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*

The following honorifics are used in this book: “Domnul” for Mr. / “Doamna” for Mrs.

This story takes place in Wallachia in the mid-19th century. It was one of two territories (the second being Moldavia) often referred to as the Danubian Principalities. The two would unite a mere decade after the events in this book, expand their territories, and eventually form the modern nation-state of Romania.  
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Prologue
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He sat in the box alone, numbed and dazed, his body still trembling. Below, on the stage, the opera continued, song and storytelling pared down to purer, simpler structures in defiance of the old guard. He tried to re-center himself by forcing his senses back to the refined strains of Orfeo ed Euridice, a performance of Glück’s opera, more notably the French version. 

On his lap sat a book—old and weathered, discolored pages on their way to aging to the point of turning brittle. He tried to remember where and when he acquired the book, and in his current state of excessive shock, he could only manage vague fragments of what may or may not be actual events. 

Theft? Yes, perhaps theft. 

No, of course, it was theft. He drowned in wealth, but even he had to steal a rare, arcane book for his purpose. 

Money... oh, yes. He raised a shaking hand to press his fingers—sticky with something—against his temple as he continued to gather his thoughts, embroider scraps of his life back into a pattern he recognized. 

He might be moneyed, might have been born into a dying line of minor aristocrats, but he’d been fortunate enough to be pampered and favored by his lovers. Plenty of them who willingly groveled for a scrap of attention from him. He was beautiful, they said. He was brilliant. Talented. His kisses were sweet, his body, sweeter. 

But he wasn’t a prodigy. His talent only stretched so far, its highest point certainly not insurmountable. There’d been other students who’d proven themselves far more gifted and even less ambitious, and they were the ones who’d ended up on the stage before adoring audiences, worshipped in their own way. Did those young talents love the adulation? Their defined and guaranteed places in the history of Western music, however small they might be?

His head suddenly throbbed with a dull ache, and his thoughts unscrambled themselves. 

Yes, it was theft. He’d stolen the book he needed to ensure the fulfillment of his own ambition, one that couldn’t be thwarted now by arrogant, patronizing, and lusty music masters. Those vague fragments of scattered memories shifted back—a little farther back—in time. 

When he’d first been presented to his leering music master, eager and quite proud of his own gifts. When the intensive lessons began, lessons that eventually devolved into half-hearted ones because he’d apparently reached his peak and simply couldn’t go any farther, and he’d grown petulant and demanding. And his peak hadn’t been good enough for the stage, for glory. For immortality. 

The leering and occasional clammy touches turned into forced kisses and threats. Then foul-breathed promises whispered against his damp buttocks, a slimy tongue flicking eagerly against his virgin hole. 

He’d never cared before how he’d achieve his greatest dream. If it somehow meant allowing himself to be fucked by his own music master, so be it. It would curry him some favor, especially when other gentlemen—older and wealthier gentlemen who were great patrons of the arts—took notice of his pleasing figure and offered him certain privileges. Passed from man to man, finding pleasure without love, he did what he needed to do in bed with single-minded determination. The gifts, flattery, and money weren’t altogether bad, either.

In the end, however, he was still deemed not good enough for the stage. 

The sweet, pastoral strains of Act 2’s “Dance of the Blessed Spirits” jolted him out of his trance. Quiet and gentle, it soothed his shaken mind and urged it back to the present and the opera. He blinked and glanced down to watch the performance, but the feel of the heavy book on his lap kept its insistent hold on his head. From Elysium, through which Orpheus traveled in his heartbroken quest to find his dead wife, to the shadow-heavy box of an old opera house somewhere in Bohemia. Was he in Bohemia? Yes, he must be. That was where he’d been sent to study music. The year? 1775? Yes, yes, that was correct. The year was 1775, he was twenty-five, and he couldn’t help but giggle softly at the inanity of the thought.

Something else drew his attention away from the opera. 

Something even less savory than memories of his disastrous time as a student. 

There they were, marking his breeches. Dark splotches of drying blood. 

He blinked and shifted in his seat to check his stockings and his buckled shoes. They were bloody—deep red marks where his music master’s gore sprayed with every blow to his head. Again and again and again, using the heavy bust of Voltaire, even well after the vile old monster had stopped moving on the floor. He needed a piece of the bastard’s skull, after all, and he needed it loose and small enough to pick out of the mess of gore. He’d managed to pulverize half of the man’s skull, and it was with characteristic single-minded determination he’d picked around the mass of bone and brain for the right piece to take with him. 

