttered before he fell were:

“Learning to see raylines is the prerequisite of all progress in the Arcania. It is as indispensable as it is complex. Sometimes they are evasive. Sometimes they are obtrusive in their intensity. It takes a great deal of study and practice to sense and measure them correctly, even more to bend them and influence them, and ultimately more to rule them. Can you see them, Mr McMullen? You can? I thought so. Good. A little thick today, aren’t they? They seem to be ostentatiously ...”

He never finished his sentence. The young man who had been referred to as Mr McMullen reached him first, having started his run before the others had, seemingly before the man had even begun to collapse.

But he could not stop him from falling either.

Now the young gentlemen were standing gathered around their fallen Master. The powerful man was lying stretched out on the ground, his black frock coat in disarray, his cravat in intolerable disorder, his grey mop of hair tousled. His eyes were half-open and his breath was coming in shallow, slow gasps.

“What happened to him?” asked Mr Hendrik Deiss, seventeen years old and the youngest of the group.

“I don’t know,” replied Ian McMullen, who felt that this question was directed at him, even though it had not been addressed to him. “He fainted. Or something.”

“Did you do something to him?” another student asked, sounding rather suspicious. Mr Gerald Sievers could not get used to the thought that, in a class of five novice students, one outshone the rest for no acceptable or at least likeable reason.

“Don’t be daft. Of course not.” Ian McMullen’s hand went through his reddish hair nervously in what was very nearly a breach of etiquette. He was pale, but then he always was. The complexion went with his colouring, and a particular event in his life, which had exposed him to a great deal of Fey magic, intensified this pallor. “I wouldn’t know how, and even if I did, why should I?”

“Because you can?”

Ian blushed and paled in rapid succession. The universe came with a set of rules, and doing things because you could and for no other reason carried chaos. Chaos was what wizards strove to prevent. Chaos was the enemy.

“Well, I cannot. He is a goddamn powerful Master and I – like you – am studying the Arcania in my first year. As you well know, for goodness’ sake.”

“Yes. And I hear they are considering letting you pass on into secunda without so much as a test,” said a dark-haired man in his early twenties. There was a slight smile on his lips, but it did not convey happiness.

Seven years was the basic training for a future wizard. The years were counted in Latin numerals, forward, not backward as was the custom at the local grammar schools. The prima of 1867 consisted of these five young gentleman who were as eager as they were different from one another. Not even their origins were similar, whether social or geographic.

“They are not going to let me skip a year,” retorted Ian. “"And the recommendation to be open to sense one’s surroundings did not mean that you have to listen to gossip, Schreiner.” Sometimes Ian McMullen got rather tired of the attention his extraordinary talent was eliciting. He found the admiration as unpleasant as the envy.

The dark young man opposite him stared at him furiously.

“But you could...”

“I could not. And I will not. And I was not asked to, either. They would never bend ancient rules like that. And ...”

“And we should inform the Grandmaster about this and get medical help,” a fourth voice interrupted the quarrel quietly. You could always rely on Paul Blaken to do the sensible thing.

“So we should.”

Mr Blaken stepped away from the dark-clad group and made for the door.

“He was saying something about raylines and their being odd. What did you see, McMullen?” asked Schreiner.

“Well, they looked different.”

The remaining three students were staring at him, one in awe, one suspicious, one openly jealous. It was a rare thing for a first-year student to see the power lines that pervaded the world and formed the matrix which arcane scientists used to manipulate their surroundings. It took more than just magical talent. All Acolytes of Aroria Lodge had talent or they would not be Arorians. You could not choose to study the Arcane. You could not go and decide to join a secret Lodge. You were chosen. And tested. And tested again. And tried. And badgered. And examined. And well-nigh disassembled. You were a candidate for months.

Most candidates were sent away again, their memories cleansed. Those who were chosen for their talent, their ability and their character had many years of study ahead of them. Seven years minimum as an Acolyte to become an Adept. At least seven more to rise to the rank of Master. Magister Arcaniae, that was what they ultimately longed to become. They were a proud and determined lot, serious-minded, assiduous and focused.

But only one of the prima Aroriae could see raylines.

“What do you mean, different?”

McMullen shrugged and tugged at his cravat. The Lodge did not expect them to wear any particular garb but insisted on their students’ clothing being sombre, unobtrusive and not too modish. One of the smaller prices one had to pay on the way to becoming a Master. Secret Lodges wanted to stay secret. That they also wished to be taken seriously as the Alma Mater of supernatural science rather clashed with that old and time-worn concept.

“Well, different. Like steel cables instead of shimmering cobwebs. Only for a moment, though.”

The door opened, and a group of five middle-aged to elderly gentlemen entered, advancing towards the prostrate form of their colleague. There was a great deal of concern in their faces along with some traces of badly hidden panic.

“Good God,” said the youngest, Master Wilhelm Bartel, who liked to be addressed by the title of Professor and held the rather modern view that they were a just another institute of higher education and ought to be part of Munich University. “Not Schrebel, too!”

He bent down and knelt beside his fallen colleague.

“Magic-induced coma.” He looked up at the students. “What happened?”

The young men gazed from one to the other.

“He just fell,” said Hendrik Deiss. “He was in the middle of the sentence, saying something about raylines. And then he just rolled up his eyes and keeled over.” He looked worried, as if he expected to be blamed for the event. “I am sorry,” he added sheepishly.

“For your Master? Or for something you ought not to have done?” asked a thin mousy man in his sixties. His eyes had a rodent-like intensity, and all five students squirmed, although they indeed felt quite blameless.

“I am sorry this happened,” the young man hurried to assure him. ”But we did not do anything. It just happened.”

Ian McMullen sighed, knowing that in another second all eyes would be on him again. And so they were.

“And you, Mr McMullen? Did you try out some trick?”

“Certainly not, Master Valerios. I was listening to Master Schrebel’s comments on raylines. He asked me whether I could see them...”

“And you could?” interrupted the grey-brown man.

Ian nodded. Everyone knew he could. They really should stop asking. But they could not get used to it. Seeing raylines meant a degree of perception that was expected of a tertian or quartarian. The first two years of study for an Acolyte were meant to school his perception, cram him full of theoretical knowledge and prepare him for the actual art. Meditation, exercises in concentration, a serene state of mind, those were the subjects taught predominantly in prima, secunda and tertia. Languages, mythology, ancient script, comparative religion, politics and philosophy were other subjects.

“I could. He commented on their structure. They were thick, like cables, for a moment only, and they lanced through him a little like lightning finding a target.”

There was a short silence.

“Like lightning? That’s not what I saw,” said a friendly, round-faced gentleman in his forties. “Do you mean you just saw one single jagged line?”

Ian shook his head and blushed.

“No, there were more than one. I don’t know how many. It happened so quickly. I think he might have been standing right at a point where two lines crossed.”

“You must learn to be more precise, Mr McMullen.”

“Yes, Grandmaster. I am sorry, Grandmaster. It happened so very quickly. And I have never seen anything like it.”

The door opened and two younger Adepts stepped into the room. Grandmaster Urqhart gave them a silent order, and they bent down and picked up the fallen wizard.

“Get him to his room and into bed. We must see how we can make him more comfortable later.”

“Later?” asked Master Bartel. “Why not now?”

“Because I am calling a grand meeting now. The Lodge has to assemble.”

“The Acolytes, as well?”

“The Acolytes in particular. If this phenomenon keeps on striking down our senior Brethren, they might well be in the position of having to deal with this themselves shortly.”

They all stared at the Grandmaster. Nobody spoke.

“Gentlemen,” he went on, “one Arcane coma might be a coincidence; two are suspicious. Three to me look like a formidable attack. We shall meet in the refectory in twenty minutes to discuss matters. This looks bad.”

“Very bad,” agreed Master Valerios with a pointed look in Ian’s direction. Belonging to an Arcane Lodge was an honour, however secret. Betraying an Arcane Lodge was dealt with by the Lodge.

Being dealt with by a group of powerful Masters and Adepts would be unpleasant in an extremely deadly way.

“Now please leave us. We shall resume our discussion presently. Until then, I want a private word with Mr McMullen. Master Valerios, please be so kind as to assist me. Everyone else – leave.”

Again all eyes were on Ian and he noticed that he was starting to sweat. Once more he was the focus of attention. He felt quite sure that both the Acolytes and the Masters would welcome him being the culprit in this matter. It would be an easy solution. If he was guilty of this, the Munich Chapter of Aroria Lodge need not look any further.

If he was guilty of this, they would kill him. Killing the source of a spell might be one possible way to get rid of it. That much he knew.

He watched the old and the young men leave the room. Only Hendrik turned and threw him a last glance. Ian gave the other Acolyte a nod but otherwise stood unmoving in the centre of the room.

He did not assure them that he was innocent of this. He believed he was, but he did not entirely trust the forces that had changed him, nor did he trust the changes themselves. The Fey Dream-Weaver who had shared his being for a time was too unaccountable to judge. Sharing a body had meant crowding two very different souls and minds into one shell.

“You had a little problem with being mesmerised, didn’t you?” asked the Grandmaster.

“Indeed, Sir. When I was a candidate, my examiners found it difficult to do so. They needed to apply a great deal of force. Still, it would not always work.”

Master Valerios was standing right behind him now, reaching out and touching his temples from behind.

“You must endeavour to make yourself as open and welcoming as possible, then.”

“I understand, Sir.”

“That Feyon, who shared your body, left you with a high barrier against Arcane meddling,” stated the Grandmaster. “That is good. And that is bad.”

“I know, Sir. I am sorry, Sir. I am not doing it on purpose.”

“And what is it you are not doing on purpose, McMullen?” asked Master Valerios.

“I do not block a mesmer on purpose, Master Valerios. I never did.”

The Grandmaster had pale blue eyes. He was only in his fifties, young for the position he held, but his power was almost tangible. Ian McMullen was afraid. His heart beat in his throat as he anticipated the suffering and the humiliation.

However, it would not do to show his fear. He was an Acolyte of Aroria Lodge. He was proud of what he was. Nothing else was an option. To be a Master meant to do things because they were necessary and not because you could. It also meant to suffer what was necessary and not to run.

“Concentrate on my eyes, Mr McMullen!”

While he was still trying to focus on the thought of opening his mind to the Grandmaster, a mental door was kicked open from behind. He screamed with sudden excruciating pain and then sank into the guidance of his Masters, trying not to struggle against the venerable men who trespassed into his agonised mind. Questions shot at him like gunfire.

When he regained his senses, he was lying on the floor. Master Valerios’s face hovered above his.

“Drink this!” he said, and Ian found a small flask pressed to his lips. He drank obediently. Gin. The Lodge did not condone the consumption of alcohol except for medicinal purposes. He coughed. He was shivering and weak and felt faintly nauseous. Blood was dripping from his nose, a sign of overexertion.

“I am sorry we caused you such pain,” said the Grandmaster, who had sat down on a chair close to him. His voice sounded kind and concerned. “But at least we can now be fairly certain that it was not something you did inadvertently.”

“Or purposefully,” added the Spanish Master.

“Lord Grandmaster, Professor Valerios,” Ian murmured, trying to get his mind back and to clear away the havoc that was whirling inside, “with all due respect: if you cannot trust me, you should cleanse my mind and send me away. You should never have accepted me.”

“Not accepting you would have meant missing a great chance, my dear young – Brother. Your talent is extraordinary, and your unusual experience makes you unique. Aroria could not very well disregard your potential. – Also, your uncle is one of our finest Masters. He spoke in your favour and I tend to agree with his positive evaluation. Still, the Fey residue in you must be guarded and examined. You knew that. You still decided to walk this path.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“So now we shall proceed to discuss the matter in pleno, but whatever we decide, McMullen, you have lodgings outside the Lodge?”

