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

Some things, however, are different from recorded history. Magic is possible and – although not at all an everyday 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, and 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.

It is an age of invention and progress. It is also an age of reckless singlemindedness. For most masterminds of technical advancement “progress” will always justify the means – any means.

After all, they are not so very different from us.
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What happened in Volume 1
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Seventeen-year-old Ian McMullen vanishes together with his tutor. Both were at the time on the boy's grand tour, in Austria (Salzkammergut region). Before he vanishes he writes a letter to his uncle, the lodge wizard Aengus McMullen, in which he claims to have discovered a great secret conspiracy in the mountains, that he wishes to explore.

Aengus McMullen goes looking for the boy, accompanied by his trusty former team colleague and co-fighter, Delacroix (Mr. Philip Fairchild). They are captured by a suspicious team of men and are imprisoned in a cave system.

Not far from these incidents, Charlotte (Charly) von Sandling and her uncle are attacked by a team of men in their own home. These men gained an invitation by fraud, since their leader, Leopold von Waydt, and Charly were once promised to one another by their (now deceased) parents. The men’s only aim, however, is to capture a Feyon, Count Arpad. They shoot him down and take him prisoner. One of the ruffians is Asko von Orven who as "Mr. Meyer" has infiltrated the team as a spy.

Charlotte frees the Feyon and flees into the mountains with him, hiding in an old tunnel and cave system in which they get trapped. They start their odyssey through the mountain, looking for an exit. Count Arpad turns out to be a vampire who can see in the dark. He helps Charlotte, who knows all too well that his kindness will only last until his next hunger attack.

Not too far away, in Ischl, three ladies meet up: Corrisande Fairchild (Delacroix's wife), the singer Cérise Denglot (Count Arpad's lover, former lover of Delacroix) and Mrs. Treynstern (Count Arpad's former lover). All three of them had a warning dream telling them that the men they cherish are in danger. Ignoring the very embarrassing circumstances of their “relationship”, they team up and travel into the mountains on a rescue mission.

The missing Ian McMullen meanwhile finds himself entrapped in the cave system. He is very confused at the realisation that his body has become the shelter for the mind and spirit of a Fey creature. This Feyon, too, is striving to survive in the depths of the mountains after almost having been killed by a team of conspirators who separated his soul from his body. 

During their investigations at Lake Grundlsee, the three ladies and their maid meet a libidinous water Feyon who would claim Corrisande; they also meet a group of shifty men who are hunting Corrisande for her tiny share of Fey heritage.

The ladies save the life of Bavarian Lieutenant von Görenczy, who was caught spying and was brought to a cave by his captors, from whence he managed to escape. He tells them that an ultimate weapon is secretly being built in the mountain. This weapon draws energy from live Feyons and transforms it into destructive force.

Von Görenczy travels to Bad Ischl to report to his secret employer. For camouflage he takes along Marie-Jeannette, Corrisande’s lady's maid.

Possessed by the Dream-Weaver, Ian makes Charlotte and Asko fall in love via a dream vision, which he sends to both of them.

The three ladies in the meantime meet with three ethereal creatures, the Salige, whose help they hope to enlist, but who might just follow their very own aims.
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Chapter 1
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Corrisande Fairchild would be killed. Asko von Orven felt certain of it. Marhanor, the uncanny Master of the Arcane, had descried her Fey emanations with his art and now four of the ruthless hunters had set out to capture “the Feyon”.

They were still gone. They would catch her in order to destroy her. Or they would slay her while trying to catch her. The inevitability of disaster branded guilt into Asko’s soul.

Those four hunters had not returned yet and Professor Hardenburg was getting restive. By now, Marhanor was reading supernatural emanations everywhere in the valley and had stopped scanning outside the cave system. Obviously the ban he had conjured up around the mountain range was interfering with the results of his measuring.

The situation was getting desperate. Still, Asko von Orven sat outside by the little Lake Kammersee in the afternoon sunshine, his back resting against a rock. It was sheer luxury.

Master Marhanor had lifted the spell from the main cave entrance to allow Heinrich Gärtner and Klaus Maria Karpner out. They had sent two people after four people. Asko was wondering when they would send one person after the two that had left just now.

He had volunteered to go, but his suggestion had once again been turned down. However, he had been given leave to go and sit outside by the lake for some time – close to the cave entrance. Prolonged lack of daylight made everybody peevish and tense. So they did get time to go outside, if their schedules permitted it, and his schedule was not particularly busy at the moment. The war machine was ready and – probably – working. All he had to do was wait for a Feyon to be caught and drained of its essence in the contraption.

Asko hoped that it would not be Count Arpad. He hoped even more that Mrs. Fairchild had escaped their prosecution. So far, they had not brought her back. Of course, it was quite possible that they had killed her by mistake.

He stared into the dark little lake and yet again counted the friends or former fighting companions who were in danger somewhere quite close and about whose fate he knew and could do nothing. It was quite a little list. Delacroix and McMullen had vanished deeper into the mountain. Udolf was on his perilous way to report to the Empress. Corrisande was being hounded by hunters of the Fey. And Charlotte von Sandling was lost in the mountain.

All those lives were on his head if he made a mistake. And more lives than those would be on his head if he took the wrong decision.

But what was he to do?

He looked around himself into the glowing afternoon sunshine. He was all alone – finally. He did not have to make polite conversation, did not have to think up new lies. He merely gazed into the lake in front of him. A large silver fish was swimming slow circles in it and for a moment he was distracted.

“It is easy for you,” he said to the fish. “All you have to worry about is which lake to swim in and how to avoid getting fried and eaten.”

He suddenly had the impression that the fish was grinning at him, and could not help feeling that a voice in his head was answering him.

“And you are one of those humans who are building the frying pan for us.”

Asko shook his head to get the lingering sensation from his mind that he was conversing with a fish.

“I am probably overworked,” he murmured.

“No, you are merely unintelligent,” said the fish and was gone from sight.

Asko moved forward to the edge of the water, gazing intently down into the depths of the little lake. Since the lake was fed by the waterfall and had no river or brook flowing from it, the water obviously left it by a subterranean passage. So had the fish.

He knelt down and carefully touched the icy water with his hand. Ripples ran from his fingers across the surface.

“Lack of sleep and lack of light,” Asko said to himself. “I am beginning to hallucinate.”

“That’s one possibility,” said a voice behind him.

Leaning against a rock and sitting in exactly the same place Asko had vacated only a moment ago, sat a man with green hair, pointed ears and extremely sharp pointy teeth. He had claws. He had webbed feet and hands. He was also quite naked and shockingly unconcerned about it. And he was so beautiful that for an irritating moment the officer was quite breathless, feeling the uncanny allure that went out from the creature and his overwhelming, unnatural attraction.

Asko hissed through his teeth and put his hand against his heart to make sure he was wearing his protective amulet. He was not. He did not recall having taken it off.

“You are Fey,” Asko said after a small pause, and realised that he was still kneeling. He tried to get up but found that he could not move.

“Very perceptive. I am the Lord of these waters. The Mother asked me to talk to you. I can’t say that I am enjoying it immensely.”

Asko bristled at the insult.

“Well, then don’t, Lord of the Water. I did not ask you for your company. But I shall give you fair warning. If anyone else from my team sees you, they’ll catch you and fry you like a trout.”

Asko felt a little better after having fought back verbally. The eerie lure that was cast over him abated a little. It had better have. He was rather sure that he was not that kind of man. Never had... and in any case, his religion forbade it. He liked women, not... water creatures, even if they were built like Greek gods, if one excepted certain unmentionable parts of their anatomy which by far surpassed any statue of a Greek god Asko had ever seen at the Munich Glyptothek. Or anywhere else, for that matter. But what on earth was he looking at? He lifted his eyes – and drowned in a rainbow gaze.

“They might certainly try. But then they cannot see me. At the moment, they could not even see you.”

Asko stared at the naked man. The fellow was so overpoweringly physical that he himself felt quite inadequate. He was glad no lady was near to watch the spectacle. The creature was simply too much to behold. His entire Catholic education boiled up in him like bile.

“I don’t believe you are here at all,” he said, closing his eyes briefly and opening them again in the firm conviction that the illusion would be gone. However, the illusion was still there and was giving him a condescending smile.

“That, of course, is a matter of definition, mortal. You would have to define ‘here’ to be totally sure. But I truly do not think that you have the mind for it.”

“I am dreaming.”

“That, too, is a possibility, but not as probable as it could be. But measuring probability is not something your race is very good at, is it?”

“What?”

“I thought so. In fact I am right about so many things that it would blow your mind to imagine the scope if I let you know.”

Asko glared at him, refusing to be baited like that.

“In that case, please don’t,” he simply said and the creature grinned at him, studying him with myriad coloured eyes, scrutinizing him slowly from head to toe. The Feyon focused his gaze on the bulge in Asko’s trousers and began to snicker in a lewd way.

“Don’t want your mind blown, do you?”

Asko stared at him. He had given up the attempt to stand up and simply remained kneeling in front of the formidable creature, a posture he hated. He would kneel before his God, or before his King, but not before an unnatural creature that ought to be banned from reality. He realised that he should be in a panic, but oddly enough he was more angry than fearful. In fact, he was furious – at his own reaction as well as at the creature.

“I truly cannot imagine that your ‘Mother’ told you to talk to me in this fashion. But then, I do not know your mother, Sir,” he said with a slightly insulting smile.

“You should,” replied the Lord of the Water with a sigh. “After all, she is your mother as well. In a manner of speaking. Not that you would understand that, of course.”