He sniffed and sat back straight, now realizing the piece of skull bone was safely tucked away in one of his pockets. He lightly felt his bag wig, ensuring its neatness, as he relaxed in his seat. 

Clarity now bloomed, and he was back in the present, all attention on the opera. He couldn’t help a smile form when he realized no one anywhere noticed his bloodied suit. The bits of brain still clinging to parts of his shoes and even his silk jacket. He was sure his face sported some of those as well, but no one seemed to see anything.

His smile broadened when a quiet voice whispered in his ear, assuring him his music master’s murder would never be solved. And neither would the book’s absence from the man’s library be noticed. 

The night world had shielded him—continued to shield him. It really did protect its devoted followers, as he’d always heard. All he needed to do now was to take his time lost in study—years, decades, it didn’t matter as he was now guaranteed all the time in the world. 
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The applause died down, and Iulian stole a quick, sidelong glance at his music master. Just off to his right, sitting in the very last chair in the front row, was the beaming face of Doru Petran. The gentleman held his head quite high, his shoulders squared, and he demurely clasped his hands on his lap while nodding his encouragement to Iulian. Something white gleamed in the candlelit brilliance of the room, and Iulian saw it was his music master’s ring. It appeared to capture and absorb illumination then reflect it back at the solitary figure standing before a hushed, expectant crowd. From where Iulian stood, the gleaming white stone on the ring seemed unnatural and otherworldly in its soft glow. But he took heart in it, the familiar sight of Domnul Petran’s uniquely designed bauble, the only one the gentleman would wear, regardless of the occasion. 

Resting his violin on his collarbone and gently setting the left side of his jaw on the beloved varnished wood, Iulian closed his eyes and took a deep, focusing breath. This was it, he told himself. The piece he’d turned himself inside out over for twelve months straight. About ten minutes of a Spanish-inspired masterpiece of exuberance, extreme difficulty, and ridiculous precision, Domnul Petran’s choice for Iulian’s recital—one of an hour’s worth of music, that is—was meant to be the grand finale capping a very successful year of intensive training and so many sacrifices. 

It wasn’t just an ordinary year by any standards in the music-training world, at that. At least insofar as Iulian understood it. His move from Point A to B, from unpolished talent to a new face to look out for among elite music lovers, had been—unique. It had gone more quickly than usual, he’d been told, which was par for the course with Doru Petran’s students. As to how, well—fierce dedication and strictness from the music master himself and a specific hex Domnul Petran had always used on his talented charges. A special and innocuous minor spell meant to rouse the pupil’s hunger and fire for perfection every time the musical instrument was picked up for that day’s lessons. It was a minor passion spell, as Domnul Petran had called it, created specifically for artists of every persuasion. And only those who’d studied and mastered the Satyrus Arts, as the gentleman had, could use it properly, following exceedingly strict guidelines for the wielder and the beneficiary’s sakes. 

And a passion, a fire gently stoked each day, coupled with the student’s natural and youthful dreams for greatness, meant a remarkably short duration of time spent moving from Point A to B. Indeed, a year ago, Iulian Dalca never even thought he’d reach this point so quickly, his dreams of a future as a renowned violinist at his fingertips.  

After this performance, Iulian had been told, master and pupil were to strike out to the capital. And there they would present themselves to officials, aristocrats, and whoever else would be willing to listen to a twenty-one-year-old former child prodigy with a touch of light magic in his blood perform miracles with nothing more than a violin. 

Soft, rhythmic notes flowed out, stirring the light magic coursing through Iulian’s veins. Like a mythical creature being roused from centuries-long slumber, that magic was fed by Iulian’s natural skills. It pulsed in time with the music, finding strength from it, before releasing itself onto the audience. 

As with his previous practice performances before smaller and more casual audiences, his body and his mind seemed to detach themselves from each other. Working like a dreamlike accompaniment to this process were the rippling murmurs, gasps, and muffled cries of his audience, every one of them caught in the grip of fantastical images conjured by his music. Who knew what was currently filling the listeners’ minds? Dreamscapes? Nightmares? Scenes of damnation in the manner of Hieronymus Bosch? Or moody, dramatic images of infinity and the unknown a la Caspar David Friedrich? The Spanish-flavored piece was nearly frenzied in its lively energy; it wouldn’t come as a surprise to Iulian if members of the audience were now lost in madly swirling dances in their heads. Familiar sounds met Iulian’s ears even as half of him peeled itself away from the rest, the voices fading with the growing psychic distance between his two selves. 