Ian stared at him wide-eyed.

“Yes, Sir. My uncle suggested renting a place outside Aroria to have a resort for recuperation.” He suddenly paled with panic. “Am I expelled?”

“No. Of course not. We shall all spread out a little. Maybe if we are not all hovering together like sitting ducks, whoever causes this will have a harder time reaching us. – I still want you to come in for lectures.”
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Catrin Lybratte had never been so afraid before, so riddled with constant nagging fear. Life had become more than unpleasant – it had become almost uncanny. Nightmares haunted her. Thin-limbed shadows were lurking somewhere just outside her sphere of vision, biding their time. She thought she could sense them, against every conviction that told her she was imagining things. They were there, figures of focused anguish that were driving her to distraction. She woke up in the night knowing they would not wait forever. If she went wrong, they would come, would crawl up close, would reach out. She could feel claws waiting for her, a lingering coldness that froze everything it touched. It was on its way to touch her.

She had never felt so alone before, either, so helpless and lonely.

Her life had changed when her father had remarried.

Nonsense. All of that was nonsense, was fears that showed how much she was out of her depth. She knew that very well in the logical part of her mind. There was no threat. No actual, factual threat. If she viewed her situation objectively, as she forced herself to, she had to admit, that although there was no love lost between her and her new mother, the lady did what was her duty.

But everything she did – duty or not – grated on Catrin, hurt her, scared her, left her in deep, sullen unhappiness.

In fairytales, stepmothers were always like that. And the kind of novels she had liked to read, before her new governess had deemed them unbeneficial to the developing mind, also held the view that stepparents were evil.

So perhaps it should not have astonished Catrin that Lucilla-Elsbeth Lybratte, née von Prylutow, was a beast.

“Don’t be silly, Catty,” her father had said, before he married the stunningly beautiful woman who was so much younger than he was. “You will see that Lucilla is a wonderful lady. Soon you will love her quite as much as I do.”

“I shall not call her Mama,” she had balked and had pouted. Then she had stopped pouting, because it was unbecoming and she was far too old for it. She might be married in a year or two. Or three. Or four. So she did not pout, but that did not change her attitude towards the lady.

“Nonsense – of course you will call her Mama. She is going to be a very good Mama to you. She has such superior understanding. She will be able to fine-tune your tuition and add the finishing touches to your education. Just what you need.”

Lucilla had not turned out to be just what Catrin needed. She had married Catrin’s father and taken over the household, and Catrin’s blithe childhood days had come to a rather sudden stop. She and the woman she would not call Mama had locked gazes upon her arrival, and mutual antagonism had installed itself immediately. 

“Lucilla knows best,” her father always said when Catrin came to him with new complaints about the lady who ruled the roost in the household that had been so nicely relaxed before.

Lucilla did not know best, not to Catrin’s mind. But nobody, absolutely nobody listened to you when you were an ‘immature girl’. Her father did not. Her new English governess, Miss Colpin, did not, and the servants did not either.

They had at first. Cook had disliked the new mistress of the house just as much as Catrin did, and had expressed her opinion that there was something very wrong with that woman.

“You mark my words,” she had said. “Nothing good will come of this match. That woman is a witch.”

Catrin had been brought up not to believe in witches. Her father was a scientist, after all, one of the foremost minds of his age. He taught at Munich Universtity. Only the downstairs lot believed in witchcraft and that kind of superstition. She was far too well educated and too modern for such tales. She did not believe it was witchcraft that had told her stepmother about Cook’s comment. Rather, Lucilla-knows-best seemed to excell at listening behind doors and spying on people.

Whatever it was, Cook had to pack up and leave the very same day. Lucilla knows best, Catrin’s Father had said.

Catrin had slipped out through a ground floor window and run after Cook in house-pumps, without her hat and without her pelisse, making a spectacle of herself in the street and thus to her own chagrin, proving that she was not behaving as a grown-up lady should. Life was not fair, and Catrin had no skill yet in dodging its foul blows.

“Please don’t leave me!” she had pleaded. Cook had always been there. She had always been a rock in the sea of life, a substitute mother when Catrin’s own mother had died years ago.

”Child, I am sorry,” Cook had said and had gratefully taken the coins of Catrin’s pin-money coins, although she had said that she really ought not to do it. “I shall pray for you.”

Obviously Cook had not started praying right away, because on her way back into her father’s house, Catrin was already awaited by her stepmother. Like a firing squad she had confronted her, and Catty had withered under her wrath. Irrational fear held her like chains and shackles, and she hated herself for a cowardice she felt she had no right to. She had been brought up to think freely and to decide for herself. It made no sense to cower in panic before a woman who, after all, was only about eight or ten years her senior.

“Your blatant misbehaviour must stop. I shall not tolerate these pranks, my child,” Lucilla had said and had smiled.

It was that smile that drove Catrin to distraction. Her father’s new wife never seemed to be without it. It was etched onto her features, regardless of whether she was conversing with her husband, scolding her stepdaughter or firing another faithful servant.

“Lucilla knows best,” her father had said time and time again when one old servant after the other was tossed out for the most paltry and absurd reasons, and replaced by a whole lot of new people who were picked for their deference and the distance they kept from their employers. So much distance. The world had grown cold around Catrin, who was not above a pleasant chat and a little gossip with a servant.

The arrival of Miss Colpin had been the final culmination of absurdities. Catrin did not need a governess. She felt sure she was too old for one. She was no child anymore. She would have her formal introduction to society next season and was already madly planning for that time. Maybe she would be lucky to find a husband in her very first season. Then she would be able to get married and leave the household, which was slowly but surely becoming an obnoxious kind of reformatory.

She had not planned to marry that early, but it did seem to be a way out. If only she could talk to her father – but he never listened any more. He was immersed in some scientific project, met with a lot of important and boring people, had soirés and jours fixes and left everything that did not have to do with his work to the irritatingly perfect Lucilla-knows-best.

Catrin realised that she had been a little spoilt and she would even have accepted a stricter rule, if she had been able to feel that all that strictness was really and truly for her benefit and not merely to keep her out of the way like a shameful secret.

The household had changed and she had changed. She took care where she stepped. She took care whom she talked to and what about. She learned to read between the lines. A whole new life was emerging between what was said and what was meant. Sometimes it made her feel young and innocent and stupid, sometimes old and worn-out and tired. She was growing up and pruned into shape like a boxwood tree. It was a painful experience.

She had never given growing up a lot of thought. Now it was constantly on her mind, brought there by the permanent reminder of her lingering imperfections. She did not suffice. She could not meet the demands set to her, and from what she was told, those demands were nothing special, just what young girls who grew into women were expected to be like, to behave like, and to know. Even her looks were under constant critical scrutiny.

Right now, Catrin was sitting in front of her dresser, gazing at her own reflection in the mirror. What Lucilla knew best was to make life a misery for her. Today, she had decided to postpone Catrin’s presentation to the world for at least one year, maybe two. The child simply was not mature enough for the marriage mart, she had said, and Catrin’s father had nodded and agreed without even taking his gaze off a letter he was reading.

“Of course, my dear,” he had said – the other sentence he could be heard to utter incessantly now. He had not even looked at his daughter. He just did not seem to perceive her at all. It was as if Catrin had somehow ceased to exist. ‘Catty’ was no more; what remained was ‘the child’, an anonymous epithet that conveyed the impression that she had suddenly become a stranger.

Lucilla knew best. And Lucilla had postponed her first season. Catty’s means of escape had moved out of her reach.

Quite deliberately, Catrin had started a noisy scene and had been whisked out of the breakfast room so fast that she hardly knew how that had happened. Miss Colpin had a way of treating her that seemed to reduce her to a helpless four-year-old. Catty was simply no match for either the strength of mind or the cutting, concise comments of her governess. Both somehow had the power to reduce her in size and age. It felt as if the woman was taking bites out of her. All the good answers would come to Catty later, when nobody was around to hear them anymore. But while she quailed under the scrutiny of the prim  educationalist, there seemed to be nothing left of Catty, the adult. The almost adult.

She had not come down for lunch, and nobody had inquired about her absence. She was not coming down for dinner, either, and was grateful that she still had a box of chocolates that made her self-imposed fasting less harsh. It would not do to diet too profusely; she was rather on the skinny side in any case. Young women ought to be more filled-out somehow. Cook had always said that this would still happen. But Catrin had the terrible fear that she would stay skinny and small all her life. Under the circumstances it was an added grievance.

She was, however, not too immature for the season. Most girls were introduced to society at the age of seventeen. And she had turned seventeen in December. Forbidding her entry into the polite world looked just like another hurtful harassment thought up by her stepmother. But why that lady, who obviously did not like her new daughter, would choose to keep her with her for another year or two rather than wishing to marry her off at her earliest convenience, Catty could not fathom at all.

There was something very wrong about Lucilla. Cook had said so, and she had been a very clever woman, perhaps not highly intelligent or well educated, but worldly-wise. Catty was fast appreciating the difference. Her father was intelligent, if blind. But Cook had been able to see.

And even though Catrin did not believe in witches, she had begun to believe in everyday nastiness. Her father had married someone for whom the term ‘wicked’ had initially been styled, and now they all were suffering.

Although, of course, that was not entirely true. Her father did not appear to be suffering. He was so very much in love. Catrin wondered how a gentleman of almost sixty could be so infatuated. It was downright indecent. True, Lucilla was stunningly beautiful, with her shining bright blonde hair and her pale green eyes. Her face was appealingly regular; she looked like a statue of Venus, an ever-smiling ancient Greek goddess.

Still, ingenious gentlemen of high standing should not forget everything around them merely because they suddenly were husband to a goddess. And this goddess had clay feet, even if she smiled and smiled and smiled.

Catrin used to be the recipient of her father’s friends’ cajoling appreciation. Now she had faded into the background for them, waned into insignificance. The unimportant child in the schoolroom. Nobody seemed to miss her.

Catrin had always been close to her father. He was a famous mathematician and philosopher. He had taken great care to provide his sole daughter with an excellent and detailed education that went rather beyond housekeeping, embroidery and spiritless obedience.

Not that Catrin had turned out to be much of a philosopher. She was more practically inclined. She preferred dancing lessons to mathematics, music to philosophy and painting to science. But she certainly could not complain about having been disregarded.

The Lybrattes were a rich family, descendents of a Napoleonic diplomat who had entered the Bavarian Kingdom in the service of l’Empereur and had decided to stay in the country after Bavaria had changed sides against the ‘Corsican imperial upstart’. His son, Professor Lybratte, had inherited his intelligence and his considerable fortune, and he did not begrudge his only daughter any money for what she liked.

Catrin had known early what she liked and what she disliked. Only now, of course, Lucilla knew better – best, to be precise.

Maybe it was time to stop fighting. Fighting Lucilla had proved futile. It was time to give her back some of her own behaviour. Spying and eavesdropping could not be so difficult. Sinking poison into her father’s ear ought to be possible, too, but ultimately Catty needed proof. She needed something tangible to confront her parent with. There must be something. She just knew there was. Her skin tingled with the perception of wrongness. Why couldn’t they see it, sense it?

Other people thought Lucilla was quite perfect.

The household ran on smooth lines, and the little wild daughter was being tamed, while being held at arm’s length and while being thoroughly educated.

Catrin did not mind developing her potential, but must it hurt so? Was it so much to ask to be loved or at least appreciated and accepted for who she was?

Catty practiced a smile in front of her mirror and scrutinised herself carefully. Shiny copper-gold hair was brushed back from her brow and held with a golden-brown velvet band, from where it streamed down her back in thick curly splendour. A little girl’s coiffure. Her eyes were very bright hazel, a little like topaz gem-stones, rimmed with curved long lashes, and accentuated by perfect crescent brows. True, she lacked the lady’s crystal style, her own face was a little too freckled, her mouth a little too wide and soft to meet the requirements of classical beauty. But she had dimples when she smiled, and Lucilla had not. Lucilla’s smiles never reached her eyes.