Asko felt more convinced than ever that he did not even wish to understand. He just wanted the creature gone. It was interfering with his concept of reality as much as with his comprehension of propriety. He did not wish to feel its contempt and even less its lure. Its charm. Its attraction. Its enticement. Its mind caressing his body. Saints above! What was he thinking about? He shrugged his shoulders and hoped that he would manage to be insulting enough to end this vision – if that was what it was.

“My Lord of Passing Water, why don’t you simply deliver your mother’s message and go and be a fish again – or some such vastly interesting pastime?”

He had hardly finished saying it when he fell to the rocky ground, drowning in agony. His lungs filled with water painfully and he thought that they were bursting with the pressure of icy fluids that streamed into him directly from the waterfall. He could not breathe, and the panic he had not felt a moment ago now sliced through him with a vengeance. Too late. He was squirming on the ground, hitting out, reaching nothing. What a damned way to go, drowning on dry land!

The feeling left him only moments later. He was lying on the hard rocks panting and fighting for breath and for composure. He tried to regain some of his hurting, muddled senses. Agony was more than a word. It was a universe.

“You should show a little more respect, mortal. It does not take much to crush you out of existence. But,” the creature was beside him all of a sudden, helping him up gently into a sitting position, “I did not come to kill. Unfortunately, the same thing cannot be said about you and your friends. You came to kill on a vast scale. How very destructive your race is.”

“So is yours.” Asko pressed the words through the pain that was slowly receding from his chest. The creature had slipped an arm around his shoulders like a close friend and the young man was as disgusted by that familiarity as by his inability to fight it off. His muscles were only slowly starting to react to what he told them. He was not precisely paralysed, but it seemed to him as if his mind did not truly reach his limbs. He tried to squirm out of the supportive embrace, but all he managed to do was to start trembling with the effort.

“Oh no. We are quite peaceful, in comparison to you. Wholesale slaughter is something humans are good at.”

Cool fingers went through blond hair, gently, interested.

Asko shook his head in an attempt to get rid of the invasion.

“Can we get back to your mother, my Lord? I am sure she did not send you to comb my hair. And would you please let me go? I am afraid you are mistaking my predilections quite completely. Let me assure you that...”

“Oh, I know,” replied the creature with a sparkling grin. “I know what you wish to assure me – or yourself – of. But you do not at all know what you want. Your mind is brimming over with unmade decisions. Your conscience is full of guilt and good excuses. As long as you are so very undecided, you might want to try new options. Human scientists, I am told, like to experiment.”

The naked man let Asko go and he almost collapsed. Only his pride prevented him from cringing into a protective position or from trying to crawl away, hollering for help. Slowly, he got his breath back and regained some control over his body.

The Lord of the Water was sitting beside him, dangling his feet in the icy floods. There was a dreamy smile on his beautiful lips, marred only slightly by an abundance of rather too pointy teeth.

“So, what is it you want, my boy?” he asked. “To sit in the sunshine ignoring what is happening around you? Is that what you want? Or would you prefer to romp about in the water with me for a bit? I could teach you a few things you probably do not know yet. They would broaden your mind, and I am quite sure your mind can do with some substantial broadening. It seems so very narrow – even for a human. You would like it. I know you would. And you know you would, too. That is the problem, is it not, that you know you would? – You won’t drown. I shall be careful. You may even learn to like me.”

Asko suppressed a bitter comment, and the creature went on.

“I am good at making people like me. All you would have to do is to remove those iron clamps from around your character. They will drag you down one day. Give your tiny, brittle soul a little leeway, why don’t you?” He grinned at Asko, who suddenly had the feeling that his soul was spread out on a test rack, secured with needles piercing it. “Or do you want her?” The green-haired Sí touched the lake surface with his hand, and the smooth water turned into darkness.

After a while, Asko could see details. Charlotte von Sandling was lying rolled into a coat on the harsh ground. She was very pale, and her face showed scratches and still some faded signs of the bruises she had received from his companions. There was a resigned look about her but she did not appear to be afraid. She stared into the darkness unseeing, and suddenly her large dark eyes seemed to focus into his. She bit her lip. A slender, long-nailed hand was caressing her hair. Count Arpad was still with her. He was taking care of her. Good.

Only, he should not touch her. He should not caress the young woman’s hair. He had no right to do it. He was not human, and she could not be his. She probably felt nauseated by the alien touch.

She smiled.

“If you want her, you will have to do something about it, you know. Sitting in the sun waiting for divine inspiration will not help – you would not recognise divine inspiration if it kicked you in the whatnots. The girl will never feel the sun on her skin again unless you help her. But of course, she is not your priority. You are busy doing interesting things with metal and waiting for victims to try them out on. Frying pan man.”

“I...”

“Don’t tell me you are not part of this. You did nothing to stop it. That makes you part of it. Responsibility does not end with not doing evil. Not stopping evil is part of it as well. With compliments from the Mother.”

The creature glided into the water.

“Don’t wait too long,” he said and dived.

“Wait!”

Asko only realised what he had said after he had uttered the word. He did not want the creature to wait. He did not like the Sí. He hated them, the whole damned lot of them. And quite certainly this encounter had not convinced him of the opposite. They were not to be trusted. They were unnatural and arrogant and so far from human rules and moral concepts that he still felt nauseated by the whole discussion. To be told about good or evil by one of them was a blow to the face. To be touched and ogled by the creature was making his stomach queasy. And to feel his own body betray him by answering a longing that simply must not be answered made his soul feel queasy.

Certainly he did not want the creature to ‘wait’.

But he had not asked the right questions. He knew as little about his duty now as he had known before. He knew nothing. He was an ignorant human entangled in a scheme far too big for him. He could almost understand the contempt he had felt from the creature.

She would die, unless he helped her. The thought hurt him.

But how could she die? Count Arpad was with her still. He was taking care of her. He was caressing her in the darkness.

Asko woke with a start. He had been asleep. He had dreamt. Dreamt?

He looked at his pocket watch. Not a minute had passed since he had sat down to enjoy the sunshine. He had just fallen asleep for a moment. Nothing else had happened.

A large fish jumped in the lake and vanished in the floods.

Weird, the things you dreamt when you fell asleep like that. Very disquieting. He hardly admitted to himself that he sometimes dreamt vividly about women, but to dream about a man who was trying to seduce him bordered on the uncanny. 

It had only been a dream. He tried to put it from his mind but his body still held a different opinion. Maybe what he needed was a swim in precisely these icy floods that seemed to be drawing strings inside his body. It should be cold enough for any lingering, inexplicable urges to be driven away. Urges that simply were... not permitted.

Better not think about it at all.

His hand betrayed his disquiet and went for his amulet. He opened his collar and pulled the chain out. Flaky metal scratched his skin. The little pendant had rusted to brittle dust and disintegrated in his hand. Where it had touched the skin, a burning pain etched itself into his consciousness, nasty but endurable.

He stared at the remnants and wondered whether it would be a good idea to tell Master Marhanor and demand a new one. Possibly not.

So the protective charm had not helped. Perhaps the creature – of his dream – was stronger than he ought to be, stronger than the Master had thought possible. It was a disquieting thought.

Asko felt his hair rise on his neck. Count Arpad had his limitations when people wore protective charms – at least, he had insinuated that. Perhaps he had lied. True or not, this fellow did not seem to have that same problem. In fact, considering that for the last couple of months armed hordes of ruthless men had scoured the mountains for the likes of him, he was unduly unconcerned.

They were trying to catch Sí like him. For a moment Asko felt like a mouse trying to catch a tiger.

Just a dream?
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Chapter 2
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Lieutenant von Görenczy shot once at the riders and missed. They did not grant him the time to shoot again. The coach driver had stopped the horses and meekly stepped from his box. They showed him some piece of paper and he bowed deeply and literally turned away from further proceedings.

“Hide that knife again,” he had murmured to the girl, but there was no time for it. They caught her holding the knife in her little hand and disarmed her brutally while pulling them both from the carriage.

Four men, well-armed, their weapons trained on him and the young woman. Udolf was good at close combat, usually, but after the last few days, he would never be able to move quickly enough to take out all four of them without getting shot.

He raised his hands above his head. Marie-Jeannette was pouring out a flood of well-construed half-truths meant to convey the impression that they were a young couple and did not know what this hold-up was supposed to mean. She was not half bad at it, but the fact that she was foreign did nothing to convince the men of their harmlessness.

Also, he felt quite sure that they knew him very well. Maybe her, too. He could not say that he in turn recognised their faces, but some of the voices sounded familiar.

“Tell her to stop prattling or we shall make her,” one of them said.

“Christine, please be quiet,” he admonished her, trying not to move. “Gentlemen,” he then said, “She knows nothing about all this. Please do not harm her.”

He had not wanted her to come to harm.

“Sure,” said one of them sarcastically. “An armed French woman travelling with a spy. Turn around. You too, hussy.”

Udolf wondered whether they would shoot them right here by the roadside. The stage coach was not too far behind. He did not want to believe that these people would carry out two impromptu executions on the main road to Ischl. 

Somehow, it seemed to be a very undignified way to go. Unheroic and rather sordid. Messy, certainly.

He heard one of the men get off his horse and step up to them. A shot in the neck?

“Don’t do anything stupid,” a voice said. “They’ll shoot you down before you can count to three. Put your hands behind your back.”

Lieutenant von Görenczy nodded and complied. They were being taken prisoner. That meant there was still a chance of escape. 

He felt his hands being bound tightly and heard a gasp from his side. They were probably as rough with the girl as with him.

Now someone was going through his pockets, emptying them one by one. There was not a lot in them. Campaign money. Some personal items.