In one direction his mind soared, leaving his body completely under the influence of his music and whatever singular force surged through his veins and mingled with his blood. Jubilant energy took him to a narrow space seemingly caught between two worlds, an unexpectedly soothing landscape of soft and muted colors and barely defined shapes indicating a collection of scattered oaks and birches, sunlight and thick, healthy grass. An occasional bird or butterfly flickering vaguely now and then added just the perfect touch of light sweetness into the dreamy, bucolic setting. 

And in the midst of all that was a quiet, gentle presence whose source Iulian couldn’t see. 

A quiet, gentle, and all-too-familiar presence, one he’d sensed for the past seven years whenever he lost himself in music during a very particular and special time of the year. A presence whose ability to connect with Iulian in that curious little world had also grown stronger with time. And for better or for worse, Iulian had chosen to keep this wonderful little experience a secret from everyone, including his music master. It was too personal. Too special. 

Without breathing a single word, the strange presence took care of him, hushing his giddy excitement and cooling his swirling frustrations at not playing faster than he already was. Iulian imagined the entity enveloping him in warmth as though embracing him with comforting arms and refusing to release him till he allowed himself to let go of the momentary madness. Iulian inhaled deeply and then slowly exhaled, draining himself accordingly and to the quiet approval of his invisible companion. A slowly shifting kaleidoscope of color and faint images hampered his ability to find his strange little guardian angel, as he now referred to it, though he was tickled by the image of wild, tempestuous skies being contained by solid, steadfast earth. 

“Is anyone out there?” he called out, reaching his hands out and into the gently swirling colors around him. “Who are you? What’s your name?”

No one, of course, answered, but the quiet presence remained, feeling stronger than when Iulian sensed it a year ago. Iulian’s wild energy now snuffed, the fading influence also draining his curiously defined environment of its color and pleasurable effects. Finding himself in that small, idyllic space and being soothed by a sweet and tender presence had caught Iulian completely by surprise that night, considering the nature of the moment. It was an interruption in his performance that left him both baffled and yet breathlessly hopeful, though in truth, he should have expected it despite the fact the occasion for his performance was a unique and prestigious one. It was a moment that, technically, ought to have brought his mind, heart, and soul far above the expected and the familiar. 

That gentle and soothing presence, however, had imposed itself in what had been shaping itself as a frenzied moment of glory and had successfully curbed his passion a little, grounding him. Forcing him to maintain control of himself. And with the loss of his manic energy came the weakening and slipping of his grip on that world. 

“Whoever you are,” he called out again, “come back to me when I seek out your world next time! And I will seek you out, I swear it!”

It was, in truth, a childish and impulsive move of his to shout that into the world now vanishing around him, and yet he couldn’t not do it. That odd and unexpected connection in the middle of a passionate expression of his art might have curbed his tendencies, but he knew better than to dismiss the stronger than usual connection as nothing more than a yearly curiosity. 

Instinct, suddenly stirring, had prompted him to cling to that invisible presence, acknowledge its existence as something real and even consistent—or something with a thread of permanence woven into its fabric. Despite knowing nothing about that presence, Iulian heeded instinct and responded accordingly and once again took delight in keeping it his special secret.

And as his mind sank back in unity with his body, a vague yet insistent feeling assured him he’d just done the right thing. 

The Spanish piece now took over, and Iulian felt himself soar with the music, his zeal returning, his energy spiking again. Murmurs, muted exclamations of amazement and delight, and occasional gasps wove themselves with the music. The touch of light magic in Iulian’s blood did its work in pulling threads here and there, turning sight and sound from everyone present into an intricate tapestry of a surreal dreamscape of sorts. Spanish-flavored details, dictated by the choice of song, trickled in, adding texture and even more complexity to an already complicated picture of hopes, fantasies, dreams, and even hints of a nightmare here and there. 