So she would try to be a little like Lucilla. Perhaps she would find out something about the lady and maybe she could then rescue her father from the clutches of this woman, even if he probably did not wish to be rescued. Even if it meant playing along and obeying – and what else could she do in any case? Even if it meant that she would have to stay in short skirts and be taken for a child until she was quite old.

And maybe she would stop dreaming about lurking shadows waiting for her to take a wrong turn.
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Chapter 3
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Five women were sitting around a coffee table, although the hour was too far advanced for  afternoon coffee. The cups were empty; the pot had been put on a side table. Encompassing both different age groups and apparently different social backgrounds, the women were an odd group. 

The hostess was a dry, sharp-looking spinster, who wore her hair in a strict bun and had a pair of spectacles balancing on her nose. On her left sat a jovial and rather overweight woman of some forty years who wore a colourful country dress with an apron; then there was a young woman who looked nervous and very deliberately ‘really not out of her depth at all’, a trait she displayed with such fortitude of mind that the hostess had to suppress a smile once in a while. The forth woman looked very much like a governess, prim and proper and almost cardboard-dry in her attitude. Her profession had chiselled her rather too early into a stiff stickler for propriety, as she was not at all old. The fifth was a voluptuous black-haired beauty, who wore garishly coloured gowns, a feather boa and far too much jewellery which jingled suggesting that not everything that glittered was, in fact, gold.

One could hardly have imagined a stranger, less congruous group. Still, they were sitting there as if their coming together was a matter of course. None of them smiled, and only the stout woman was still busy cleaning her plate of one last piece of cake. It had raisins, and she could never resist raisins.

The cake had, indeed, been excellent.

“What do you make of it, my dear?” she asked her hostess, who was holding a cup and scrutinizing its interior.

“Dear me, I don’t know,” was the answer. The cup travelled from hand to hand and every one of the women looked into it with the greatest care. On its bottom, some coffee grounds had formed an intricate pattern.

A hand jingled, and the garish woman took the cup and turned it carefully in her hands.

“Fire in the sky, fly by, fly by,” she quoted after a long pause.

“A war?”

She shrugged. “Maybe.”

“Are you sure?”

She shrugged again. “No. Not really. – Can we hurry this? I still have to work tonight.”

The teacher sniffed while the jolly cake eater took the cup from the beautiful young woman and squinted hard.

“I don’t know how you do it, darling. To me it’s just coffee.”

The hostess turned towards her.

“And – leaving aside the coffee – what do you feel?”

“A storm brewing. My herbs aren’t growing as they should. It’s as if they were pulling in their heads for fear of being hit by something. Makes business go bad.” She indicated a large wicker hamper, which stood in one corner brimming with little pots and well-filled paper bags. The most pungent and spicy odour came from it, and before this meeting was over, all the other women would buy their supplies of herbs and teas.

The shy young woman gave a polite cough, indicating that she had to say something but did not wish to interrupt.

“Yes, dear?” asked the hostess, and the girl blushed. Her dress was demure and her styling random, as if she had not yet decided what kind of role precisely she wished to play in her life. There was a ring on her left hand, though, suggesting that somewhere there was a young man who was intent on marrying her.

“I had a dream,” she said, and then blushed.

“What kind of dream?”

She blushed some more.

“About a man,” she whispered, her gaze fixed towards the ground.

“I truly do not perceive how that might help us,” the governess commented in clipped tones.

The girl cringed.

“Genufefa, let the girl speak. It might be important,” the hostess suggested mildly, and the teacher looked as if she might have very nearly snorted. “Now, dear. What did you dream?”

The girl shrugged.

“There was this man – the most beautiful creature I ever saw. Not just good-looking. Beautiful. Stunning. He smiled at me, and there were fangs in his smile, and I wanted to run, and then I ran towards him because he was the least dangerous thing in the entire world. I mean, the world was even worse than his fangs. And he caught me and...”

More blushes.

“And what?” the exotic lady sounded intrigued.

“Well...”

Suspense hung over the group.

“You must tell us, dear,” the hostess urged. “You must...”

“He...” she dried up again.

“Oh, for goodness’ sake! Stop being so annoyingly coy!” chided the herbalist. “Did he kiss you?”

“Of course not!” The girl was just a little too outraged, but her indignation was drowned out by a sudden symphony of worried cackles.

The hostess got up, went over to a small utility table, pulled out a drawer and took a magnifying glass from it.

“Let’s have a look.” The other women formed a circle. They were humming a tune. In fact, they were humming a tune each, every one of them different. The hostess scrutinised the girl’s neck with her magnifying glass. The melodies formed an eerie counterpoint harmony. The girl shivered. The harmony blended parts of reality together. It became almost clear for a single moment.

“There’s nothing,” said the dancer.

“Thank goodness,” said the herbalist.

“Just as well,” said the governess. “How very shocking, had our suspicions been correct.”

“I don’t understand!” complained the girl. “What did you suspect?”

“False play by a hungry Feyon, my dear. But don’t worry. You are undamaged,” the hostess explained soothingly.

“I would never allow a Feyon to...”

“He would not ask your permission, dear. I’ll explain more when we meet for more tuition.”

The women settled back down around the table.

“Only a dream then?” suggested the herbalist.

“There is no such thing as ‘only a dream’ where our Constanze is concerned,” said the hostess somewhat worriedly. “We had better inform the Circles. There is much to do and to find out. And that includes the two new lodgers up on the top floor of this house. Very intriguing young gentlemen, to be sure. An artist and a student – of the Arcane arts, if I am not very much mistaken. Anybody for more cake?”
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How could you spy on someone who had a whole army to spy back with? Catrin was finding her endeavour rather more difficult than she had thought it would be. She had tried for many weeks, but it had proved to be a futile task. Either there was nothing to spy out, or she simply did not have the skill. And ever since Miss Colpin had been hired, the governess was always hanging on her sleeve.

“Time for English lessons, Catrin,” she said, and brought her books to the schoolroom, a room Catrin had hoped to have finished with months ago. She had always been a reasonably good student, but not an overly ardent one. Languages for polite conversation, handicrafts for young ladies – none of that was very exciting or challenging, and indeed she had so far managed to keep the mere triteness of school knowledge to a minimum – before Miss Colpin had arrived.

Now it was always time for English lessons, or French, or Italian, or embroidery, or housekeeping or watercolour painting or piano or deportment. There was hardly any subject Catrin was not supposed to study, and there was not a single skill the English governess could not teach. She was astounding, but Catty was not thrilled. She could admire the woman’s impressive skills on an intellectual level, but they did nothing to endear the teacher to her. Her cynical aloofness was almost tangible, and Catty felt cold inside when she was in her company. She shivered inside but did not ever have the time to think about her timorous reaction.

Catrin was busy, was being kept busy. Her French was pretty good, her English was quickly becoming excellent. Her Italian was coming along nicely. Her embroidery was simply hopeless – it had never been anything else. Her watercolours were favourably commented upon by the teacher.

“Very nice, my child. You show promise.”

“I am not your child, Miss Colpin.” Somehow, it seemed important to remind both herself and the governess of that.

Her piano playing was criticised as being too forceful and lacking in sensitivity.

Lucilla, particularly, did not like her music. Ever since Catrin had found out about this dislike, she had practiced rather euphorically. If this were to go on for a long time, she might become a truly good pianist. Eventually. She was not very accurate. Accuracy had never been her forte in whatever she did. But she played with a burning eagerness to produce a great deal of noise, an endeavour she succeeded in nicely.

One day, the piano was gone from the parlour, substituted by a harp.

“Today, we shall start with harp lessons,” said Miss Colpin punctiliously. It was so much like her to be able to play the harp, too.

“Where is my piano?” Catrin asked very quietly. There seemed to be a gap in reality. The piano had always stood there. She had not known how reassuring its presence had been, her late mother’s grand piano. An anchor to hold on to.

“Harp is a very fashionable instrument, and so much more ladylike.”

“Where is my piano?” Catrin asked again. Her gaze was still fixed on the place where the black, brass-adorned instrument had been standing and ought to stand. She felt lost without it. It was a friend, a symbol of times past.

“I know you will like playing the harp,” said Miss Colpin. She did not sound persuasive, merely matter-of-fact as if not liking to play the harp was not an option.

“Where is my piano?” asked Catrin staring fixedly to the ground where the impressions of the heavy instrument’s legs were still visible in the carpet. She felt bereft. She had not realised how much of a symbol for her mother the piano had been.

“My dear child...”

“I am not your child and that was my mother’s piano. I want it back.”

The governess gave her one of those looks that usually made her cringe and wish to hide in the nursery under the table, preferably with a bag over her head. Only this time, it did not work.

She breathed in deeply, collecting mental bricks around her soul to build a wall, a fortification, hunting away shreds of irrational fear from around her heart with desperate deliberation.

“Where is my piano?” asked Catrin, focusing her mind on the one problem. It worked, almost. She could feel the overpowering presence of her teacher wane slightly. For a mere moment. “I want my piano. I want it now. Today. Immediately. It was my mother’s piano and it was left to me. Taking it away is theft. Father would never have allowed this piano to leave the house. Never.”

Catrin could see an icy set-down form in the countenance of her governess and dreaded the carefully construed venom that would wash over her in a moment, and its paralysing effect. Her new teacher could sting her with words in such a way as left her smarting with white-hot agony in her heart, caught in a web of stupefaction, unable to fight back. It was not that the teacher was impolite. It was just that she somehow knew every weak spot in her charge’s soul, and hooked her mental claws into them while remaining calm, serene and irritatingly well-bred.

Miss Colpin wielded the verbal blade so well that by now she did not really have to unsheathe it to make Catrin run for cover. A look usually sufficed to command obedience and surrender.

Today, however, Catrin did not flee or cower. Not this time. She felt full to the brink with heartache, and this last prank her stepmother had played was the final drop that made the vessel spill. While her strict teacher was drawing a breath, her mind overflowed red with sudden ire, spilling fear out of the way like a spring flood. She picked up a vase of flowers with both hands and threw it at Miss Colpin in one unchecked swing. The heavy object missed the governess’s head and exploded into thousands of shards when it impacted with the harp. The poor instrument slowly keeled over and fell, landing with a long drawn-out cry of several dozen strings screaming in disharmony.

The silence after the crash sank through reality like fog. In its aftermath, Catrin knew that her courage had shattered with the vase and was waning with the cacophonous sound from the harp.

She felt sorry for the instrument which took the anger her governess in truth merited. She could see a rip going through the wood. Oddly enough, that hurt. Her throat constricted with the onslaught of tears. Everything was breaking apart around her. She felt as if she were breaking apart along with the world she knew.

Wrathful eyes fixed on her. She could feel them and wanted to cringe, to run and to ask forgiveness. It took all Catrin’s strength not to do any of that, and at the same moment she knew that it should not. She was seventeen now, the daughter of a fairly rich and very respected gentleman, whereas the governess was a hired employee. That should make Catrin the ruler. Should, but did not.

She had been so courageous only a year ago, astonishing both her father and the servants, who had helped to bring her up, with audacious pranks and imaginative tricks. She had never felt not at home, never felt out of her depth.

She had never been afraid. And now she was. She had learned fear like an extra subject. Her governess had been most instructive. And her own mind had not helped, sending her images of danger, of black writhing peril prowling on the fringe of her existence. Irrational rising fear that took bites out of her stamina and strength and left her befuddled and incomplete.

Slowly, so slowly, nearly unnoticeably, she had succumbed to trepidation. It was not that the position of governess did not demand respect, but respect was not what Miss Colpin had demanded.