“Get back into the coach!” someone ordered and a cold muzzle was pressed against his neck. He climbed up, balancing awkwardly. Landaus swayed and were hard to enter if you could not hold on. He nearly fell onto the seat. The girl landed on him, tied as well. Someone must have simply lifted her and thrown her in.

“That hurt, you imbecile!” she hissed, but was only rewarded with rough laughter. She managed to sit down beside him.

“Don’t worry, Mademoiselle, we also know how to be pleasant to you. Just you wait,” someone said.

For a second von Görenczy closed his eyes. He had failed miserably. Failure was bad enough but to think that the girl would pay for it grated on him. The plan had sounded so good.

“Are you all right?” he asked her quietly.

She nodded and leant against him. “Are they going to kill us?” she asked in a low whisper.

“If they wanted to kill us, they could have done that right away. They probably want to learn more about us. Don’t be scared. I’ll think of something,” he whispered back. He could not think of anything.

After a while he spoke again. “I am so sorry. I should not have brought you into danger.”

The carriage lurched forward and he could see that one of the men had taken his place on the box. They were being kidnapped in their own transport. The coach-man would be so mad.

“But I wanted to come along. I knew there was danger,” she said. “I did not think they would find us and capture us. It seemed such an adventure. Where are they taking us?”

“I do not know.”

“And what will they do to us?”

“I don’t know, girl.”

She was just too pretty to stay unmolested. Perhaps whoever ran this venture was a gentleman? Maybe he would behave with some kind of propriety towards her if he thought her a lady and not a mere servant. Maybe it did not matter either way to their captors.

He had never told her who he would be reporting too. She could not blurt out that secret. But she could betray Asko. She was under no obligation not to do so. If it helped her, he felt sure, that was what she would do. He was not sure whether it would buy her her life, though.

He turned back towards her in exactly the same instant as she turned to him. She lifted her face to him and touched his lips with hers. He kissed her back gently and for some time they did nothing else. There was something very stirring about it, tender and almost – but not entirely – chaste. Her lips were soft and warm.

The carriage lurched and they were thrown apart by the movement. They were leaving the main road and following a narrow, rough path that went downwards steeply. Both of them put their feet against the opposite seat to keep themselves from falling.

He wondered what had given them away. He would never know.

They did not speak again. There was nothing to say. They did not kiss again, either. The rough road threw them about in the carriage and they would probably have broken their teeth if they had tried another caress like the last one.

What a kiss it had been. Soft and gentle, trusting and innocent. Not like her, as he perceived her. Not like himself either. He liked passion and action. He liked going a little too far with every kiss he gave.

This one had been different.

“Christine, why did you kiss me?”

“I wanted something nice to think about for later.”

He swallowed and grinned awkwardly. “Thank you,” he said. “It was very nice. Well, I found it very nice.”

“Of course,” she said. “I suppose you always do.”

They fell silent again. For the first time Udolf asked himself what she thought of him. He usually did not ask himself that question when he was with girls. He just automatically assumed that they liked him. He was a tall, good-looking fellow, dashing – particularly when in uniform. He was fun to be with and prided himself on being a dedicated lover. Dedicated to loving that was, not to a single female. He broke hearts and went on. The one time his feelings had been more deeply engaged had been a disaster. Cérise Denglot had played with him and discarded him. He had never quite stopped hating her for it.

All of that was beside the point now. If he could not think of something soon, his attitude towards the singer would be buried along with him and the girl.

They were going back into the direction they had come from, back towards the Ausseer Land. He did not know where they were going but was fairly sure that they were being brought to the head of the plot. Of course, he had wanted to find out who was behind all this. Now he had a first-hand chance. The question was: would he be able to pass the knowledge on?

The road led through a forest. The carriage lurched violently on the rough road. They were thrown to and fro in their seats. Still, compared to what might follow, the journey was probably the least discomfort they had to reckon with.

“Christine, if you manage to flee, don’t look back. Just run. Go to Ischl. Leave the country, don’t wait for anyone,” he whispered.

She nodded.

After another while she looked at his face again. “I am scared,” she said.

So was he. But that was not what you told a young lady. Servant. Girl. He was a Chevauleger lieutenant, undaunted, brave, courageous. Now it would probably be tested, that courage of his. They would kill him eventually, but it would not be quick.

He might have escaped them on horseback. He should have opted for speed rather than for camouflage. Too late now.

“Christine, if they ask you, you ran away from your employer to go to the theatre and I paid you to accompany me to Ischl,” he whispered. “You took that offer because it was just what you needed.”

“They’ll think I’m a hussy,” she whispered back.

“They’ll think that in any case.” They would think whatever they wanted to think.

“I’d rather be your wife.”

“Your chances of survival will be better if they don’t think that you are closely attached to me.”

The carriage rattled on. He looked at her face, trying to memorise every feature of her beautiful physiognomy. Her eyes were slightly slanted, the irises large and bright green. Her lashes were darker than her Titian hair. Her mouth was full and inviting. She was not smiling. He had hardly ever seen her without her enchanting smile and the mischievous dimples that formed in her cheeks. He hoped the men would not destroy that, but his hopes were not high.

They did not speak again for a long time. It was evening by the time the carriage finally slowed down and rattled through a large stone gate. The mansion beyond it was not particularly big, but it was still quite impressive. Whoever had built it had tried to make it sturdy against the rough winters, a country seat that conveyed the idea of both riches and influence. He recognised stables and an empty dog kennel. Whoever owned this came here to hunt, presumably with large parties of illustrious guests.

The carriage door was opened and rough hands pulled out the girl first and then him. He heard her complain. And he heard her being ordered to shut up. She was dragged away by a big man. While Udolf was trying to see what was happening to her, someone hit him in the kidneys to spur him on. He nearly went down. Black spots danced through his vision.

“Get moving!” he was ordered, and he complied, a little weak-kneed and hissing through clenched teeth. Whoever said adventure was pleasant ought to have his head examined. This assignment had been voluntary. He could have stayed at the barracks in Munich, leading the kind of reasonably relaxed life that well-born officers led in peace-time. Gaming, riding out, visiting établissements of leisure – and pleasure. Sinking one’s body into a nice girl’s embrace was probably not heroic but would be infinitely preferable to the current situation.

He stumbled across a threshold and was roughly driven along the corridor of a side entrance. Their boots clanked on pretty and colourful tiles. A door to the cellar was opened, and for a second he was afraid somebody would kick him down the steps. They did not. He let himself be led meekly downstairs.

The girl was no longer to be seen. He wondered whether he would ever see her again.

He was brought into a darkish cellar cubicle. In the ceiling there was a sturdy hook. He wondered what it was used for: maybe for some craft, for repairing harnesses or leather gear. 

They lifted his bound hands up backwards and he realised that the hook had a different use now. His tied hands were looped into it and he dangled from the ceiling with straining shoulder joints, his head bowed, his back bent double. His toes hardly reached the floor. It was more than just unpleasant to dangle in such a position. It would become worse the longer he was hanging in this posture. If he wanted to do something, he had to do it soon before his arms and shoulders dislocated.

He concentrated on not crying out in pain. It went against his honour. They had caught him. Maybe he would be able to uphold a dignified silence.

A fist was rammed into his stomach with a vengeance. He fought for breath, gagging. Like a punching bag he was swinging from his upturned arms. Cold sweat broke out on his forehead, streaming across his face and into his eyes. The pain of the hit spread through his body. He had never been so helpless in his entire life.

“Don’t kill him,” someone said. “I am sure the Baron himself wants a word with him.”

“When will he be back?”

“They say in an hour or so. He’s out with his guests. That’s why we had to bring him to the cellar. Can’t incommode the guests with a screaming spy. – You are going to scream, aren’t you?” the man addressed him directly, pulling his head up by his hair. “You are just the type of idiot who will try to keep his secrets until every single bone is broken. Useless, you know, quite useless. They all talk in the end, and so will you. There are such a lot of bones.”

The two men conversed amongst themselves again, not minding his presence. He was as good as dead, and dead men could not talk.

“We must send a messenger to von Waydt,” said one of them. “You know what he is like if he does not get reported to as he should.”

“There’s nothing much to report yet,” replied the other man. He took Udolf’s face in his hand and turned it up “You will tell us more, won’t you?”

The man grinned and then turned back to his comrade.

“We'll wait with our report until we have something to report. We must go back, in any case. Catch and fry that Sí.”

He turned to Udolf and dealt him a blow into his side and managed to hit precisely the spot in his ribs that was still smarting from a recent injury.

Lieutenant von Görenczy screamed.
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Chapter 3
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The ladies stood motionless, all three of them dreading what might be standing behind them. Cérise Denglot was the first to turn and the others followed her example, carefully stepping around one hundred and eighty degrees, full of tingling anticipation of what they might meet.

Facing them exactly were three women, one old, one middle aged, one young. That only described them very inaccurately. The old woman was age herself, wrinkled and shrivelled somehow. Her white hair streamed like a veil from her, reaching the ground. Her gnarled fingers ended in yellowing, long nails. Her eyes were so light grey that they looked somehow snowy, creating the impression of eternal winter. Her mouth was set in a firm line. She looked unapproachable, merciless, awe-inspiring, fear-installing and still radiated a sense of wisdom that made the viewers conscious of the insignificance of their own perception, thinking and scope. There was an aura of power, but it was not male power, not physical or brutal power, merely the absence of weakness.