The final movement—a rondo. Escalating energy, an infectiously playful allegro of furiously played notes. Murmurs turned into breathless giggles and even an occasional giddy little shriek or two from the ladies. Iulian’s eyes drifted shut, opened, drifted shut, his vision nothing more than a never-ending river of light, color, and indescribable exuberance. His fingers flew up and down the violin’s neck and fingerboard, his bow sawing away as though in a mad bid to equal the ferocity of his fingers’ speed. And he’d been told, countless times since his childhood, that his fingers would disappear in a blur when performing a fiendishly difficult piece. A beautiful, almost unfair benefit of the perfect blending of natural talent and some light magic—such was the gift bestowed on child prodigies had been the theory. 

The final bars. Trill. Pizzicato. Trill. Pizzicato. 

From fortissimo to forte to piano. Then forte to piano. Forte. Forte. Fortissimo. 

Trill. Pizzicato. Forte. Fortissimo. 

A rest. A final, emphatic note as though in a triumphant flourish. Then Spain vanished, drifting off in a fading wave of magic and song.

When the near-echoes of the final notes vanished into the shadows, Iulian opened his eyes and found his audience rising to their feet and showering him with enthusiastic applause. Cries of “Bravo!” mixed it up with other encouraging expressions, and Iulian straightened up, held his violin and his bow almost stiffly at his sides, and bowed.

It took him a while to find his way back to Domnul Petran’s side, the audience swarming him in an enthusiastic surge. Gripping his violin and bow tightly with his left hand, Iulian tried his best to return everyone’s goodwill with a more controlled show of gratitude and pleasure. It was difficult, to say the least, but not leaping about and clapping and howling his triumph had been firmly hammered into his head. 

Iulian Dalca might have been plucked from the orphanage, his talent already being nurtured and encouraged by awestruck and supportive teachers throughout his childhood and adolescence, but he was destined to be a proper gentleman. Artistic, refined, cultured—anything to do with the celebration and cultivation of the arts, Iulian would be one of its representatives in Wallachia, perhaps even what had been often referred to as the Danubian Principalities of Moldavia and Wallachia. And if his luck held, he and his master might even travel the continent, perform for courts and glittering salons. 1850 was going to be a good year.

“How did I do, sir?” he asked, breathless and flushed, his hair damp with sweat and his exhaustion not yet acknowledged. Iulian continued to soar on the strength of pure joy and disbelief of his accomplishments to give much thought to his current physical condition. 

Domnul Petran glided over to him, clapping and laughing, his strikingly handsome features creased with pleasure. His graying hair slicked back and enhancing the sharp, aristocratic lines and curves of his face, he regarded Iulian with what could only be described as a fatherly fondness that Iulian had always loved and craved. 

“What do you think, young man? Just look around you.”

Iulian did and found the audience still milling around. They spoke excitedly among themselves, with many looking in his direction and acknowledging him with enthusiastic bows and a random little cry of “Bravo!” 

The gentleman pulled Iulian close for a tight but brief embrace—staccato-like, Iulian thought with a great deal of amusement—and then kissed both of his cheeks before releasing him. 

Domnul Petran then linked his arm through Iulian’s and gently guided him out of the room. “We’ll have a well-deserved dinner next and then go straight to bed. Tomorrow, Iulian, we’ll celebrate properly.” 

He paused and gave Iulian’s arm a quick pat with his free hand, his ring almost blinding Iulian with its remarkable glow with each movement. If the ring were, indeed, enchanted, it must have intensified its powers in some way, perhaps from Iulian’s performance. It was a random, idle thought crossing Iulian’s mind as he basked in his music master’s pride, and he found he quite liked it. 

“Remember that painting I mentioned? It’s hanging in the gallery right now. Unfinished, of course, but it will be soon enough, and by tomorrow’s end, you’ll be captured in oil and color. Then you’ll take your place with my other talented youngsters, honoring music as the Mousai had always willed it.”

Iulian listened, unable to find the words to say. It was all he could do to grin stupidly till his face hurt. 
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Chapter 2
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“Cosmin? Is there anything the matter, dearest?” Doamna Vasile’s brows furrowed slightly as she watched Cosmin stare in bleary confusion at his breakfast. “You look ill. Did you sleep badly last night?”

He hesitated for a handful of seconds, his fuzzy brain struggling mightily for an acceptable response. There were far too many things his mother—both his parents, truth be told—didn’t know about his annual troubles, and he didn’t quite know if he should even confess to them. If only his older brother were there, still with them, and not busily raising his own family in the more distant reaches of Wallachia, Cosmin thought with an inward sigh. Alin would have comforted him and offered advice in his usual gentle, doting way. 