She ruled. She expected submission, obedience, even self-denial, as if Catrin were not really important – her will a nuisance, her feelings to be harnessed like a job horse.

In this single moment, Catrin knew that she was a captive in her own house, had her own head-gaoler and an army of cold minions who all obeyed her stepmother without a single question. Lucilla knows best.

However, the seizure of power by the lady of the house had not been a gradual thing. She had arrived and she had ruled. Obviously, some women were like that. They commanded respect. They commanded admiration. They commanded. To think of her as belonging to the ‘weaker sex’ did not seem appropriate.

Obedience did not come easily to Catrin. But she had started to change: from the cheeky and sometimes a little brazen brat she had been, she had slowly been transformed into a shadow of herself. The mere presence of her governess seemed to confine her to some kind of inner schoolroom.

She stared at the unremarkable woman with her sharp, critical eyes and noticed that the set-down was already pouring over her. For once Catrin had not listened. Her mind had been elsewhere, spinning its own thoughts. She had not understood the woman’s words but her position and her power as the chief gaoler in Lucilla’s unhappy household.

Catrin had ‘enjoyed’ a number of governesses, and some had been less pleasant than others. But this one had been picked with an almost vindictive purpose. She was so good at her profession that her vast knowledge would have demanded admiration from Catrin’s father, had he retained a single shred of interest in his daughter’s progress.

Their gazes locked as if for the first time. There was nothing mousy in the look of the educationalist. The unblinking stare had an almost predatory quality. Words evaporated. It was very still for a moment, a vertical blade of total silence cutting the air between them into two different realities. Catrin grasped some of the sentences that had been spilt over her from the mere echo of the words resounding in her head. She, too, could see that Miss Colpin had understood something, had seen a dawning comprehension in her pupil that she had neither aimed at nor wished to install. Understanding instead of information. Something had cut a breach right through an overabundance of meaningless big words.

“Go to your room, Catrin,” the teacher ordered her coldly, and it took all Catrin’s strength not to set her feet in motion immediately. She strove – wished – to obey. The possibility of refusing, of saying “No!’” was a remote one, hardly graspable and yet worth fighting for. She wondered why this was so.

She stood her ground, staring back defiantly at the grey-brown woman with her washed-out hair whose colour and style she could not have described even while looking at it, at her colourless eyes which never seemed to blink quite often enough, and at her whole body and stance which was somewhere precisely between being too tall and too small, too large and too thin, too pretty and too plain. She could not have sketched her governess, she noticed. Her voice and those polite cutting words she spoke were all that forever remained in her memory when she was not looking at her.

“You witch!” Catrin said, only noticing that she had spoken those words after their sound had reverberated in the harp strings. The words had exploded from her overwrought centre of being, a blast of sudden insight.

This time, the woman in front of her blinked. She did it slowly and deliberately, but it did not convey astonishment. It did not even communicate anger.

The lady was amused. It seemed to be the first time that Catrin ever saw her teacher laugh. Her face changed and lost some of its rigid aloofness. For a single moment, there was a twinkle in her eye. And beauty, sudden and unexpected. The strings of the harp answered her steel-tingling laughter, and Catrin stepped back from her, even more frightened of this unwonted outburst of mirth than of anything the woman had meant to her before.

It did not last long. Still, something had changed between them. The unwilling actress cast for the part of the stupid child had adlibbed and changed the script.

“Your father did not succeed very well in his education if you believe in witches,” said the governess, having stopped laughing as suddenly as she had started. ”Have you been taking lessons with the kitchen personnel? So much care is being taken about your schooling – all for nothing. The daughter of one of the most intelligent men this kingdom has to offer believes in spooks. Will you see hobgoblins and dancing fairies next? I must say I am grateful your mother postponed your introduction to the adult world. How very embarrassing your childish behaviour and infantile views would have been for your father.”

“My father loves me,” retorted Catrin, absurdly conscious of how childish she sounded. "And that woman is not my mother. That woman is not anybody’s mother. She is a w..."

“Oh, is she a witch, too? Are we all witches who dare to oppose you and teach you some manners? Perhaps witches have a need to exist, my dear, in a universe of self-indulging egocentrics. The world does not spin around you, my precious child. There is a purpose to each and every thing under heaven – did no one teach you that? Being Daddy’s spoilt little brat is not what life is about. You should show a little more gratitude for the pampered life you lead and the care with which you are being educated. We all have our task in life and mine is to cut the rough gemstone of your unruly mind. It is not precisely a diamond, you know. But it need not remain a worthless pebble, either.”

Catrin noticed that her mouth had fallen open during that rather too forthright speech. Again, it reduced her to what the woman thought she was and what Catrin was sure she need not be, given half a chance: a spoilt brat and naïve child.

She would have liked to tell Miss Colpin this, but it seemed to her that all the complex words and meanings were under the aegis of the teacher, leaving her with nothing but raw, childish emotion and verbiage.

“I hate you,” she cried out helplessly and angry at herself when the tirade had come to a stop. She was granted a dry smile.

“Go to your room and stay there, Catrin,” ordered Miss Colpin. Catrin ran. She had not even noticed that she had turned on her heel, had not even realised how she had sped through the corridors of her father’s villa like an overeager schoolboy, until she had closed the door of her bedroom behind her.

She leaned against it, trying to stop trembling. Why had she run like that?

She heard her heart beat within her chest. Nightmare memories writhed at the edges of her mind. Maybe it was true. It could be. Maybe she was just too childish to enter the world of adults and her father had not seen that, but her new mother had. At seventeen you should not accuse both your governess and your stepmother of being witches. It was thoroughly ridiculous. Fairytales had nothing to do with real life. Indeed, if she did not learn to face down that woman who taught her languages, art and music, how could she even think of facing down the lady of this house who was loved by her father and admired by all his guests as if she were some kind of grand duchess.
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Chapter 5
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The spider could not fly. It could do many things, but not fly. It could glide along the fringe of human perception or beyond it. It could climb up sheer walls. It could linger on ceilings and look down on unsuspecting prey. It could be physical or very nearly ethereal. It could be nice. It could be dreadful. It could be different altogether. Three was its number. Eight were its limbs. It could look inward and outward.

It ate what it could hunt down. Feelings, emotions, bits of soul, bits of heartfelt joy or grief. Sentiments and living essence of humans.

Tasty humans.

It liked its new, old hunting ground inasmuch as the skill of liking was given to it. ‘Liking’ was difficult. The spider was more used to filtering through the more rugged and panicked emotions that were on the platter when it hunted. Fear it knew well, and thrived on it. Panic it knew intimately. It knew surrender, had tasted it millions of times. Sweet surrender. Good surrender. Nice surrender.

Something to wait and strive for.

It knew love as an elusive feeling. It loved and was loved. It loved as best it could, which was not really well, and it was itself loved with the light, somewhat negligent touch of an old expert and superior being to whom it would never quite be an equal partner. This partner it adored but even the feeling of adoration was hard to find in an ages-long memory that had felt so many things and lost them again through the millennia. A memory of pain-filled moments of hollow loss.

Matters ought to be different, it sometimes thought, coolly rather than ruefully. But it was what it was. Not being able to feel strongly of its own accord made it impervious to weakness. Unless in close connection with its prey, its emotions were predominantly cold, sometimes frustrated and - certainly distant – a pungent smell of something to be had that was as yet elusive. The spicy scent of a genteel banquet sniffed by a beggar from outside.

It tried and yearned for more. Yearning it understood. The yearning was always there. It was ultimate fulfilment that was lacking. Fulfilment only came in short bouts.

Hunger it also understood. It was the hunger for senses, sweet and terrible memories: feelings yet again. It dined on them, processing the incoming sentiments so quickly that it lost its grip on their taste in a frustratingly short time.

Then it was alone again and hollow and waiting and lurking and skulking and sneaking up on the bearers, the owners of happiness and love and grief alike.

Munich was a wonderful city. It had grown so much since Esmalyn had hunted here last. It had become even more glamorous, and the spider liked glamour. Beauty was a concept that was easy to understand even without prevalent emotionalism. There was a sheen to the city, a hum of busy living, a glow of creative force. Pungent, spicy, and well-seasoned.

Just what they needed. Just what the Mighty One needed, it corrected.

Creation. What a project. It tried to feel proud of its task, but again could not entirely do so without assistance. Feeling frustrated about this particular failure was much easier. That could be done unassisted but left no traces of happiness.

It hardly ever complained about its outlook on life. Over the last centuries it had discovered lust as a new sensation that was pleasant while it lasted and almost thrilling in the anticipation and procurement. It was a hunter and had a hunters’s instincts. Those kinds of feelings were always there and they were pleasant enough.

The spider was territorial, too, and it had taken all its restraint not to attack last night when it had spied the other Fey hunter walking the darkness of the royal capital of the Kingdom of Bavaria. Younger and weaker he was, surely, but a danger all the same. His hunger and yearning had burned brightly in his aura for any Feyon to see.

It did not like competition. It had scurried into the shadows, blended with the night, knowing that both night and shadows were the other’s realm as much as its own. But the younger sibling was preoccupied. His hands had reached out and caught a young woman, who went with him as a matter of course. Consenting. Oblivious of the rules that bound her. Happy. Some skill.

She smiled as she accompanied him into a back alley to expose her life to him. She would give him the physical pleasure that he craved along with the blood he fed on. Vampires, the flimsy humans called his kind. Farfola to the Sí.

Subtle, he was. Elegant in a deadly way. Dark and sleek. Quick-footed and determined, generous in his longing. Enchanted by the grace of its counterpart, Esmalyn watched, half receding into yon other realm and hidden between the realities. His cousin would see him if he looked. He had that skill. But like most of na Daoine-maithe he did not expect to meet another one like himself, might not have done so for decades. There were so few of them and he was not expecting competition. He went through human life with claws and teeth and had grown confident in the knowledge that he was so superior to them that he need hardly bother about opposition. A human would not find him now, would not perceive the scene of lust and fatality.

Esmalyn saw him clearly. The pretty, young woman had lifted her skirts and was granting the farfola access to her secrets, her consciousness guided and focused on one thing only, the one thing the vampire led her to think and feel and want. Her back was pressed against a brittle backyard wall, and she embraced his middle with her legs. Young and sweet for just another moment, and then prey.

The vampire gently kissed her smiling lips, took his time, approached her tenderly and answered her need a second later. They both sighed with the pleasure they exchanged. She was sharing her blood out freely and generously, intent on pleasing the predator who was in turn pleasing her. There was no forthright violence involved in the action of the blood-drinker. He had lifted her education-installed inhibitions, and her deeper emotions and primeval longing had taken over. For this moment she loved. She was happy and oblivious to the danger that threatened her. She would die sated. With a smile.

The spider felt envy unassisted. To feel it was both a pleasure and a taunt. To feel it so strongly was unusual. Prey taken in its own territory was disconcerting, annoying – infuriating even. As they walked its invisible web, they were all Esmalyn’s for the taking, every one of them triggering the craving in its covetous heart. To watch the fulfilment the other Sí was feeling and enjoying was deeply frustrating. The farfola loved what he was doing and so did his prey.

She would be dead soon, it pondered, but she was not afraid, merely caught up in her longing and a myriad of pleasant sensations.

“More,” she sighed. “More. Please more.” The vampire drank more.

Esmalyn sniffed at the pungent and emotion-fraught air. The sibling turned his head. He had finally noticed something. Young, blind little brother. Too busy having fun.

The spider stepped back into nothing and closed the reality gap before the farfola could perceive it. The girl would be dead soon. It was sure of that, but had not been able to feel her die. It had longed to taste those sensations. But it had gone into hiding rather than confront the sibling.