A similar kind of aura streamed from the middle-aged woman as well. Her earth-brown hair was pleated into a crown adorned with ears of corn. Her face was caring and kind, the face of a mother who is in constant patient worry about her children without letting them know. There was a smile on her face, a smile to feel at home in, to feel safe in, a smile to surrender one’s soul to, since one knew one would get it back refreshed – and probably cleaned and ironed. Her eyes were grey as well, but there was no snow glittering through them. They looked more like the overcast sky after a pleasant summer rain.

The third woman was young, she was youth itself. Her long, white-blond hair flew in a wind that was not blowing. There was a wreath of spring flowers set upon it, her eyes sparkled bluish-silver, her form was slight and dainty, showing only the very first signs of budding womanhood. There were garlands of spring green that adorned her like jewellery. She was so young and so innocent, so full of life and of love still waiting to happen.

The three of them were garbed in garments of swirling mist. They looked steadily at Sophie, Corrisande and Cérise as if drinking in their appearances. The three human women merely goggled at them, speechless, silent and awestruck.

Mrs. Treynstern was the first to react. She sank down on one knee and bowed her head.

“Ladies,” she said. “We are honoured.”

Corrisande copied her posture and only the singer remained standing, her chin raised in proud defiance.

“Mon Dieu,” she murmured, falling back into her native language, as she tended to do when her mind was taken up by strong emotion.

“Not – quite – correct,” an ancient voice answered her, brittle with derision and dry contempt.

“Cérise, be courteous!” murmured Corrisande. “Kneel!”

The beautiful singer turned towards her slightly, her expressive mouth twitching with indignation.

“I don’t kneel easily,” she murmured under her breath. “Who...” She did not have the nerve to utter the full question. The three women facing them were turning toward her as one, looking into her eyes and further into all her secrets, then further into her mind, and further into her soul. The goddess of the opera stage gasped.

“Show your respect, Mademoiselle Denglot,” murmured Mrs. Treynstern. “Bend your knee.”

“That will not be necessary,” said the Old One. “She is bending her soul.”

A glistening tear crept across the singer’s face. She trembled at the realisation of her true importance which was: her utter insignificance. She was nothing, a transient flower that would fade and wither and die in but a breath of wind. She could feel decay already forming in her soul. She was well on the way to being nothing but dust. In only a few moments no one would remember her name. No one would recall her voice. No one would picture her beauty. Ashes, she was. A passage in a forgotten book. She gave a stifled sob. She was trembling, but she stood her ground.

Corrisande, who was kneeling beside her, reached out and took Cérise’s hand in hers. It was icy cold. She lifted it to her cheek.

“Cérise,” she said gently. “Relent. What do you hope to win?”

“Mademoiselle Denglot, let go. You are in the presence of numinous wonder. Your respect is called for, not your competition,” said Mrs. Sophie Treynstern.

There was a silence so great that it was like a symphony. Then the Old One spoke again.

“Maybe,” she said, gazing at Sophie sceptically. “Maybe.”

“They’ll do fine,” said the Mother and smiled, and Cérise sank to her knees finally, leaning heavily against Corrisande. “They have wisdom and strength, compassion and motherhood, and the wild obstinacy of youth. They mirror Life, as we are Life.”

“I don’t like her,” said the young, ethereal girl with a frown. “She is not pure.”

The three gazed unblinkingly at the singer who by now was resting against Corrisande’s shoulder, unable to rediscover all the self-assurance that had been hers only a moment ago. Corrisande held her and looked up to the Three.

“Her courage is pure,” she said. “And her intentions are. Her music is pure; it is as honest, straightforward and as unspoilt as anything in the world could be.”

The singer looked at the other woman’s face with wonder in her expression. Then she pulled herself together and disentangled herself from her ex-lover’s wife and bowed her head to the Three.

“I beg your pardon,” she said.

“Our pardon is aspired to by many,” said the Maiden.

“Our pardon is not easily won,” said the Old One.

“Our pardon is granted,” said the Mother.

“Thank you,” answered Cérise.

Mrs. Treynstern looked up at them now.

“Revered Ladies,” she spoke. “I, too, seek your pardon for my ignorance. Who are you?”

“We are life,” said the Old One.

“We have many names,” said the Mother.

“You have given us many definitions,” said the Maiden.

The three human women looked at one another, puzzled, and the beautiful spring creature smiled and went on.

“Saints you have called us. Margaret, Catherine and Barbara.”

“Salige you have called us,” the Mother went on. “Einbeth, Warbeth and Wilbeth.”

“Goddesses you have called us,” said the Old One. “Faith, Hope and Love.”

“I understand very little of what you are telling us,” Mrs. Treynstern said when the sound of the women’s voices had stopped reverberating in her heart. “We have come here, summoned by dreams to those we love and who are in danger. Can you help us?”

“We shall help you,” said the Mother. “If you know what you want and are prepared to face more than humans can face. Great wrong is being wrought in these mountains, constructed and construed by men, by humans. It will take humans to undo it. The slice of reality that is yours must be guarded by you.”

“Human evil is human business to deal with,” said the Old One.

“Human love is the strongest asset of your race,” said the Maiden and turned towards the singer. “Who do you love, you that have loved so many?”

“I love...” Cérise faltered. “I, who have loved many, truly and solely love Arpad. I want him safe.”

“And if his safety demands that you part from him forever, what will you do, singer?”

Cérise gave a half stifled hiss. “If his life depended on my leaving him, I would leave him. But I would not stop loving him. Please. Please tell me you will not take him from me!”

Now the Mother spoke up, addressing Corrisande.

“And you? Who do you love more? The man whose soul is burning with the spirit of fury that touched him once? Or the life growing within you? Choose!”

“No,” replied Corrisande, deeply afraid all of a sudden. “I shall not choose. I love my husband and my child. And my child needs its mother and its father. Please! Do not make me choose!”

The Mother looked at her critically and Corrisande was suddenly aware that she might have given the wrong answer.

“What about you?” asked the Old One, facing Sophie. “Explain your motivation in this. You cannot have him back. He has moved on. You are old. He is no longer your concern.”

“I know,” replied Sophie trying to withstand the wintry gaze locked into her eyes. “He is not mine and cannot be, but I love him nonetheless and have never stopped doing so. If I could have him, I would fight for him, but fighting for his life is all that remains to do.”

“And what about your son, woman? What about that half-Fey creature that you bore?”

Both Cérise’s and Corrisande’s head flew around towards their travel companion. Sophie blushed and smiled.

“What about him, my Lady?” she asked back, not insolently but without letting herself be baited.

“How would you choose?” asked the Old One.

“Like my friends, I hope for the mercy of not having to choose.”

The Three looked at the women kneeling on the dusty ground.

“And if you do not choose, will you accept?” the Old One spoke.

“If there is no choice, what else is there but to accept?” replied Sophie.

“There is always a choice,” said the Maiden.

“Not accepting fate is one of the most irritating human traits,” said the Mother. “You outwitted fate when you decided to bear the blood-drinker's child.”

Sophie lowered her gaze and bit her lip. Then she looked back up to the Three.

“Revered Ladies, you know so much about us that I cannot see how you can doubt our love. I do not doubt my love, I do not doubt Corrisande’s love, nor do I doubt Mademoiselle Denglot’s. We have come here to rescue those we love. I do not see how we can do that without your help, but we shall try. However, if you have help to give, please grant it. For the sake of love and faith and hope.”

“For our sake then?” asked the Maiden.

Cérise shifted her weight uncomfortably.

“I am afraid, Mesdames Saintes, this is far too philosophical for me. I am only a singer. I sing arias and try to look beautiful while I do. All this is beyond me – I do not mean to be disrespectful – but what is all this about?”

“You were right,” said the Mother to Corrisande. “Her courage is pure. She is honest and straightforward.”

“To enter these mountains you must become us,” said the Old One. “The mountains are guarded. No creature hampered by time can step through the ban. We shall meld with you and bring you inside, where you will have to try and fulfil your task. Rescuing those you love is not your primary task. Rescuing the human race and the Fey is your task. – You will still have to face choices. That is what life is about. Rise now!”

They did, and the Three stepped up so close that the mists that formed their garb spilled around the human women in cold wisps. The Old One put her gnarled fingers on Sophie’s shoulders. She stifled a scream. Her breathing changed to short-winded panic, as age sank through her heart and her bones, congealed her blood into clots. Her lips were moving with soundless syllables. Her heart was freezing in her breast.

Corrisande watched her elder friend shake with terror and pain and breathed in deeply to prepare herself for what was coming. The Mother’s hands reached out touching her belly, and Corrisande gasped at the sudden awareness of the life within her. It was small and dependent on her and she knew she loved it, would do whatever was necessary to guard it. Molten love was streaming through her veins, overpowering and beautiful, but also demanding and full of sacrifice.

Cérise Denglot was staring into the Maiden’s glittering eyes. She felt rather than saw the change that had come over her two companions and it scared her deeply. The infinitely young creature before her viewed her critically but did not step forward.

“Come,” sounded the voices of the other two.

“She is not a maid,” said the Young One.

“Now she is,” said the Old One and her voice, coming from Mrs. Treynstern’s mouth, sounded a little mischievous.

Cérise gasped. She did not feel different from before, but the crone’s comment must have meant something.

“A hymen does not make a pure maid,” argued the Maiden and Corrisande turned towards Cérise and said:

“Sing!”

Cérise sang. She lifted her voice like a banner, raising it in the valley to prove her worth. She sang for her love and for his life and for the possibility to save it. She sang with the passion that was in her and with the passion that she knew from him. She sang as she had never sung before.

“Son fra l'onde in mezzo al mare, E al furor di doppio vento;

or resisto, or mi sgomento fra la speme, e fra l'orror.

Per la fè, per la tua vita or pavento, or sono ardita,

E ritrovo egual martire nell' ardire e nell' timor.”