“I’m not ill, Mama,” Cosmin replied at length. “I suppose I didn’t have a restful night. I mean, I slept, but I think I had nightmares that woke me up here and there. Um—I can’t remember much, though. I’m too sleepy to think.”

Well, that much was true, though he had to varnish things just a tad. Cosmin could remember what it was that had turned his need for nightly rest upside-down, but he felt that he couldn’t talk about it with his parents without sounding as though he were going mad. As far as he knew, after all, no one around him—youth his age as well as older adults—had experienced this surreal disturbance. Especially, he grumpily appended, since it tended to re-occur every year for the past seven years, at the beginning of summer, but with no real specific days to mark. 

Doamna Vasile’s frown deepened. “Should I call the healer? Or—you know Domnul Dumitrescu can sort out dreams and nightmares.” She turned her attention back to her work, embroidering a commissioned dress for one of the wealthier residents of the neighboring town. “It doesn’t hurt to ask, Cosmin. Besides, he owes us a small service, and we might as well take advantage of it.”

Cosmin had to smile faintly at the suggestion. Radu Dumitrescu was an old, familiar fixture in that quiet, tucked away corner of the Wallachian countryside, and he was also a dear friend of Cosmin’s late paternal grandfather. After enjoying a couple of free services from the Vasile family twice—namely baskets of fresh, hot bread from Cosmin’s mother and a pair of new shoes from his father—to stave off hunger and avoid near-nakedness during a couple of particularly harsh winters, the genial old fellow had been pestering Cosmin’s father for an exchange of services. But he was an occultist-healer whose specialty was dreams and nightmares. Domnul Dumitrescu’s too-specific focus had understandably led to unfortunate threats of starvation and illness, for steady, well-paying business had never been a realistic goal. He’d always been a popular and well-liked figure among the villagers, however, and their generosity despite their near poverty had helped sustain him through the years.

The less charitable types had snidely referred to the unfortunate creature as a glorified beggar, much to the Vasile family’s dismay.

“Perhaps, Mama. I’ll think about it. Besides, it was only one night.”

“Oh, yes? That was what you said last year, if I remember correctly, and for—what, a fortnight?—you continued to go about your days as though you’ve just crawled out of the grave.”

Well, in truth, Cosmin’s yearly sleep disturbances didn’t last that long. A week, perhaps? Yes, somewhere around a week, give or take a day. Cosmin retired quite early the previous night—no later than eight-thirty, in fact—largely because of exhaustion from the day’s work. It was also, oddly enough, partly because of a general need for rest he’d never experienced before. Now he wondered if he was on his way to falling ill, but it would depend on how that night and even the next day or perhaps the one after that, turned out. 

Cosmin’s gaze cleared, as did his brain, at hearing his mother refer to his behavior last year. Did he do that poor a job at hiding his troubles? Doamna Vasile hadn’t said anything much throughout last year’s ordeal, if he remembered correctly. And Cosmin managed to convince himself she’d never noticed anything too peculiar from him. Perhaps sleep last night had been a great deal more troubled than usual, and his perceptions were simply quite useless now. 

“Oh. I don’t know. Maybe I was feeling ill then.” Cosmin managed a noncommittal sort or shrug. “At any rate, that was a year ago. And I think you’re making far too much of something that’s really nothing, you know.”

Because, in truth, Cosmin still sensed nothing threatening or terrifying about those dreams, whatever they might have been. Not fully understanding their nature made him default easily to references to possible nightmares, but instinct always rebelled against such a label. His sleep might have been restless, leaving him tired and utterly dissatisfied the following morning, but... 

There was always a cautious hopefulness in his heart whenever he rose, and he remained baffled as to why. Nightmares never left positive residual influences as far as he knew, based on experience. This yearly annoyance, with its incongruent effects, remained a mystery. 

When Doamna Vasile glanced up from her work, a brow raised, Cosmin easily met her look with a cheeky, close-lipped smile that always succeeded in reassuring her. As with previous times he’d attempted it, Cosmin watched his mother roll her eyes and then snort, mutter something under her breath, and return to her work. 