It had to hunt. It was craving, now more than before. It needed to feel, to sense, to emote and it could not do so without prey.

It had hunted then, had found a heart to cleanse of feelings, but had not killed. Human souls could heal sometimes. The spider left no open wounds unless it wished to. It left broken minds and broken hearts.

Ever since they arrived, Esmalyn had been careful not to kill. They did not wish to draw attention to their presence. Attempts to fight them would be futile but distracting all the same. It had come to help the one creature in the universe it cherished, so it would stick to the plan.

Mostly.

Of course, there was that girl. The spider had not anticipated its reaction towards the girl. Unusual, surely. Nice, in a thrilling way. Special, so special. How open she was, and yet how full of everything that human life had to offer. Her entire being was a flaring invitation.

The necessity to keep her alive and well for now let it feel a pleasant anticipation. She was protected. Guarded. She did not know this, just as she did not know the danger she was in. Her ignorance and her innocence made wonderful targets, though. She was full of strong feelings. She was somewhere between child and adult, unsure of herself, unsure of the world around her and unsure even of the glimpses of lurking darkness that she might perceive and that seasoned her like intricate spice.

However, for the time being she was unattainable, if only by its own conscious decision to stay inconspicuous. A long hunt, then. A slow pursuit that would prolong the anticipation into an actual feeling. The spider would have to be careful, though. Her perception was as out of the ordinary as her pungent soul that was brimming over with hope and despair, courage and fear. She did not know who her friends were and she had no idea about her foes. Esmalyn would have to tread cautiously to keep it that way. The forces in action were just about manageable. It had never juggled in its entire life, but it felt like a juggler now. All for the Mighty One.

The night of nights when it would have to do its duty was drawing closer. Poor child, Esmalyn would have thought if it had ever learned to feel pity. But at least it knew that it ought to feel sorry. And it wished it could do so whole-heartedly.

The presence of as close a relative as a vampire was disturbing, though. Perhaps it should have told the Mighty One. But it had not wished to concede that it had allowed another sibling of na Daoine-maithe to dispute its territory. Farfola never stayed long in one place. He would be gone soon.
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Catrin would have liked to lock herself in, but there was no key in her door. That, too, had been taken away. Young girls in their fathers’s houses had no need to lock themselves in, she had been told. She had, in fact, never locked herself in during all those years when she had grown up, had had no reason to because the house was full of friends. Even when fate had struck some seven years ago and taken her mother and her older brother at nearly the same time, it still had not been a sad house. Many people died of diphtheria. Father and daughter had mourned and gone on. For all the sadness that had permeated both her and her father, they had never been less than a loving family.

What were they now?

She had not seen her father for many days. She had hardly spoken to him in weeks. Ever since it had been ruled that she had to take her meals in the schoolroom like a child, she hardly saw him at all any more. He was very busy, she knew. All kinds of important scholars came for dinner and stayed for long discussions. They were mathematicians, physicists and philosophers. Odd people, sometimes. Artists came, too, but only for the jours fixes , the salon meetings Lucilla presided over. Catrin knew some of the guests by sight. Others were strangers to her. They were not introduced to her, since the grown-up world had receded from her like a different reality while other girls her age were already thinking of marriage.

There was no escape. Even if she ran away – and she had no idea how precisely to accomplish that – she would not know where to run or whom to turn to. All the adults she knew were friends of her father’s and would, very correctly, return her home. It would only end in scandal.

She had no money of her own, and was underage. No one would employ her or offer her a respectable position. If she left her father’s house without knowing where to go and without money or connections, she would perish. Things happened to young girls who had no protection. The question was, were those things worse than what was happening to her now? She did not know, but they probably were.

Catrin buried her face in her pillow and tried to cry, but her confused feelings were beyond even that. The refuge of tears was closed to one who was no small child anymore. The dull ache showed her that all this was wrong, not her world, not her choice.

She could hear the doorbell. Visitors again. Almost every evening they came now, sitting with her father, discussing things so ardently that their voices sometimes rang through the house. Their brilliance was almost tangible. Their clear minds spun a web of thought that she could almost see, a glowing luminosity of genius. Lucilla would be with them, smiling, while Catrin was in her bedroom, the unwanted, foolish child, hidden from the world and not missed by anyone.

After some time, she forced herself to calm down and sat in front of her mirror again. Her face was blotched. Some tears had found their way across her cheeks after all. She washed her eyes carefully with cold water. Her mood had not changed her face. She was still pretty and young. She was still Catrin who had sat in the same room as her father and friends only a year ago and had listened to discussions on philosophy and art without being thrown out for being too young or too immature. The gentlemen had liked her. Sometimes they had poked friendly fun at her when she had misunderstood something or added an all too innocent comment. But they had been nice, most of them. Stuffy and intense maybe, but never hurtful or cynical.

Maybe she could try to meet them again. If they noticed her, perhaps they would ask her father to allow her to join. He might be too  embarrassed to say no.

She carefully made up her face, eliminating all traces of crying. She tested a smile. Not terribly convincing, but it would have to do. She was pretty enough for those old professors and young scholars who did not know about girls anyway. Pity she was not more – filled-out. Lately she had come to realise that the degree to which a girl would be taken seriously correlated directly to the size of her breasts.

She opened her dress and padded her bust with two handkerchiefs. And then two more. She felt more secure right away. Shame she could not wear a décolletéd dress and achieve the same effect. But then she did not have any such dresses. Children did not wear low-cut dresses, and until you were launched into society, you were officially a child. A stupid, insignificant child. Who spoke of witches and cried when chided.

She would sneak down to the entrance hall and say hallo to the guests, making it clear that she was still here, still belonged to this household.

Carefully she opened the door of her room and peered out. The hall was empty. She crept out, making as little sound as possible. If she could make it down unchecked to where the guests arrived, she might be able to achieve being recognised again. She would not let herself be deterred by any of the servants. Why should she, after all? They were her servants, too.

The wooden floor creaked a little as she tiptoed carefully toward the front stairs. Her room was underneath the roof, two storeys up. She climbed down stealthily, keeping her head down so she could not be seen from below. At the first floor she stopped on the last step. Her heart was beating in her throat.

This was her house, too. She had a right to be here just as her father and her stepmother had. She was not doing anything bad. Still, the fear she felt was almost overpowering, cramping her, crippling her, making her shake. She could have kicked herself for this reaction, knowing it to be irrational. Courage could not be lost so thoroughly – where was hers?

Then she heard it, the light sound of almost inaudible steps from around the corner. Miss Colpin? You hardly ever heard her walk, she was so quiet in her movements. Mostly, only the whisk of her dress could be perceived.

Catrin froze as if suddenly dumped in ice. She could not move, and a younger version of herself seemed to take over her mind. She had left her room without permission. She had opposed her governess. She was where she was not supposed to be. Her heart nearly exploded, its sound reverberating loudly from the walls, or so it seemed to her. She found it hard to breathe and tried to hammer out her own thoughts through the onslaught of panic: she did not need permission to walk around in her own house. She had a perfect right to oppose a governess – she was, after all, nearly an adult, and they had taken away her piano. Whatever should she be so scared of?

The light steps had almost reached her now, and Catrin still stood frozen to the ground in utter, inexplicable terror. A figure stepped around the corner. She suddenly noticed how the world became blotchy and dark before her eyes. Her knees gave out, and she sank down into an overpowering sense of darkness that seemed to come from inside her own frightened soul.

Strong arms caught her.

It took her a while to realise that these arms did not belong either to her stepmother or her governess, but to a man. He held her steady, felt warm and safe.

“Oops,” he said, “are you all right, Miss?”

There was a smile. At first, she perceived only that, a tender, wonderful smile. He helped her sit down on the steps and she tried to fight back the black dizziness that was still holding her. A warm hand grabbed her wrist and felt her pulse.

“Should I get someone to assist you?” he asked. He had a warm, nice voice, fairly deep and musical.

“No!” she blurted out. “No, thank you, I mean.”

She noticed that his other arm was still around her, and new panic went through her as she realised that being found in such a position would mean new harassment. She looked up sideways into his face. Her first impression was that he was an old man, for his longish hair was completely white. The second impression was that his face was young, his brows dark and slightly slanting upwards, his eyes a shining grey. She gazed into them and then closed her mouth with a snap.

He was still smiling at her. What a perfect mouth. His hand had moved away from her pulse and was holding her hand in a gently reassuring gesture.

Catrin blushed. She had never seen a man as handsome as this one, and it certainly did not matter that his hair was white.

“Are you better now, Miss?” he asked kindly.

Those grey eyes were very large in his face. It was somehow difficult not to get lost in them. She tried to find her way out of a maze of grey gaze. She was very conscious of feeling his skin on hers. This was more than a handshake. It was almost a caress.

“I am fine, thank you,” she mumbled, blushing again. ”I don’t know what came over me just now. I... I just wanted to go down and say hallo to our guests.”

He smiled, exposing a perfect row of teeth.

“Well, hallo. I am one of them.”

He suddenly stood before her, gazing into her eyes.

“Please permit me to introduce myself.” He bowed punctiliously. "Lord Edmond St. John Bartholomew Roth-Crateley. I have the pleasure of being Professor Lybratte’s guest tonight. Are you his daughter?”

She nodded and tried to get up from her position on the steps, but he gently urged her back down.

“Careful, my sweet maiden in distress,” he said, and his eyes were twinkling. “You had better take it slowly.”

She smiled back at him.

“Thank you, my Lord. You are very kind. But I am quite all right.”

His answering smile nearly took her breath away.

“Good,” he said. “I am glad you feel better. Shall I escort you downstairs? I believe your stepmother is doing the honours there.”

Catrin suppressed a shiver.

“No, thank you,” she replied, ardently trying not to convey the idea that she hated her father’s new wife with every fibre of her soul. Only children would confide such things to total strangers. He must not think her a child. She was a young lady, and she very much wanted him to see her as just that. It was important, somehow. And it was certainly good that she had put those handkerchiefs where they belonged. She inhaled, inflating her chest and then realised that she would have to breathe out again. What on earth was she doing?

Her stepmother and Miss Colpin had better not find out about this. Not that she was misbehaving. She was not. Not precisely. She only wished she were. It was a little hard to breathe, somehow. She stopped herself from sniffing openly. There seemed to be a kind of vague scent about him. Summer night. He smelled like a summer night. One would walk in lush gardens under starlit skies and recline on the mossy bank of a silver brook to feel the night on one’s skin. And then...

What on earth was she thinking? Grey eyes filled her vision.

“I think I shall retire to my room and recover from my ... fall. Thank you for your assistance, my Lord.” That had sounded cool and perfect, thank goodness.

He helped her up. His grip was reassuring, strong, but not demanding. He was not particularly tall, she noticed. Just a little taller than her. His slender figure showed him to be a young and athletic man. His movements were graceful and lithe.

He took her right hand and bowed over it in a polite and perfect greeting. Where his hand and hers touched, she could feel the starry night on her skin again.

“I am glad I could be of assistance, Miss Lybratte,” he said. Then he looked into her eyes again, and she had the sudden sensation of thawing in his gaze. He was strong and reliable, someone to lean on, someone to hunt away lurking shadows. They presented no danger to him, surely. She needed all her concentration not to reach out and touch his skin again. “I had better go and join your other guests now.”

He turned to go.

“My Lord...” she stopped him. “Please do not tell my ...father’s wife about meeting me.”

He gave her a mischievous grin, eyes glittering. Those eyes.

“Is she that strict?”

Catrin blushed, unable to find words.

He raised a finger to his lips and breathed on it.

“It will be our perfect little secret, Miss Lybratte. Believe me, my sweet, topaz-eyed beauty, I have no reason whatsoever to let your mother know of our little encounter.”