When the last note died away, the beautiful young creature in front of her touched her throat, and the mist that had enveloped the Three became reality, blocking everything else out.

The singer forbade herself to scream. She no longer felt the ground beneath her feet, nor the sky above her head or her companions beside her. She was alone in the mist, there was no up, no down, only weightless oblivion closing in on her. With sudden despair she thought that she could never sing any more beautifully than she had just now, that she had sung her heart out and it had not been enough.

Corrisande was tumbling. Waves and torrents were pulling at her, and a self-assured male voice floated by her ear, saying ‘you are mine’. She tried to make out the speaker of those words but could not. Suddenly, she felt his hand, his webbed fingers on her abdomen, right where the mother had touched her. She yelled, hitting out, reaching nothing, tumbling on through grey waves without direction or aim.

Sophie felt endlessly old, black fog enveloping her like an earthy shroud. She was perishing of old age. Her brittle bones were crumbling under the onslaught of time itself, and she started to cry with the realisation that everything was too late. Far too late. She could accomplish nothing, she was too old, too spent, too insignificant. Torlyn would see her and not recognise the wrinkled, shrivelled crone before him. He would die and would not even know that she had tried to help. And Thorolf would be without a mother and without the father he knew nothing about.

Two men came running along the path where the women had stood an instant ago. They wore hunters’ garb and were armed with rifles.

“I heard someone singing!” said one of them.

“But there’s no one here,” said the other.

He was right. The path beside the shrine was empty.
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Chapter 4
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Charly had slept through the remaining afternoon. She had been too tired to go on, stumbling along the way, losing the connection to the dark man beside her. He was not happy about her taking time to sleep. The longer they stayed in the mountain, the greater the danger of her falling prey to his needs. He did not have to explain that to her. She knew.

He had told her how much he admired her courage and her resilience, her stubborn will to go on and on through the darkness. Walking hand in hand through the mountain had brought them so close together, closer possibly than two lovers who only shared happiness. They shared fear, each of them his or her own variety, the fear of the killer who is cursed with a gentle heart, and the fear of the victim who is cursed with the knowledge of her own defencelessness.

But death was not yet inevitable. They could still find an exit. They had found several small openings that let in shards of light, but none of them had been wider than a hand, and he would not let her linger and watch a ray of light, knowing somehow that each new disappointment would only make her weaker. Also, they did not have time to spare. But as yet, he still was the polite, friendly, humorous man, who knew so much, who was so strong and who radiated such graceful power.

They had gone on until she literally could not walk another step. Her exhaustion had reached a stage where she did not care very much anymore what would happen as long as she could curl up and close her eyes. She had suggested that he walk on to find out about the way, but he did not wish to leave her alone.

“Why not?” she asked, and he replied that there was something in this mountain that did not belong there.

“True”, she sighed. “You and me.” But she felt his worry. And he did not leave her alone, be it because he felt them to be in danger, or be it because he was at this stage loath to leave his prey. She was not entirely sure.

He helped her muffle herself into her coat, the perfect gentleman with nice bedside manners. He had sung her a song and she had gazed blindly into the darkness, on the brink of overtired sleep and still somehow too wide awake to close her night-blind eyes. For a fleeting second she had a vision, an impression of floating deep down in a lake, looking up through the water to an angry and determined fisherman. His head had solidified into the features of Mr. Meyer and she had longed for a smile from him but his face had been carved in stone. Like a vengeful statue he had sat and stared at her without recognising what she felt for him, what she had no right to feel for him. She smiled at his harsh expression and he was gone the next moment. An expert hand caressed her hair. He would not hurt her, he had promised. And she had begun to like his gentle consolation.

She also knew that touching her meant a great deal to him. While he was as gentle as this she was not prey.

When she woke hours later his touch was gone.

“Arpad?” she asked into the darkness.

“I am here,” he said and from the sound of his voice she recognised that he was standing some feet away from her. “Did you sleep well?”

“Like a log.”

She stretched her stiff limbs. The cave ground was hard and anything but flat. Like a cat she tried to ease out the cricks in her bones and joints, extending her hands from her, wriggling her toes in her shoes. And then he was beside her and caught her wrist, drawing it to his mouth, kissing its pulse, tracing its shape with his tongue.

Now or later, she asked herself but did not balk. They had a deal. Sooner or later it would happen, and there was nothing she could do about it. She analysed her feelings while his skilful lips were caressing her hand and lower arm, while his tongue moved along her skin in familiar passion. No disgust. She was not even afraid of being bitten. What she was afraid of was that he would not know to stop this time. But his hunger alone did not make her afraid any longer. For the first time she almost felt some anticipation. Like always, she felt his glamour as the most distracting and disturbing part of what he was doing, even though she knew full well that he was merely shielding her from pain.

He would not hurt her, he had promised. All the sensations that went through her analytic mind, while her blood was flowing into his mouth, were quite her own reactions. Her heart beat loudly in her chest and she knew that he could hear it, was listening to it while he was gorging himself on her blood. Some eerie part of her wanted to give him all her life, wanted to feel his joy at being sated and to share his satisfaction with her own. Perhaps that was part of his secret. Not an active glamour, she would have noticed that, merely a part of what he was that made his victims receptive to his needs.

Like always, she began to feel cold after some time. Her head swam and she suddenly was sure that this was the way she would go. She heard his panting, felt his need for her, his excitement and physical delight, his unrestrained pleasure.

“Arpad,” she whispered, suddenly in fear from one moment to the next.

He did not stop. He held her arm in a tight grip, unmovable, like iron.

“Arpad!” she cried out.

She moved her other hand, touching his shoulder, trying to shake it, but he was like rock. She then began to feel his inner battle. He was fighting for composure, for serenity and for a clear mind. He was, in fact, fighting for her life.

He healed her with another caress of his tongue, gathered her up in his arms, shielding her in a strong and protective embrace, suddenly a different man: kind, caring, worried. The strength of his arms around her conveyed the idea that she need not be afraid, he was strong enough to do what he had to do and to stop when he had to stop. Not the kind of strength to be scared of but the kind of vigour to rely on.

She relied on him. There was nothing else to do. Her head lay against his shoulder, and she was fighting for breath, for composure, for calm, for serenity, for a clear mind, just as he had.

“Are you in pain?” he asked.

“No,” she answered, “just dizzy."

“Rest a little,” he said and his hand was back on her hair, his fingers playing with her tousled curls.

She seemed to sink into herself, deeper and deeper, and woke with a start some time later.

“Did I sleep long?” she asked, realising that he had not moved at all.

“Half an hour, Sweetheart.”

“I am sorry. How very impolite of me. You should have woken me. It cannot be comfortable to hold someone in your arms without ever moving. Are you all cramped up?”

He was chuckling.

“Save your worry, Sweetheart. I have had centuries of practice and training in holding sleeping humans in my arms. I like women in my arms.”

“I know,” she said dryly.

“But most men do, you know. Even that stiff-necked idiot you like so much has a soft spot where women are concerned.”

“He has?”

“With all his meticulousness, bigotry and rulebook behaviour he is probably a lousy lover, though.”

“Do you think so?” She was blushing at her own curiosity.

He laughed.

“Don’t let yourself be baited by me, Charly. I take great pride in being a good lover and I do not particularly like that man. He has pointed his weapons at me too often to be on my list of people I like to meet. I do not know how he found a place in your open-minded heart.”

“I don’t know either, Arpad. Also, I don’t think it is at all proper to speculate on his propensities as a lover.”

“Proper be damned, Charly. We are a little beyond that, don’t you think?”

She sighed. “Yes, I suppose we are. And maybe we should not be.”

“It’s all right. We shall not discuss Asko von Orven’s talent as a lover again.”

“I probably would not know the difference,” she mumbled, blushing again.

He snickered. 

“I could teach you the difference, my child,” he said and there was a husky tone to his suggestion. She was suddenly very conscious of his lithe, muscular shape alongside hers. From one instant to the next, his body seemed to be demanding, although he had not even moved. Lying in his arms had altogether lost its harmlessness.

She gasped.

“You promised you would do nothing against my will.” Of course he would, eventually.

He got up quickly, pulling her up with him and setting her on her feet. Then he stepped back from her, merely holding her hand.

“Let’s walk.” His voice sounded rough. She opened her mind and he reached for it. For a moment she felt his intense longing and tried not to drown in it. Then they were walking again.

She was not as tired as she had been, but she felt her muscles from the innumerable climbs up and down through the mountains. At the moment they were going downwards. Down and down and further down. There was a growing general weakness that she noticed. Blood loss and no food were beginning to show.

“I don’t like this,” he said after a while. “There does not seem to be any route leading up again.”

“Do you know which general direction we are going?”

“East north east.”

“We must have left the mountains between the lakes Altaussee and Grundlsee a long time ago. We are probably underneath the mountains beside Toplitzsee now, getting closer to the Totes Gebirge. Maybe we are undercrossing a gorge.”

The caves were getting uncomfortably moist. You could feel the water, you could hear it and almost smell it.

“I don’t like this,” Arpad repeated after a time. “I don’t like getting too low down. The water has a mind of its own in these mountains and we are not likely to be on friendly terms.”

“Water can have a mind?”

“Many things have a mind. Not all of them are benevolent.” He squeezed her hand. “Don’t worry, you are not in any danger from the water. For you it is just water.”

“And for you?”

“For me it is a part of the cycle of life. It would take me along if it could. Millions of tiny, nondescript minds making up the volition and character of a being. A formidable enemy for a Sí of another element. But just water for you.”