“At any rate, young man, Domnul Dumitrescu is always available for help if you need any,” she said after a moment’s pause, when Cosmin was finally tearing up his bread and buttering it. “And I do believe Madalina’s flock had been out and about.”

“Um—over in Fin?” 

“But of course, you ridiculous boy. I wouldn’t mention it to you, otherwise.” Doamna Vasile laughed, her voice light and young and a pretty counterpoint to the gloomy and weathered state of the family cottage. “Go and gather your wool. You’re not needed for errands or for help in your father’s workshop at the moment.”

Fin Forest’s glade—Fin Glade, in short—was a relatively small and isolated area where Madalina Ivas sometimes let loose her little flock of sheep. She’d spin the animals’ wool into yarn and sell side-by-side with her sheep’s milk at the open-air market some five miles away. Doamna Ivas, a sprightly, middle-aged, childless widow, adored the Vasile boys, and she’d always encouraged the family to take full advantage of the wool her flock left behind. 

Alin, a good seven years older than Cosmin, never bothered. His interests lay instead in their father’s shoemaking business. Cosmin, on the other hand, enjoyed the serenity of Fin Glade. And gathering wool caught in the bushes there since his childhood—and, sometimes, the hedgerows lining the dirt road leading to and from the forest—had turned into a productive use of his time in more ways than one. He’d earned a bit of money carding the wool he’d gathered. He’d use his grandmother’s old spinning-wheel to produce some yarn to sell to knitters in his village, and he’d also just begun to learn how to weave. With any luck, it would prove to be an excellent source of income and, down the line, of independence. 

But, more effectively, the solitary pursuit allowed him the time and space to indulge in his passion for singing. A lofty indulgence, to be sure, since his family was simply too poor to afford school for him and Alin beyond basic reading, writing, and mathematics. Life for Cosmin Vasile, at eighteen years of age then, meant plowing through each day, hand to mouth, unless good fortune happened to smile upon them someday. 

His sleepiness momentarily overcome, Cosmin devoured his breakfast, asked meekly for a second helping, much to his mother’s fond delight, and cleaned up after himself in preparation for that day’s much-welcomed activity. 

* * * *
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Fin Forest was a loose collection of ancient oaks and birches, whose generous spaces allowed plenty of sunshine to spill onto the forest floor, which, in turn, encouraged a good deal of lush growth among the trees. The forest was also known to contain magic within its borders—magic that was just as timeless as its leafy sentinels. It was a certain kind of Nature Magic, it had always been said, a soothing, healing, protective kind of energy that benefited anyone and anything that walked among the trees.

It was for that reason Madalina Ivas sometimes took her small flock of sheep to Fin Glade. She’d sworn by the trees’ health-and-life-giving qualities, boasting how her sheep had never suffered illnesses, injuries, or even subpar milk and wool. Cosmin himself could vouch for the animals’ excellent state of health, his sack always nearly overflowing with the most remarkably thick and rich wool by the time he’d return home. 

Of course, Nature Magic never discounted ongoing rumors of the late Domnul Ivas gifting his beloved wife with a hexed flock meant to provide her with a comfortable living for the rest of her days. 

That morning turned out a bit misty, though Cosmin could think of no reason why it would be so. All the same, he went about his business, pushing past tangled branches and falling to his knees sometimes in order to reach for fragments that somehow had found their way into smaller, tighter spaces. 

He sang in a low tone at first, if only to “warm up” his throat, as he’d always describe it. Once he was fully immersed in wool-gathering, he’d sing more loudly, thrilling in the way his voice would seem to bounce back and forth between trees in the glade. Perhaps that was part of the forest’s legendary magical qualities, but it didn’t matter to Cosmin. 

Moving from spot to spot, he sang with increasing energy and passion. It was an old-fashioned courting song he chose, one he’d long learned had been traditionally used in wooing lads and lasses by the opposite or same genders. 

Cosmin paused after several minutes’ worth of uninterrupted singing. 

He frowned and looked around, scanning the glade and straining his ears. 

“Good morning!” he called out, puzzled. “Is anyone out there?”

When he fell silent and waited, a faint breeze picked up, carrying with it what sounded like a distant, hollow voice. Cosmin frowned and repeated his call a couple more times. Each time, the breeze appeared to answer with that curious voice riding its gentle movement past oaks and birches till surging air and disembodied voice poured into the sunny glade. 