He smiled and she smiled back before she even knew it. She felt so drawn to him that she had to physically force herself not to follow him down, merely to stay close. He turned towards the downward staircase and hurried on with almost inaudible steps. Then he stopped again and gazed back up at her, totally unconcerned at finding her still watching him, whereas she nearly died of chagrin at being caught staring after him as she had.

“What’s your name, sweet damsel?” he asked, mimicking an old-fashioned courtly bow.

“Catrin.”

“We shall meet again, fair Catrin,” he said, his eyes smiling. “I must visit your father more often, I think. Far more often.”

She nodded, not knowing what precisely to answer. It had been a compliment. It had been a little more than that. Her heart was beating wildly.

At least now she had a reason for not running away. He would come more often, he had said. So she would be here.
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“It’s a mere theory,” said Ludwig Feuerbach. “It is grand in its creativity – but no more than a theory. I am not even totally convinced that it is a clever theory.”

“All thought is theoretical at first.”

“You mean to prove it, Professor Lybratte?”

“I mean to try.”

“I don’t know that you can.”

“You – are trying to disprove Kant, Feuerbach. Most people would think that impossible.”

“That is philosophy. What you are trying is physics.”

“You are discrediting your own field of research if you do not allow philosophy to be as provable and logical as physics. Both try to define being.”

“Professor Lybratte, you are a professor of mathematics. You define by numbers. I am a philosopher. I define by meaning. Numbers are by far more objective.”

“We all judge subjectively. How else could we judge?”

“Are you arguing there is no objective truth in mathematics? And you a mathematician?”

“Would you like another cup of punch, Mr Feuerbach?” Mrs Lybratte asked and smiled. The philosopher shook his head impatiently, then looked over to the beautiful lady of the house and smiled apologetically.

“No thank you, Mrs Lybratte.”

Professor Lybratte glanced at his beautiful wife, and his heart warmed. Her green and gold silk dress was of the very first elegance, shimmering in smooth, cool iridescence and granting the sight of a perfect décolleté of soft, round, white flesh that shimmered in the gaslight as it rose and fell with her breathing. Her flaxen hair was piled up into a crownlike coiffure that made her look almost regal even without the added adornment of emerald and pearl pins. She moved noiselessly among the group of male guests, with a smile for everyone, interrupting with a cool air of affability where a discussion seemed to become too heated. Her pale green eyes gazed across the motley assembly of scholars and artists that had come together in his house to enjoy an evening of learned discourse.

Lybratte loved this pastime, loved to have ardent and fiery minds grappling with questions both new and old. And he loved being visited by the crème de la crème of creativity - artists, composers. His life had changed so much to his liking. He was king of a round table of mental superiority, and his queen was the fairest and cleverest of them all. How she inspired him! And how she had managed to change his life into one of excitement, challenge and success.

It kept him busy, too. He prepared for his scientific soirés as he did for his lectures at the University, knowing full well that his reputation grew with the presentation of his wisdom and knowledge, be it at the Alma Mater or in his own salon, which was growing in fame. And ideas just appeared to be born and attain life all of their own in the environment in which he now was used to moving. Everyday worries were gone from him as if his new wife had spirited them away. He lived for the furthering of thought. A network of deep insight and meaningful speculation spread out from him through the realm. His past life seemed unpardonably flat against the bliss he was relishing now.

He smiled happily at his discussion partner.

Ludwig Feuerbach was not a university scholar, but was a brilliant thinker all the same. His cousin Anselm Feuerbach, the famous painter, also sometimes came when he was not in Italy, bringing along more of his artist friends, who brightened up the soirés with their fire and their talent. Inventors and pioneers of technology came. Musicians came. Even Richard Wagner sometimes visited his salon when he was in Munich. Maybe even His Majesty the King would. His Majesty liked Wagner just as much as Lybratte did.

But they were not talking about music at the moment. They were talking about the objectivity of reality.

“Of course, there is objective truth in mathematics. There must be. But as with every science that has not been researched to a standstill, there must be misconceptions; and theories are bound to change with every generation of scientists just as they have with every generation that preceded us. As long as they do, how can we speak of absolute truth?”

The philosopher stared at him, and Lybratte noticed that the group of learned gentlemen had closed in, forming a ring around the disputants. They were a mixed lot, some of them dressed sombrely in evening wear, some of them garbed in rather irregular clothing depicting a more artistic outlook on life – and probably a deficient purse.

“Are you saying, Lybratte, that since we do not know everything, whatever we do know must be faulty since it is incomplete? If that were so, how would you ever perceive the world around you? Unless you knew it in its entirety, you could not rely on what you experience as actually happening. We might be standing here, drinking your excellent punch and admiring your excellent lady wife, but that might be all wrong. We might just be pawns on the board of a grand design that we have not yet grasped.”

“I find that quite believable,” said a dry voice, which belonged to a blond man in his late twenties with a serious and rigid face. He was sitting stiffly in a chair, holding a pair of crutches by his side in his left hand. “Pawns are exactly what we are and we can only accept our reality as being the likeliest solution to a problem of empirical non-sequiturs. Things might be quite different. It is all too possible, I fear.”

“But not very reassuring, dear me,” smiled Mrs Lybratte. “How would you confront reality if you did not believe it to be ultimately real, Mr von Orven? Or are you merely hoping for a different one that might be more to your liking?”

The young man gave her a punctilious smile that did not reach his pale blue eyes, and did not answer the question. Maybe he thought it a little insulting, perhaps it was too close for comfort. A different reality, in which he might not need crutches to move his body, might be very welcome to the disabled veteran of the war of sixty-six. The focus of his beautiful hostess left him as the main disputants were back to brandishing words.

“If nothing is true before you have the ultimate knowledge of everything, how can you ever judge anything?” asked Feuerbach. “And what is our entire human race’s experience and evolvement worth if we have to wait for final enlightenment before we know whether anything at all is true?”

“That should be a religious question,” murmured von Orven, “not a philosophical one.”

“Oh no,” replied the philosopher, turning slightly towards the invalid. “It might just as well be any question. Should poets write poetry if they know that ultimately, it will be neither true nor perfect? Should doctors heal if the health they install cannot defeat old age and death? Should mathematicians go on exploring the realms of numbers if there is only one ultimate outcome and everything leading to it is inferior and thus wrong? It would reduce you to two possibilities only, right or wrong, yes or no, zero or one. How would you like that, Lybratte?”

The professor smiled.

“My dear friend, I might not have reached the planes of ultimate wisdom, and shall in all probability never live to get close to it, but I am fairly sure that mathematics will never be reduced to such penury as to have only two numbers. That, I assure you, could not work for anything.”

The gentlemen laughed, and so did the lady. Only the blond man with the crutches shrugged his shoulders and said:

“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe a binary system...”

,He was, however widely ignored, since at that precise moment, the door opened and the servant announced a newcomer.

“Lord Edmond Roth-Crateley.”

The door closed behind the young man, who smiled at the assembled gentlemen and ladies. They welcomed him with matching, open smiles.

“My dear Lord Edmond,” the host called out, turning away from the philosopher and advancing towards his new guest. “It is so good of you to come. We have not met for such a long time. I do not even remember...” He looked lost for a moment but then smiled again and continued: “But it does not matter. You are here and very welcome. Please meet my wife.”

Mrs Lybratte’s smile seemed a little forced.

“My Lord,” she said with a hint of wary sourness in her beautiful smile. “This is indeed a... surprise.”

She curtsied, and he bowed over her hand.

“My dear Mrs Lybratte, it is a pleasure to see you again.” The white-haired young man turned slightly towards his host. “Lybratte, my friend, I take it you are not astonished at my appearance?”

“Oh no,” exclaimed the professor, “not at all. Weren’t we expecting you? I thought...” He looked a little at a loss. “I am sure we were. Weren’t we, dear?” He turned towards his wife who gave their new guest a calculating look.

“Of course, we were, Franz. So good of you to have come, my Lord. Particularly since we know that you have been so very busy lately, haven’t you? Please meet our guests.”

The lady of the house ushered the new arrival into the midst of the salon, and bows and greetings were exchanged. After some time, the discussion was resumed, but in smaller groups.

Professor Lybratte found himself in a group of artists.

“I must say, Professor Lybratte, I find it quite daring of you to invite two Feuerbachs at the same time” said Moritz von Schwind, the painter. He was a sour gentleman in his sixties, round-faced, pudgy and pale, only a little older than his host but considerably less enthusiastic about the world and its endless possibilities. His artistic colleague, Anselm Feuerbach, glowered at him. Their individual styles were as different as their personalities. And since Feuerbach was a good thirty years his junior, they were not likely to ever agree on a single issue in life.

“My dear von Schwind,” Franz Lybratte replied with a careful smile, “diversity is what keeps us all progressing. And this talented family has produced more than one celebrity. Indeed,” the professor gave a tiny bow to Feuerbach, the painter, “your colleague finds himself so rarely in Bavaria that I feel quite honoured by his visit.”

“Oh yes,” von Schwind retorted dryly. “He does prefer sitting in the Mediterranean sun, painting voluptuous dark-haired beauties. I suppose we truly must feel honoured to have attracted him to this unsensuous place where no oranges bloom and no olive groves invite the artistically-minded to paint ladies whose tempers and inclination appear to be as sultry as the climate they flourished in.”

Mrs Lybratte stepped between the painters.

“You are so very harsh, my dear Mr von Schwind,” she said, and her beautiful smile seemed to loosen him a little.

“Harsh, and not a little envious, I should say,” snorted Anselm Feuerbach with a scowl that made his handsome, chiselled face look a little dangerous. “And truly, I do not see why speculating about my models should be so very interesting when your own seem to be so much more peculiar. Did you meet Rübezahl in person? Or all those wood nymphs or mythical hermits or whatever it is your own canvases show us as part of our world?”

The older painter took a deep breath and then looked at a loss, as if he had suddenly forgotten what he was going to say. Lord Edmond had moved between the two artists, confronting the older one.

“I like your art very much, dear Mr von Schwind,” he said and smiled at the flushing man. “You show us a world as it might have been – or might be. Or as it is, should one be blessed with privileged eyes.”

The artist stared at the young man and after a moment closed his mouth with a snap. A smile went across his features, brightening them into a nearly dreamy expression. He bowed to his new conversation partner and appeared to have forgotten all the possible or impossible Feuerbachs in the room.

“I do not do many portraits, my Lord,” he said to the young man in front of him. “But I must say I should very much like to paint you. Would you sit for me?”

Anselm Feuerbach turned and moved away a few steps. He quietly addressed another young man who had followed the discussion.

“He is going to turn his Lordship into a wood-elf or something,” he murmured. His fiery eyes betrayed the temper behind his mirth.

“His Lordship would make a very good wood-elf,” the young man replied with a mischievous grin. He was about ten years younger than Feuerbach, in his twenties, tall and slender, handsome, with wild auburn hair, fashionable sideburns and sparkling light grey eyes.

“Yes, he would,” said von Orven who was sitting right next to the two younger painters. “Maybe it would not be so far from the truth, either.” The blond man with the crutches did not look happy.

The two other gentlemen gazed at him with some derision in their eyes.

”Don’t tell me you believe in spooks?” asked Feuerbach. “I thought you represented the orderly-minded faction of inventive progress-seeking physicists in this illustrious round.”

“I design machinery,” replied von Orven flatly.

“You have your own factory, haven’t you?” asked Feuerbach.

“I prefer to call it a workshop. We are still at the beginning of our work.”

“Professor Lybratte spoke very highly of you.”

“Professor Lybratte is too kind. He was one of my tutors when I went to university. Years ago.” Two pairs of eyes were fixed on the blond man’s face in a serious attempt not to see his physical handicap. “Long before the war,” von Orven added with a brittle smile and the two gentlemen nodded as if that explained everything.