They walked on downward and the descent became too difficult for conversation. The rocks were slippery with moisture and more than once he held her before she could slip and fall. A distant roar announced a stream or a waterfall. The chasm they were walking along was getting smaller. After some time they started crawling.

“Perhaps we should turn back,” Charly said, worried that she would get stuck and perish squished between two rocks.

“We have not got the time to turn back.” She did not ask what he meant by that.

She squirmed through another opening and bright light hit her night-wide eyes. He was beside her in a moment, both of them lying on their bellies on the other side of a narrow passageway. Both of them squinted into the sudden brightness. Her eyes adjusted slowly.

Before them an almost spherical cave opened up. It did not have any openings to the outside, as far as Charly could see, but it was still bright. Water gushed through it with a deafening roar and it illuminated the cave with a kind of soft, misty light. There was an exit on the far end of the cave, but the bubble in the rock was divided by a torrential stream that shot out from an opening in the rock at high pressure, had carved itself a riverbed into the rock, and vanished into a vortex at the other end.

“Damn!” The Sí beside her sounded as frustrated as any human might. “Damn, damn, damn!”

He had not used language like that before and Charly gazed at him in astonishment.

“Why is it so bright? I can’t see any opening in the rock,” she said.

“It’s the water. Its arcane strength is so great that even you can see its shine.” He had lowered his lids and was trying not to look directly at the stream before him.

They lay side by side and she watched the swirling, gurgling wild river.

“It is beautiful,” Charly said after a while.

“It’s deadly,” the Feyon beside her answered warily.

Beautiful and deadly, just like him.

“I can’t swim,” she said.

“Even if you could, it’s too wild. It would drag you along. You’d drown.”

“Can you swim?”

“Not very well. And this water is not meant for me to swim in. It is talking to me. It wants me to come along, to lose my identity, to become part of it.”

He sounded worried.

“It can – unmake – you?” She tried to understand what he was afraid of. She realised that he was still holding her hand.

“That’s as apt a description as any, Sweetheart. I would not die as such, but would become a different kind of life, a drop in the ocean, a watery bee in a mountainous hive.”

“But I do not understand!”

“I cannot explain it any better.”

He stood up slowly without letting her hand go.

“It’s not all that wide,” he said. “I can probably throw you across and jump after you. There will be no one to catch you on the other side, though. You might get hurt.”

“And what about you?” she clambered up as well, watching his face, a luxury after hours and days in darkness. His regular features were drawn into a tight, worried expression.

“I shall jump. It should not be too great an effort. I have jumped farther distances. If I can throw you across, I can throw myself across.”

His anthracite eyes belied the confidence he tried to put into his voice. He was afraid. Charly found it deeply worrying that he should be scared. He was her rock, her unmovable strength in the darkness. There should not be anything he could be afraid of.

He noticed her scrutiny. “What is it, Charly? What are you looking at me like that for?”

She blushed crimson and lowered her gaze.

“Well, it’s nice to see your face. It is the kind of face one tends to like to look at. As you probably know.”

He smiled.

“Thank you, Sweetheart.”

“And you look worried.”

“I am worried. But we have no choice. We must try.”

He swept her up in her arms all of a sudden. “I shall throw you over. Try to roll when you hit the ground. That should break the impact a little. Ready?”

“No!” There was a sudden panic in her, the fear that she would be alone without him, separated from him, on her own in the caves.

“What is it?”

“You will follow me? Promise?”

“I promise.” His lips brushed her eyebrow, then he got ready, moved his body backward with a step, stepped forward and threw her.

She screamed all the way and only stopped when her body impacted with the hard rock on the other side, driving her breath from her. Her feet hit the water and the torrent tore at them with a vengeance, dragging her away from dry land. Through the roar of the shining water she could hear his voice.

“Hold on with your hands, Charly! Hold on! Pull yourself out! Be quick!”

She rolled sideways and came free of the water, realising that it had indeed held her like an enemy in a fight. Her boots were wet, and so were her lower legs. The water was icy.

Slowly she got up and inspected her bruises. No major injuries. The small cuts would be healed by him.

But he was not here. He was on the other side. A moment later, her bundled-up coat flew, landing near her.

She looked across the rebellious waves straight into his dark eyes. He looked undecided and rather disgusted and took a step backward from the water.

“Arpad! Don’t leave me alone! I need you!”

He nodded, went back another step and murmured something she could not understand. Then he moved with unbelievable speed, running, jumping, flying towards her.

A wave rose up like wall, blocking him. He screamed and his legs went down into the whitewater turmoil, while his upper torso touched the land, his claws scratching along the irregular ground. She had felt the strength of the water and knew it would pull him in. It was him it wanted. It had never been her at all.

She jumped forward and caught his hands before they were torn from the ground. Razor claws buried themselves into her skin, but she held on, ignoring the pain, hardly feeling it. The force dragged her along and her boots slipped. She fell, sat down painfully, was carried further. Her skirts were pulled up and her posterior was dragged across harsh rock.

She did not let go. In only a few seconds, the weight she held pulled her along several yards. Finally a rock was in her way and she anchored her feet against it, stopping the slide. His hands were losing their grip and she had to hold on with all the strength she had.

“Arpad!” she shouted. “Arpad! You must help! You must fight!

She pulled. It seemed impossible, an undoable task for a weak, tired woman. The water tore at him and at her.

“Please!” she hissed through clenched teeth. “Let go! You cannot have him! He’s mine. I need him. I need him more than you!

It felt as if her arms were being pulled from their sockets. He was not helping her. Maybe he was already losing himself in the floods. Maybe he was unconscious. Maybe he was dead.

That was ridiculous. She had not considered the possibility of his dying before her. She had not thought that she would die of starvation in a dark cave. He had promised death would not hurt.

Her feet pressed against the ground and she tried to move backwards, pulling him along. Her muscles screamed and more of her tattered dress tore. In the uncanny light of the river she could see blood flowing from the deep scratches he had made with his claws. If only he could sense it, smell it, maybe his hunter’s instinct would bring him back.

Inch by inch she moved backward, and bit by bit she lost hold of his hands and his grip.

She started praying.

“St. Barbara of the dark places. Give him back to me. Give him back to me. Give me strength.”

She tortured herself along a few more inches and then started slipping again on the wet, slippery ground.

Suddenly, the water released him and he fell, flew, exploded from the waves, falling onto her, wet and clammy, heavy and limp. She took him in her arms and rolled away from the river in much the same motion he had used when the entrance of the mine had come down. His wet hair clung to her cheek.

She rolled him onto his side. His eyes were closed but he did not look peaceful.

“Arpad?”

She shook him gently. “Arpad! Wake up! It’s over.”

He did not move. He could not have died, could he? Sí were tough. This man had been shot in the lungs and in the heart and had survived. He could not have lived all those centuries to die in a dashed river.

Did Sí have a pulse? Her cold hands tried to find one on his wrist but could not. He had a heartbeat, she knew that, had heard it, felt it as he had held her in his arms. She moved her ear to his chest. There it was. His heart was beating. He was breathing.

“Arpad! Wake up! I need you. I need you to be strong for me. Please!”

It was her fault. He would never have jumped that river but for her. He would have gone back and looked for another opening. He had not done that, because she needed him.

“Arpad! For goodness’ sake!”

There must be something to wake him, some stimulus. She looked at her scratched, torn wrists and hands. Blood was oozing from them. It should not be, they needed her blood. Both of them did. But maybe the taste would get him back.

She opened his mouth and laid her wrist against it. His lips closed over the bleeding gash and then she could feel him sucking the blood. He was drawing blood from her wound. He was not closing or healing it.

“Arpad?”

His eyes snapped open and he took in his surroundings with the sudden reflexes of a feral beast. He stared at her, but there was no recognition in his gaze, only speculation and yearning. He looked at her as he had never looked at her before, opening his mouth wide, his long fangs showing.

In another moment his hands immobilised her and he was tearing her dress open at her neck.

“Arpad! No! Arpad!” She was lying on her back now and noticed how she herself was bending her head aside to expose her vein to him. It simply moved and there was nothing she could do, the glamour was so strong that it made her feel nauseous. He had left her her voice, but little control over her body. He gazed at her hungrily, full of greed. There was no kindness in his eyes, no gentle care, no recollection of what he had been to her.

His teeth scratched along her throat in covetous anticipation, breaking her skin. It hurt. He was hurting her. And he was going to hurt her even more.

“Arpad! You promised not to hurt me! You promised! Remember! Please remember! You promised it would not hurt. You swore you would cause me no pain!” The words catapulted themselves from her mouth, as she tried to reach the man who had guarded her life those past days. He was not the same man. The water had changed him – what had he called it? – It had cost him his identity.

His head moved up from her throat, stopping very close above her face. He was looking puzzled, worried, irritated. His mouth was open above her and his tongue licked along his teeth. A wild beast he was, a wild and hungry beast.

“Arpad! Not like this! Please. Not like this! You are hurting me and you are scaring me. Try to remember! You fell into the water.”

For a moment she thought she had reached him. The moment passed. His mouth was back at her throat, his face buried in her collar bone. His tongue went along her skin. Fangs travelled to the right place. He had slowed down, plainly enjoying the anticipation. She felt his heightened breathing against her own body, his throbbing movement on her, and wanted to lose herself screaming but somehow managed to hold on to her own sanity. She had known that it would happen eventually. Now it was happening.

“Arpad!” she now begged quite calmly, as a sudden inexplicable serenity seemed to come over her. “Make this painless. For my sake and for yours, don’t break your word.”

