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Southern France

1244

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

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

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

“Are we here?”

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

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Simon followed too.

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

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

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

And then she smiled.







Chapter One

Present Day

Dead people can't speak.

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

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“When?”

“Wednesday.”

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

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

And with that, he shuffled out.

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

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Like death, for instance.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Mr. Stone, if you could just–”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

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

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







Chapter Two

Gran has spoken to me.

In a way I would never have dreamed.

 

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

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

Daniel shrugged. “Dunno. Stuff.”

“Well that says a lot.”

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

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

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

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

“What sort of a business was it?”

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

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

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

“How come you never mentioned it?”

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

* * *

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

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

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

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

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

“But I thought we had lots of money?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Do you, Dad?”

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

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

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

Before he could say another word, Daniel was hugging him with all his might, squeezing his long lost Dad, come back to him at last.







Chapter Three

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

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

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

“Scotland.”

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

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

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

But Daniel knew it wasn't true. Dad had lied, but why would he? What was he afraid of, and why wouldn't he take Daniel into his confidence? The thoughts disturbed Daniel. As he walked alongside his dad, he kept his eyes firmly to the ground.







Chapter Four

The taxi wound its way slowly up the road to the house. From where he sat, Daniel had a good view of the surrounding countryside as the car turned the final corner and the vista opened up before them.

He gasped.

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

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

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

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

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