The conversation came to a sudden halt.

The younger man then restarted it, referring back to von Orven’s reaction to Lord Edmond.

“And – do you believe in spooks?”

Pale blue eyes gazed coolly into shiny grey ones.

“Do you believe in miracles?” the man with the crutches retorted.

“Oh yes. Of course I do,” the younger man shrugged his shoulders. “But that’s religion. What you insinuated had nothing to do with religion. Do orderly-minded, inventive, progress-seeking physicists believe in spooks?”

For the first time, von Orven’s polite smile reached his eyes.

“Have you got such a rigid concept of the world, Sir, that you would deny it the possibility of the supernatural? One might not like it, and I for one certainly do not, but there are Lodges of the Arcane that teach their craft. There are more things between heaven and...”

“Oh surely,” interrupted the young artist in what would have been quite rude a fashion if he had not managed to look rather charmingly intrigued at the same time. “But I still would be very astonished if I met a wood-elf – all the more so, if said wood-elf would agree to sit for me.”

“Are you an artist?”

The young painter flashed a warm grin.

“I am starting to become one. I have had the honour to be accepted at the Munich Academy of Art. Mr von Schwind is one of my tutors.”

“Then you should not annoy him.”

“Oh, I would not. He does not like to be annoyed by others. But I have been flagrantly impolite. Please let me introduce myself. I am Thorolf Treynstern.”

The pale blue eyes of the man sitting in the chair suddenly glittered with recognition.

“Of course you are,” he said. “I thought there was something very familiar about you. I believe I have the honour of knowing your mother. Mrs Sophie Treynstern?”

“That is my mother, Sir.” The young man looked a little unhappy.

“She is coming to visit us. We expect her in Munich this week,” said von Orven, sounding carefully neutral. “She is a great friend of my wife’s.”

“Indeed.”

“Didn’t you know she was coming?”

The young man gave him a rueful glance and looked very young for a moment, whereas the blond invalid managed to look rather older than his years. The experience of intense suffering had given him a kind of sharp-angled, transparent look that one could sometimes find in very old people.

“Ah, no, I did not. But I daresay I should have expected it. I just told her that I was putting up here to become an artist. She more or less expected me to be on my way to settle down and become a famous lawyer in Vienna.” Mr Treynstern sighed. “I knew she would not be pleased. But I rather hoped she would not come rallying to the scene of crime with flowing skirts. Not, that she is not an excellent mother – as mothers go – but....”

Von Orven’s amused grin brightened his serious features for a second.

“I got to know your mother as a very clear-headed and admirable lady, Mr Treynstern. I do not think that you have to fear vapours and crying fits.”

The young man nodded and drew up a chair opposite the inventor.

“May I?” he asked, and von Orven nodded.

He looked around himself, but Feuerbach the painter, had found another partner for discussion, and Feuerbach the philosopher, was back arguing with their host. Sentences and phrases cut above the polite level of salon conversation now and again:

“But if you had a way of tampering with time, truth would lose its absoluteness. Nothing could be true, because it could be changed after happening,” argued the philosopher.

“On the contrary. If I managed to tamper with time, I could see life in its entirety and thus know absolute truth.” The voices sank into the background.

Von Schwind had drifted off to the table where the punch bowl was, looking slightly cantankerous. Thorolf Treynstern refocused his attention on the gentleman in front of him.

“Where did you get to know my mother?” Treynstern asked curiously.

“In Austria, in 1865. You must ask her about it. She will probably be much better at telling you about it than I would. She was very kind to my wife – who was not yet my wife at the time. We had only just met.”

“Oh, I am sure my mother is quite wonderful. Please do not think that I doubt it. Best mother there could be. Sweet and understanding – most of the time. But she can be such a dragon, for all her perfect charm.”

A shadow fell between the two gentlemen, and they both looked up into brilliant grey eyes. Lord Edmond had joined them.

“A dragon? I wonder who you can be referring to, gentlemen” he bantered.

“My mother,” replied Thorolf Treynster. “Only, of course, she is not really a dragon.”

“Of course not,” smiled the British nobleman and gave an amused bow. “I would have been very astonished if she had been.”

A grin broke out on the young artist’s face.

“Lord Edmond, can it be that you believe in the existence of dragons? Oh, that is truly wonderful, a physicist who believes in spooks, a British Lord who believes in dragons – and I share my lodgings with a gentleman who, if I am not totally mistaken, takes an interest in Arcane matters. – You know, studying law in Vienna never gave me such colourful perceptions of the world. I am truly grateful.”

“You should be,” von Orven replied dryly. “Colour after all is your medium. Be grateful for every shade.”

“Oh, I am unbiased and open to every new idea the world will grant me to perceive, Sir. The stranger, the better.”

Lord Edmond chuckled and his eyes glinted with the same intensity as his diamond cravat pin.

“Be careful what you wish for, my friend,” he said. “Life is full of surprises.”
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Charlotte von Orven was awake. The first light of a perfect spring day shone into the bedroom window and illuminated her husband’s face. She loved those moments. She loved watching him when he was asleep when his usually meticulously groomed blond hair was tousled and his tense, rigidly composed face was relaxed.

She refrained from touching him because then he would wake up. And he would be embarrassed again. And then she would be embarrassed. After that, they would part, dashing off quickly to their respective chores of the day, frantically ignoring all that had gone wrong, in the futile hope of not hurting one another this way. Eventually, she would hide in her little parlour and mourn for what she had lost without ever having enjoyed it.

What a strain it had been to get married to him. A year and a half ago, they had fallen in love with the help of a Fey glamour which bound their hearts. But at first he had disliked her and accused her of misbehaving with another man. When they had finally managed to overcome their difficulties and agreed to share their lives, he had insisted on a formal wooing time and the correct period of time for a betrothal.

Then the war had come, that dreadful war of 1866, the war both her country, the Austrian Empire, and his, the Kingdom of Bavaria, had lost against Prussia and its other German allies. The German-German, war it had been named. Now Austria no longer belonged to Germany, was called Austria-Hungary, and focused eastwar, whereas Prussia ruled the roost in the remaining rump federation of German kingdoms and duchies, some of which had vanished from the map to be called Prussia now. The young King of Bavaria had bowed to the new order. Some said he had done so reluctantly, some that he had done so too eagerly, and some that he had been rewarded richly for it. It did not make a difference. The world had changed for Germany after the battle of Königgrätz, and the world had changed for Asko von Orven and Charlotte on the very same day.

On the bloody battlefield, amongst the wounded and the dying, he had not been found right away. And when they had found him, they had taken him for dead and lost. It had been his friend, Lieutenant von Görenczy, who had brought his lifeless body to the medics, who declared him too far gone. A bullet had torn though his lower body and shattered his pelvis. He had lost more blood than they thought he could survive.

They had not believed he would live, and when he had survived, they had not believed that he would ever regain his faculties, and when he had woken from his coma, they had told him that he would never walk again.

Like the dutiful fool he was, he had then freed his fiancée of her obligations, not wishing to bind her to a cripple.

“But I love you,” she had pleaded at his bedside, where she had hurried when the dread news reached her at her Austrian home. She was torn by the suffering she saw in his thin, pain-worn face. She was scared even more by the bitter hopelessness he emanated, and furious about being cast aside without being asked.

“I am sorry,” he had answered. “My sentiments have undergone a change.”

“I don’t believe that!”

“Please be reasonable, Charlotte. You cannot marry a cripple. I cannot walk, I am a soldier no longer, just a veteran invalid of a useless war nobody wants to know anything about. I am an embarrassment. And I don’t know how to support a wife.”

“You don’t have to. I am fairly rich.” She knew it was the wrong thing to say right after her words had left her mouth. His face grew even more rigid.

“I am not a fortune hunter, Charlotte. I have not much left of my life. But I still have my honour. It’s all I have.”

She glared at him. Damn his over-exaggerated sense of honour. It had been in the way from the very start. It paralysed him more than a game leg ever would.

“I did not wish to suggest that you had no honour, Asko. All I wished to say was that we need not worry about the interim time of your recuperation. You are not a pauper. Neither am I. We shall be provided for until you have found another means to provide for us – using your excellent mind and your extraordinary inventive and mechanical skills. I know you will be able to do that. I know you will because you are the most stubborn and pig-headed man I know. I believe in you. Why can’t you? You will find a way because that is the kind of man you are.”

“I am nothing but a liability. You cannot wish to be bound to such a sad piece of half-dead flesh. And I do not wish for your pity.”

She screamed at him then, jumping up from her chair with frustration.

”It’s not pity, for goodness’ sake! I love you. If you can swear on that bible that you truly do not love me anymore, I shall stop making a scene and go and tend my broken heart elsewhere. But you must swear. I am not planning to wear the willow for you for the rest of my life merely because your pride is in the way.”

“Charlotte...”

“And if your pride is the only thing that stands in the way, you must overcome that. We both must. If I had married you before the war, none of this would be a question now. I would be your wife, for better or worse. So I am not married to you. But I love you, for better or worse.”

Her composure gave out and she knelt beside his bed and cried into his pillow. She had not planned on doing that. She had planned to be calm and serene, strong and optimistic. After some time, a weak hand caressed her hair shyly.

“Silly Charlotte. Don’t cry. Don’t cry, my love. Please don’t cry.”

“Don’t send me away from your side, Asko. Don’t do it. Please.”

He had said nothing for a long while. Finally, he had started speaking again, stroking her unruly dark curls in such a way that she could not raise her head. He did not want her to look at him.

“Charlotte. Charly, there is no knowing whether I shall ever be able to walk again. I might be lying on my back for the rest of my days. And even if I learn to walk, a marriage consists of more than tending the sick. I don’t know how to tell you this, but there is no knowing whether I, whether I will be... whether I can...”

She did not understand right away what he meant by the jumbled half-sentences and tried to look up, but he held her head down as if he could not endure her looking at him. She understood then.

“Asko...” she mumbled into the pillow, but was interrupted.

“Charlotte. The doctors said...”

“The doctors said you would not survive. They said you would never wake up again. The doctors know damn all!”

“Charlotte!” He sounded outraged. In the middle of a life-shattering crisis he had the nerve to be shocked by her choice of rather too colourful vocabulary. How nerve-wreckingly typical of him.

“Asko, I want to be with you. I believe you will learn to walk again. And I believe you will learn to... dance... again. I want to be there and help you. Please. Don’t send me away out of false pride. Don’t hide behind a stiff upper lip. You are just not the kind of man to give up without trying. And I am not that kind of woman either. I know you want to be strong for me. But can you not allow me to be strong for you as well?”

“You are a young and healthy woman. You know about passion...”

“Asko...”

“You probably want children...”

“Yours. I want your children. Nobody else’s. And if I can’t have children with you, I want to be part of your work. Your inventions, all those ideas that you will give life to will be mine as well. Don’t send me away. Don’t send me away!”

She scrambled up from her kneeling position and sat down carefully beside him on the edge of his bed. Then she bowed over him and started kissing her wounded warrior, taking care not to lean against his injured, pain-riddled body.

For a long time they did nothing else, their lips and tongues shyly playful at first, then getting more serious with the love and the hope they both exchanged.

“I shall get you to ... dance again!” she murmured after some time and he gave her his first little smile since the lost Battle of Königgrätz.

“Yes. Maybe you will,” he replied, sounding a little out of breath.

She had blushed crimson, and so had he.

He had married her when he could walk well enough again to approach the altar on his own legs, albeit with the help of two crutches that he had started to use.

He had apologised for not being able to carry her across the threshold.

“"I am far too tall and ungraceful for that anyway,” she had replied.

He had learned to walk but not to dance. He was not even trying. They were partners in everything else, but he did not touch her, not like a husband should.