She managed to move her hands just slightly, not enough to fight him, never enough for that. But enough to touch him. She stroked across the back of his head, going through his wet hair, held him in her arms, wondering how long it would take to die, if one was drained. Oddly enough she was quite analytical about it. It was happening now; there was no need to be afraid of it any longer. It would be over. Her beautiful friend was killing her now.

He kissed her throat and then looked up straight into her eyes.

“Cha...”

She shuddered, unable to answer. His hands were digging into her shoulders. His long fangs still were only inches from her throat.

In a second he was standing quite far away from her, watching her like a trapped animal, moving backwards until a wall of rock stopped him. He was panting, nearly wheezing.

She sat up painfully.

“Arpad? Do you remember? Do you know who I am? Please?”

In another moment he was back beside her. She had not seen him move but cried out at his sudden reappearance. He took her by her forearms, pulling her up roughly. He bent forward, brought her arms to his mouth and licked her wounds. The bleeding stopped.

He looked up again, directly into her eyes, then at her throat. He was still holding her by the arms. Something was going on inside him, he was panting still, his teeth as long and menacing as before. Then he suddenly fell, his knees buckling, his grip becoming slack. He collapsed right in front of her and she did not have the strength to hold him, so she went down with him.

She managed to get her hand underneath his head before it hit the ground. He lay crumpled and motionless, but she could hear him breathe. She realised that she was probably the only woman in history who had ever seen a vampire faint.

She hooked her arms around his body and dragged him to the side, where she could sit with her back leaning against the cave wall. She retrieved her coat and muffled herself into it. She moved his shoulders across her legs and cradled his head in her arm, covering him with part of her coat. Then she started to think about what kind of song would be the apt accompaniment for a situation that involved an unconscious predator of the night.

She could not think of any.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 5


[image: ]




Delacroix’s gaze was held by McMullen’s eyes. He would have liked to look down to the touch he was feeling on his chest, but could not tear himself loose from the Master’s mesmerism. He could not look sideways to check who had joined them. His mind felt fuzzy and unreliable but his sensory perception was quite clear. Somebody was touching his heart, and unless the master had grown a third arm it was not him.

“McMullen!” he pressed out through clenched teeth. He hated to be so vulnerable, so caught like an animal in a trap.

“Silence, Delacroix.“

“McMullen, we are not alone!” he managed to say. The connection shattered like glass. Both of them turned and beheld a young man standing beside them. He smiled, showing rows and rows of pointy teeth. His eyes were shining in a silvery light. His red hair floated like a halo about his head.

He was wearing tattered mountain garb. Or was it a kilt? Delacroix was not quite sure. His mind seemed to receive contradictory information.

“Ian!” McMullen shouted and then stepped back. “Ian?”

The man did not look human. His hands were elongated and ended in long sharp claws, his skin was rather too pale to be human. A corpse might look like that, waxen, faintly yellowish. There was a silky ambience to him, a satin hue on his features.

“Uncle Aengus,” the new arrival said without turning his gaze from Delacroix, above whose heart his hand was still lying.

The ex-officer was literally with his back to the wall. The spiral staircase was not big enough for him to recede any further. His first reaction was to throw the creature against the wall, to hit it with his fist, to wrestle it into oblivion.

But he did not move, merely stood motionless, holding on to his irritated senses and trying not to react violently. Violence was easy, patience was hard. The hand seemed to touch his heart directly; it felt as if it were inside him, caressing the beating muscle. He could feel the pointy claws drawing along the smooth organ without injuring it. Cold fear cramped his muscles while he felt the tender caress of fingers within his breast.

“McMullen! Do something!” Delacroix said, his voice reverberating somewhere between icy calm and nervous panic. “What is this?”

The master stood scrutinising the creature.

“I don’t know,” he said. “Better not move until I tell you to.”

He stepped up closer. Suddenly all three of them stepped up another stair, as the wall below them climbed further towards them.

“Damn it!” hissed Delacroix.

“Don’t curse!” said the creature and smiled in a vaguely twofold way. A friendly smile lined by hundreds of unfriendly teeth. The expression was reassuring, and then again, it was not. “Don’t fight. Don’t be angry! Don’t be scared. Trust me and I shall send you a dream.”

Delacroix saw his wife then. She was standing on the polished parquet of their parlour, smiled at him and suddenly started dancing, waltzing on her own, laughing while she was doing so. Her wide skirts flew about her, exposing her ankles and a lot of lace. “But dancing is easy,” she said. “Come, try it, Philip. I want to dance with you.” He just watched her, shaking his head. “I was born with two left feet, my little nymph. I dance like a bear on a chain.” She was swirling around him and he caught her and lifted her up in his arms. “Caught you,” he said and she smiled. “And what are you going to do with me now that you have caught me?” she asked.

“Delacroix,” McMullen asked in a wary tone of voice. “Are you all right? What precisely is he doing to you?”

“I am giving him sweet dreams, Uncle Aengus,” the creature spoke, before Delacroix could answer. “Sweet dreams to lull his burning soul to sleep, and with it the fiend that touched it and left his mark on it.”

“Who are you?” The Master asked again, this time facing the red-haired phenomenon.

“Ian. I am Ian.”

“You are not the Ian I remember.”

“The Ian you remember fell thirty feet down on crooked rocks and broke all his bones - while I fell down with a broken soul. We healed each other,” said a different voice from the same toothy maw.

McMullen gaped at the youth open-mouthed. “And who are you besides Ian?”

“I am salt and rock,” was the answer. “I visit the minds of humans in their sleep.”

“A Dream-Weaver? You are an actual Dream-Weaver?”

“Definitions,” the youngster uttered scornfully. “Human definitions. I am what I am. And Ian, I am Ian. Now let me weave more dreams.”

“Can you fight it – whatever it is that is behind that wall?” McMullen asked.

“No. I cannot fight him. But perhaps we can send him back to sleep. Your friend is calling out to him like a beacon.”

“You said it is a god?”

“Humans have called him so. Humans and their illusory definitions of everything they cannot understand.” The young man sounded unbelievably old all of a sudden.

“But what is it? A devil? A god? A Feyon? A monster? A demon?”

“He is hate and wrath. He is fury and the dealing out of pain. He is power of the worst kind, hunting for the pleasure of killing, killing for the pleasure of power. He is destruction. That is who he is.”

“I do not understand,” the Master started to say.

“I do,” Delacroix snarled. “I do.”

He sent his mind back and concentrated on his wife’s smile, just that, not more. He felt clawed fingers caress his heart gently and shuddered under the closeness of the touch, the privacy of the caress. It did not matter. Peace was what mattered. He was not a peaceful man. He was aggressive and violent, holding himself in check tightly most of the time.

He fought the thoughts that came to him when he was so furious that he feared for his own sanity and for the safety of others. He grabbed for the smile again and tried to hold on as if to a lifeline.

Then he found himself back, sitting on the steps. McMullen was leaning over him.

“Are you all right?”

They were alone. Three steps below them the wall had come to a standstill. No scratching noises could be heard. Delacroix felt calm, relieved. He breathed in deeply.

“It seems to be gone,” said McMullen. “Whatever you did, it seems to be gone.”

“It will never be quite gone. You heard what it is.” He looked around himself. “Where is Ian?”

McMullen goggled at him as if he had to pick sense from nonsense and then finally shrugged.

"No more time for dreams, I suppose." He continued in an awed tone. “A Dream-Weaver. An actual Oneiromorph. They are purely mythical, you know. No one has ever seen one. A legend, no more. I would be inclined to think that we hallucinated, but for the fact that the approach of that thing stopped. I do not wish to belittle your skills, Delacroix, but I do not think you’d have it in you to manage that on your own.”

They sat quietly for some time.

“So you think a Dream-Weaver gave us a dream about Ian giving me a dream about Corrisande?”

McMullen shrugged his shoulders.

“I do not know, Delacroix. I truly do not know. But if there is a chance to find Ian...”

“...then we must go looking for him.” Delacroix nodded. “Although, if they really have merged somehow, I do not believe that your brother would rejoice in getting his boy back in that state. I seem to remember that he does not even talk to you if he can help it. And you are only a Master of the Arcane and quite human.”

McMullen smiled ruefully.

“I do not believe merging with a Sí is possible at all. But then this place has such a high arcane level. So many inexplicable things have already happened that we should do better to keep an open mind. You know, I truly hope that we will manage to get out of this alive, if only so I can report all this to my lodge.”

Delacroix grinned at him. McMullen could be trusted to see the scientific side of things, even if they were in deep trouble.

“Will they believe you?”

“Probably not. But they still save everything that is told. I shall have to write it down, it will be put into our archive, and decades later, some young adept will find it and write a thesis full of speculations about my appreciation of a fine drop.”

They sat for another moment without speaking.

“I suppose this means climbing stairs again,” McMullen sighed. “How many stairs can there be to the summit of the mountain?”

“We don’t need the summit. All we need is to go back to where we came from.”

“Aye, and be stuck in the darkness and the water again with a horde of criminals and an extremely powerful master on our trail and out to kill us. Ian has a lot to answer for if we find him.”

“I’d much rather face a horde of murderous humans than that – thing – again. Any time. You can have no idea...”

He did not speak on, could not. His horror was directed at himself, at the knowledge of the nucleus of violence and ruthlessness the creature had planted within him and at the realisation that there was a connection between the lupine abomination and himself. The change the god – or demon – had wrought in him was not buried in the past. It was part of him all the time, part of his being and of his soul. What he was and what he had become was partly due to it. Delacroix the warrior, the man for special, dangerous tasks, the man who could be relied on to get things done with punctilious ruthlessness. He was not ethically worse than other people, merely more dangerous. Lurking in the shadow of his soul was a monster waiting to come out.