Cosmin scrunched his face, even more bewildered. 

“Is someone lost in the forest?” he muttered, this time fixing his attention on the forest itself, noting the cheery environment even among the light shadows cast by branches and leaves within. 

He stumbled to his feet and set his sack aside, his gaze fixed on the scene before him. Taking a few steps forward, he frowned and called out again. 

“Is anyone out there?”

I hear you!

The voice seemed to come from just about anywhere, and Cosmin struggled to pinpoint its source. With the breeze softly whispering around him on occasion, however, all efforts at seeking the voice’s source crumbled. Cosmin pinched his mouth and sighed, convinced fatigue from a night’s restless sleep was easily twisting his senses and firing up his overactive imagination. 

He was about to call out again when the voice—if, indeed, what he was hearing was a voice coming from someone or something—cooed into the gently swirling air. 

I’m coming for you!

The words faded with each breath till Cosmin wasn’t sure if he’d even heard them correctly. The mist remained, curiously enough, softening the trees’ imposing silhouettes without disrupting the sunlight too much. If anything, the more Cosmin stared at the mist, the more he wondered if it was even part of the physical world.

He shivered at the thought, goosebumps breaking out on his skin. 

When the breeze died again, Cosmin took a few cautious steps toward the next collection of wool fragments after reclaiming his sack, his grip on it tightening. He needed to sing again, if only as a way of comforting himself with something familiar. 

Thank the heavens, indeed, that it was mid-morning, the sun bearing down on the countryside with a brilliance that would only intensify the higher it rose in the sky. Cosmin took heart at the reminder, and he sang again. This time it was a love sonnet from another country—Cosmin didn’t know where—that had been turned into a sweet, lullaby-like song whose melody was quite easy to learn. 

“Western winds, when wilt thou blow, that the small rain down can rain?” 

Before he could continue, the breeze picked up once more, and this time, the distant, hollow voice answered him with the next two lines of the song.

Christ, that my love were in my arms, and I in my bed again.

Cosmin wasn’t sure, but he thought the voice dissolved in soft, mocking laughter following that.
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Chapter 3
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Iulian observed the landscape outside his window as he finished buttoning up his jacket. It was misty outside but only slightly, and it gave the surrounding trees and the distant hills he managed to glimpse from his bedroom a soft, dream-like quality. Perhaps later that day he could enjoy a solitary walk in the countryside, his preferred way of clearing out his mind and relaxing his body, especially after a particularly exciting and successful night of error-free violin-playing. 

A grin broke out yet again as Iulian’s mind flew back to his night of triumph. It was the culmination of a year’s worth of magical training (literally and figuratively), and while it didn’t signal the end of his time under the impressive tutelage of Doru Petran, it marked the next step in his growth as a violinist. 

His music master had left early that morning to visit his physician for his usual troubles, all of which, Domnul Petran constantly complained, were associated with aging. 

“It’s only natural, lad, for me to suffer from these periodic irritations,” the gentleman had said with a wry laugh and a shrug over breakfast. “And given all the excitement of your performance last evening, why, I was quite shocked I could still stand afterward. Don’t worry, though. I’ll be fine. It’s nothing my doctor can’t fix with a powder, a tablet, a potion, or even a hex or two. Perhaps even all of those if he’s in the mood to overdo things.”

“I hope he finds you in good health, sir. Maybe a bit tired and worn down from last night and—and all the months leading up to it, I suppose, but nothing worse than that,” Iulian replied, coloring at the way his mentor regarded him with that light of fatherly fondness in his eyes. 

“Oh, I’m sure I’ll be able to live forever,” Domnul Petran said, and they both laughed. To be sure, Iulian hoped the kindly gentleman would manage such a feat if it meant future young talents being nurtured in that very special way Iulian had been nurtured for twelve months and even beyond. 

“Will you be back for lunch, sir?”

“I will, yes. In the meantime, indulge yourself, my boy. You’ve done exceedingly well last night, and you deserve to be pampered today.” Domnul Petran paused and waved a hand in the general direction of the great house. “Lose yourself to idle daydreams, reading, wandering, or even sleeping and eating. You’ll be up for a bit of an adventure soon enough, and we’ll need you to be sharp and fresh for that. I’ve sent Doamna Albu off for a quick errand, so if you’ll need her anytime soon, I’m afraid you’ll have to wait till she returns.”
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