He walked slowly and with an unmovable face that betrayed his rigid control. He was in pain most of the time. He had become very thin and slender through his long illness, but he still seemed to be too heavy for his own bones. He trained his muscles every day. But he was too destroyed to become what he had been: a strong, healthy young man with a flaming fire hidden behind his proper and pure soul.

She had wanted this marriage, had chosen it freely. She tried to be happy, did her best to make him so as well. And he tried his best to appreciate her endeavours. He took her advice when she had advice to give, he took her seriously when she uttered a different opinion. But he never took her in his arms. Maybe he did not wish to start something he did not feel he could finish. Maybe he felt too embarrassed to try when failure was inevitable. Maybe he was afraid of the pain and the humiliation his battered body and soul would have to bear.

Charly was starving.

He moved, gave a tiny painful hiss and woke up. Their eyes met.

“Good morning, Asko,” she whispered, checking her first impulse to reach out for him. Distance, he needed distance.

“Good morning, Charlotte.” His eyes locked into hers in what she had to accept as intimacy. They shared a bedroom and a bed because Charly had insisted. He might have preferred to be on his own, but the argument that it would look curious to the servants if a newlywed couple forever slept apart had convinced him. He slept beside her because of the servants, not because of her.

“Did you have a nice evening at your professor’s, last night?” she asked, knowing that he relished being invited and accepted as an integral element of the group of thinkers and creative men who were counted among the foremost of the realm.

He smiled, and her heart sang.

“Very interesting. Lybratte argued with Feuerbach about ultimate truth and the ability to change it or perceive it by tampering with time.”

Charly looked intrigued. She liked philosophy as a subject and had read many books about it. However, she knew that as a lady she would not be invited to these soirés. She sighed.

“Such a daring concept. I wish I could have been there. And I wonder whether they have even an inkling that different layers of time actually exist but are not accessible to humans. They ought to consult a Feyon.”

Her husband’s smile turned a little sour.

“Fortunately, you don’t find the Fey under every bush. Indeed, one must be thoroughly grateful for that. Of course, these people would never believe in the existence of the Fey. Unthinkable. After all they never met any – and aren’t they lucky.”

Asko had never liked the Fey, and her own encounter with Count Arpad, the vampire in whose company and care she had travelled for a few days, was not likely to make him more lenient. Perhaps he could have overcome his jealousy if he had not gained the conviction for himself that he was not a whole man any more. Arpad had known her more intimately than her husband did and probably ever would. And but for Asko’s interference back then, she would have given her love and her virginity to the dark, enticing Feyon, who could make her body sing to his touch and who could make her appear to be a beautiful lover instead of an indifferent looking virginal wife.

She bit her lips and pushed away the memory of longing and of being desired, hoping he had not seen it in her face. Nobody would ever caress her like that again.

It did not matter. She had chosen her life. She had chosen it for the love she felt and which still burned for Asko and not for Arpad, for all the alluring Feyon’s sensual elegance.

Asko looked a little irritated and she expected a harsh comment about the Fey generally and about her dear friend Arpad in particular, but none came. A crease formed on his brow.

“There was something I wanted to remember from yesterday, but I can’t. It seems to have gone from my memory. Something important.”

His face showed his fight to recall the events of the night before.

“Were there any interesting people – beyond Feuerbach?”

“Oh, yes! I met young Treynstern. Your friend Sophie’s son. He’s slipped the leash and left Vienna and a lawyer’s career to become a windswept and interesting painter. Nice lad.”

Charly chuckled.

“So this is why Sophie is coming to visit us so suddenly. I had been wondering.”

“He is young, but a grown man, Charlotte. I did not get the impression that he made his choice lightly. And he certainly does not look like prime material for a dry lawyer. Well, you will get to know him soon. I daresay you will like him. Most ladies would find him rather likeable, I should say.” Asko’s voice had a sour touch.

“If he takes after his mother, he must be very handsome. You can still see her extraordinary beauty, although she is in her fifties now,” replied Charly.

“Yes, he does favour his mother. Lots of auburn curls and smiling grey eyes. Handsome in a sort of classical Greek way. Reminded me a little of that simply scandalous sleeping satyr statue at the Glyptothek.”

“Dear me, Asko. Greek statues might be indecently dressed, but it is truly too old-fashioned of you to call them scandalous. Your own former King Ludwig I did not think them so.”

“He loved art and beauty. And he was a man, my dear.” Asko’s tone was just slightly patronising. To his strict mind, men were just about permitted to appreciate uncovered physical attributes, where ladies, of course, ought to ignore them.

“And a woman might not be allowed to love art and beauty?” Charly asked back. Her husband grimaced and changed the subject back to the young painter.

“Treynstern has been accepted into the academy. That speaks for his talent. I should think the ladies will probably queue up to be portrayed by him.”

“Only if his painting is as good as his looks are, Asko. No woman would tolerate getting an unflattering portrait of herself for the dubious boon of gazing at a handsome young man through the sittings. Oh, I wish I could come with you to these soirés! How perfectly gothic of your professor not to admit women.”

“Sorry my dear. No ladies, except, of course, Mrs Lybratte. Very witty and intelligent. And charming. And so beautiful.”

She stared at him wide-eyed. He had never spoken about another woman like that.

“Oh,” she said, suddenly feeling very insignificant. “Do you like her very much?”

“She commands admiration. She has a very good mind.”

“And very good looks, evidently,” Charly added with a bit of venom.

“Well, yes. She is indeed very beautiful. Regal and graceful at once.”

“In fact, I could not compete.” She said it matter-of-factly. She had never been a beauty. Too tall, too lanky, too dark. Someone to play chess with, but not to write odes to.

“Why should you wish to compete, my dear?”

Because I love you, you idiot, she thought, but did not say anything.

He looked at her critically.

“Charlotte. You are not jealous, are you?” he asked, sounding a little unnerved.

“What if I were?”

Sudden vindictive fury flared in his eyes.

“And how do you think would I betray you?” His voice lashed out like a whip and she gasped under the impact of his words. She did not know how to answer, finding no words that would explain her feelings without hurting his.

“I am sorry,” she mumbled unhappily after a while.

Pale blue eyes gazed at her, those critical aquamarine eyes that she loved so much and that were so shatteringly good at hiding his softer feelings. Life would have been different if she had not gazed into those eyes across a dinner table an eternity ago. She would have given herself to Arpad. Asko would not have interfered. She would no longer be a virgin. And she would probably be quite dead. Loving a starving vampire could not contribute to one’s health.

“No. I am sorry,” he said ruefully, taking her hand in his and gently kissing the tips of her fingers. She flushed bright red at the rare intimacy of the touch. “I am a cantankerous, selfish, crabby and difficult fool. I do not deserve you.”

“I love you, Asko.”

He merely nodded and turned away from her in a careful movement.

“We had better get up. We do not wish to be late,” he said punctiliously.

She sighed. They were never late.

She forced her gaze away from the painful gyrations that he made to get his body into an upright position and clawed her fingernails into her hands to stop them from reaching out to help. He wanted no help.

He reached out for the crutches beside his bed.

“Mrs Lybratte is a beautiful and witty lady. But you are my wife, Charlotte.”

“Yes, Asko.”

“And I would not succumb to her charms, even if ... things were different.”

“Yes, Asko.”

“And for such a remarkably intelligent woman, you can be astonishingly stupid sometimes, Charlotte.”

“Yes, Asko.” He did love her. He just could not sort out his vocabulary.

”And so can I, more’s the pity.”

“Indeed, Asko.”
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Mrs Sophie Treynstern was getting very tired of the rattling train. It was a long journey from Salzburg to Munich, although, of course, ever since the railway had been built, the distance had diminished somehow. So much better than the stage coach. She had had a small break at Rosenheim where the travellers from Austria changed onto a Royal Bavarian train. But basically, she had been travelling since break of day.

She was sharing her first-class compartment with two gentlemen, who had been very helpful arranging those parts of her belongings that did not travel in the luggage compartment. She had packed far too many things. She was not planning to stay too long. It would be embarrassing to her son. And Charlotte had other problems than to play gracious hostess to her. Her letters were carefully neutral, but Sophie prided herself in being very able to read between the lines. To marry an invalid who was far from well, who might never be quite healthy again, and who had stumbled over his own pride even when he had been strong and vigorous, could not be easy.

But Charlotte was not foremost on her mind. Thorolf occupied her thoughts almost exclusively. She took his letter out of her reticule again and read it for the umpteenth time.

Munich, April 1867

Dearest Mama,

I suppose you will be very angry at me. I know you had set your heart on my following a career as a lawyer, following in my father’s footsteps. I think, maybe all parents hope that their sons follow in their footsteps. But I cannot find that ius is my cup of tea at all. I am sure, if you think about it, you will agree that my aptitude for the life of a lawyer is not so very great.

So I am writing to you from Munich, where I have found a new home. Please do not think that I disregarded your advice. You know very well that I took my finals at Vienna University. I did that for you and for father, of course, whom you always taught me to be proud of and to make proud even though he has long gone from our lives and I have no recollection of him at all.

I declined Dr. Ralfberger’s kind offer to take me into his solicitor’s office as a junior partner, although I am indeed very grateful to you for arranging such an advantageous starting point for my career.But I could not do this. I am so sorry, my sweet Mama, but that is just the way it is. Dr. Ralfberger surely deserves a partner who takes an interest in the trade, and maybe I deserve a trade that I in turn can take an interest in.

I had planned to try and start a career as an artist for a long time. True, I had not anticipated doing so in Munich when Vienna is such a very wonderful place, but I had a little unfortunate encounter with a gentleman whose sister liked me more than she should have. You know how it is. Or maybe you don’t, of course. What can I say?

I know what you are thinking. You think that it is all my fault, but I assure you it was not, merely a chain of misunderstandings and deplorable misapprehensions. In any case, since the gentleman is not a gentleman – and the lady not really and truly a lady – I preferred to use my little post-examina travels to find a new vantage point for me and my talents which I feel would be sadly misplaced at the bar or drawing up wills for rich nabobs. We all have to die – but does it have to be of boredom? So, no more paragraphs. And no more meddlesome gentlemen with sudden ideas about the usefulness of their pretty and approachable sisters, either.

Munich has quite developed into a haven for artists. So many famous painters have found a home here and, indeed, I have been fortunate enough to be accepted at the ‘Akademie’ and to receive an education and training among the best artists of this country. Piloty and Kaulbach and so on. And von Schwind, although he is not as dreamy as his paintings suggest. I have already met a couple of artists, and they are a rather more interesting lot than lawyers, I can tell you that.

I have dug into my funds, and you will not like it, but I did not see why part of my inheritance should not go into something useful. I rented a private room (and a half) in a very nice apartment on the top floor of a modern building, and I can tell you that it is indeed very comfortable for my moderate needs. The flat has a big south-facing sitting room, which has very large windows and good light. I share this main room with the tenant of the other private room. We have, of course, gas light, and a small kitchen stove where we can cook simple meals. We even have a water closet inside the house, halfway down the stairs, which we share with the other tenants. You see, we have absolutely every modern luxury.

I can just see you frowning at the expenditure, but renting only ‘half an apartment’ is not so very expensive. The other young man I am sharing this place with is a Mr Ian McMullen who is also studying in Munich but was at first rather reticent about the type of his studies. He ’is studying with a Lodge in Munich. I always thought Lodges had to do with freemasonry. I never realised you could study there. I shall find out more once he has been with me a little longer, I dare say. By the way, he  says, he once met a Mrs. Treynstern. Can it be that you know him?

Anyway, I like him in spite of his truly unusual vocation. I hope you will not be too shocked about Ian’s career – whatever it may be. You know me, I have a good instinct about people, and he struck me as particularly pleasant and interesting. And with him not being an artist we shall not fight about the best position in the light of the living room, either.
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