“No,” the Master said, watching him carefully. “I probably have no idea what it's truly like. Once we are outside again, will you let me try and rid you of that residue?”

Delacroix shrugged. 

“I do not wish to belittle your skills, my friend. But I am fairly sure that that is beyond you.”

“I was not going to attempt it on my own.”

Delacroix reached out his hand and helped the elder man up.

“Do you think you can climb a little more?”

“Do I have a choice?”

Slowly they restarted their ascent. After about thirty more steps, they reached a kind of landing hewn into rock. There was an opening into a large cave. They stepped into it and the opening closed behind them.

“No way back,” grumbled Delacroix.

“Back is not where we want to go,” replied the Master.

The cave was nearly spherical. It did not seem to have any openings into the outside, but it was as inexplicably bright all the same, as their whole way up had been. The cave was divided by a stream. Water flowed through it at a peaceful, sedate speed.

On the other side of the river, Delacroix could see a young woman sitting with her back to the wall. Her dress was in tatters and she looked as pale as a ghost. She was holding a man in her arms. They did not move, were sitting immobile, not even blinking. The girl’s hand that was not supporting the man lay against his cheek. Delacroix recognised the man. Count Arpad. They did not look dead, more like frozen statues, like sculptures.

“Can you see them?” he asked McMullen. The master nodded.

“Count Arpad and the missing girl.”

“Are they dead?”

“I do not think so. Not in that position. If they were dead they should have collapsed. They are immobilised by something.”

They watched the couple for a while. The girl was unspectacular. There was a shadow of a bruise on her face, and her brown eyes contrasted heavily with the whiteness of her skin. She looked resigned and worried but somehow awake.

Count Arpad appeared to be asleep. The way she held him was unusual, not like a lover, more like a child or a sick creature. Could vampires get ill? Delacroix was one of the few people who knew what the dark Count was. He had not passed the information on to anyone, not even McMullen, bound by oath not to do so.

The waxen pallor of the girl made sense, however, if you knew that she must have been together with the vampire for some length of time.

For a long, long moment Delacroix looked directly into the woman’s eyes across the river. She gave no sign, however, of seeing him or McMullen.

“Do you think someone cast a spell on them? That other Master?” Delacroix asked.

McMullen was gazing at them as intently as his companion.

“Maybe. It’s possible. But I don’t think it’s likely. They need a Sí to test their machine. What sense does it make to turn him into a statue here? Also, I am not sure a human Master of the Arcane could affect him thus. He is stronger than he looks and more versatile.”

“That... is probably true,” Delacroix remarked cryptically, adding in his mind that it was rather an understatement. “Let’s get across to them. Maybe we can find out more. Maybe we can help. She should not be alone with him.”

“Of course, she should not. No young, unwed girl should be alone with a man – Sí or not – for any length of time. It is quite scandalous. But he does not seem to be very menacing, Delacroix. Whatever happened to them, they do not appear to be in pain.”

“But why can’t they move?”

McMullen shrugged. “I don’t know. I have no solution, and probably cannot help them. Lifting a spell one does not know anything about is well-nigh impossible – if it is a spell.”

They stepped towards the underground river.

“You know,” McMullen said suddenly, scratching his stubble. “Perhaps I did manage to tamper with time. Maybe that is what happened. I was trying to get us to another timeline, back in that cave behind the waterfall. Maybe I succeeded. Perhaps it is us who are incredibly quick. Maybe they move perfectly with the flow of their time and it is us who are out of synchronisation.”

“You should never have tampered with time...”

“No. Probably not. I thought it was worth a try. I did not think it would work, in any case. Quite frankly, I have not the faintest idea why it did.”

“Your lodge would not be amused, I daresay, about your undertaking such a venture.”

“Not amused, but certainly intrigued.”

“When we get across, maybe we can leave them a message. They don’t know about the machine.”

“I have nothing to write on. And they don’t look as if they do.”

“Can’t you write on rock or something?”

McMullen smiled and then quoted:

“‘...In that same hour and hall,

The fingers of a hand

Came forth against the wall,

And wrote as if on sand:

The fingers of a man;—

A solitary hand

Along the letters ran,

And traced them like a wand.’ Really, Delacroix, I would not have thought that you were the type who read the poetry of the late Lord Byron.”

“Corrisande does, although she tells me that he is hopelessly out of fashion.”

“Well, I can try, once we are on the other side. What shall I write? ‘Mene, mene, tekel, upharsin’ will not help them.”

“Mene what?”

“That’s what the hand wrote in the story. – Weighed and found too light.”

“McMullen, I carried you up those stairs. You are not too light. Believe me.”

They stood, facing the river for a few more moments.

“I don’t feel like swimming through it, somehow,” McMullen said after a time.

“I don’t feel like getting wet again, either,” agreed Delacroix. “But since we shall not be collected by boat, that’s probably beside the point.”

In the misty light that illuminated the entire cave, a picture rose before them, solidifying into a black boat that looked like a gleaming version of the ‘Plätten’ that the local population used on their lakes. At the stern of the boat a young man stood. His green hair streamed down his back. His skin was flecked with a glistening pattern of silver-green mock scales. He was unbelievably handsome and formidable in more respects than one.

Delacroix glared at him. McMullen lifted an eyebrow.

“Welcome to Acheron,” said the young man with a smile that melted hearts and still looked faintly cynical. “Do you wish for transport?”

It was completely silent in the cave.

“I am probably dreaming again,” said Delacroix.

“Then I am dreaming the same thing,” said McMullen.

“Not necessarily,” replied Delacroix. “You might just be part of my dream.”

“This is ridiculous,” said the Master.

“You are being quite impolite,” said the creature in a somewhat irritated fashion. He had obviously anticipated a different reaction.

“I beg your pardon,” replied Delacroix, suddenly feeling a little light-headed, as if the burden of unreality and inexplicable events that kept happening to them had managed to make him drunk. “You know, Sir, I am not quite sure that you are there.”

“I assure you, Yellow-Eyes, I am all there.”

“Well, maybe I am not any longer,” Delacroix replied dryly.

“And I do not have any intention of crossing the Styx. Thank you,” added McMullen, whose hands were stretched out towards the creature as if in an attempt to block his magic.

“Acheron and Styx – aren't those rivers in Greece?” asked Delacroix. “We cannot have got so lost. Or can we?”

“The Acheron is everywhere,” said the Master. "River and boatman."

“Acute for a measly human who got lost in time,” the man on the boat admitted with a patronising smile. “But my speech was figurative.” He changed his voice subtly and it seemed to reach the souls of the two humans directly. “Mortals, you have choices three... – that sounded impressive, didn’t it?” He was grinning, and Delacroix found that he disliked the scaly fellow intensely. “Stay on your side of the river and starve. Swim across the river at your own risk – and possibly still starve. Come into my boat and trust me.”

“Swim across the river,” said Delacroix with an unwavering note of finality in his voice. He noticed that although the water flowed and sped steadily in one direction, the boat in front of them was not moving at all.

“Oh, I am disappointed, Yellow-Eyes,” the man reprimanded him with a sad smile. “Your wife is far more courageous – and far more trusting.” He sighed. “And so very sweet and seductive.”

McMullen held Delacroix back by the arm, but it was not necessary. He stood like a rock.

“What do you know of my wife?” he asked warily. Two pairs of eyes locked and fought out a silent battle.

“Everything,” the man with the green hair said after some time, looking away from the human's wrathful yellow eyes. “She is alive and well,” he then added reluctantly.

Delacroix noticed that he had just won a battle. However, he could not subdue the feeling that he was losing a war.

"Who are you?" he asked gruffly.

"I am all the rescue you will get."

Delacroix stared hard at him for a moment and then tried to disentangle himself from the man’s gaze, which held him like a swamp. McMullen shook him carefully.

"The cavalry has come, Delacroix," the Master said quietly.

"The navy," the Sí replied grinning.

Delacroix gazed at him warily while trying to avoid drifting into his eyes again.

“Come!” he finally said to McMullen, and climbed on board the boat first.

“What about Count Arpad and the girl?” asked the Master.

“I am afraid we literally have – no time – for them,” replied the ferryman and touched the oar. “You want to find your nephew. And you have a task to accomplish.”

“Yes,” said Delacroix, settling himself on the bench of the boat, facing the creature. “Though why it has suddenly become my task I cannot begin to understand. And if you have the audacity to call my wife seductive again, I shall ram that oar down your damn Fey gullet.”

The green-haired man merely smiled, showing very many teeth.

“Dear me. What a threat. But you are right, of course. Between your wife and me, she is not the one doing the seducing. The sweet little nymph.”

Two hands were on Delacroix’ shoulders pressing him down. McMullen again.

“Don’t let him bait you, Delacroix,” he said. “If you swallow his bait, he’ll have his hook in your soul.”

The tall man hissed. “I am not a fish, McMullen.”

“Indeed,” interjected the Sí. “You obviously lack perspective in that respect.”

The boat started moving gently against the stream. Mist enveloped it gradually, and the last thing Delacroix could see clearly was the girl on the other side starting to blink her eyes incredibly slowly.
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They had left him alone. Lieutenant von Görenczy could not believe his luck. 

They had left him hanging from his backwards stretched-up arms, and his shoulder joints were complaining painfully. So was his stomach. So was his side. So was his jaw. They had hit him in the face repeatedly and worked their way downward from there.

He had not answered any of their questions truthfully, had fallen back to the story of being a painter who had been caught in a trap not set for him. They wanted to know who had sent him. He had not been sent by anybody, he said.
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