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			Prologue

			Her footsteps echoed on the tile floor even though she wore gym shoes. It was that still. The corridors of the old building stood silent and empty, most of the lights turned out. Eleven o’clock at night was not a popular time for practicing, which was precisely why Gen liked to come here at this time. She had the conservatory to herself. Once in a while, she might see a light on in one of the professors’ offices. Professor Von Klein, in particular, often kept late hours, and she knew from experience why. Tonight, however, his office was dark.

			Gen flipped on the light in the hallway that led to the piano practice rooms and then walked down to room 342. She reserved it at this time every term for three nights a week, not that there was any competition for use. There wasn’t a single note of music echoing anywhere in the building tonight. Hell, half of the students weren’t even in residence yet. It was only August 21st. Lectures and classes for the new term started next week.

			She turned on the overhead lights and closed the door behind her. The room was small but comfortable, kind of like a den; a black Steinway baby grand dominated the center of space, its lid raised and keys exposed. Gen shook her head. Sloppy – somebody had not closed it up earlier.

			There were wooden cabinets that completely took up two walls of the room. The smaller ones held deep piles of music, some of which she was sure dated back to the eighteen hundreds after having casually explored the yellowing, sometimes handwritten staffs in the past. Floor-to-ceiling cabinets housed old brass and percussion instruments. Students also used them to hang coats in during the winter months. All of the dark wood made it feel as if you were playing in the study of an old upscale mansion.

			Gen dropped her bag on the floor next to the piano bench and fished out the music she’d brought to practice – a Liszt piece that she’d be using to audition for the seasonal soloist competition next Tuesday. She set the music up on the brass-hinged wooden holder, shifted her position on the bench, and began to play. She stopped before she reached the end of the first page. Her fingers had stumbled on two sixteenth note runs. Gen lifted her hands from the keyboard with a grimace. If she did that during the audition, she was DOA.

			She took a deep breath, willing herself to focus, and was about to start again when something creaked behind her. Gen swiveled on the bench to stare at the cabinets. Nothing was out of place. The doors were all closed. She got up and looked out of the narrow glass window in the door to the hall. There was nobody in sight.

			Gen shrugged and returned to the bench. It was an old building. Old things creaked, she told herself. Still, when she started to play once more, she felt uneasy.

			As she reached the intricate sixteenth note runs again, she could have sworn she heard another noise. She made it through the passage, but as soon as she did she lifted her fingers from the keys. The hair on the back of her neck was standing up. Why?

			She practiced here all the time at this hour. Why was she spooked over a couple of creaks tonight?

			Gen closed her eyes and willed the uneasiness away. The building was settling. And she needed to get some work done. Von Klein was a man of many faces. The professor appeared very friendly most of the time, but when he was behind the audition desk, he was a tyrant.

			That was what she needed to be afraid of, not old joists settling. Gen started the piece once more, and was nearly through page two when she abruptly stopped playing. This time, not because she heard something, but because she didn’t. She repeated the last measure, and sure enough, when she played the low E, there was silence.

			Odd.

			She pressed on the key, and when there was still no sound, repeated the motion harder. And harder.

			Nope. The lower register E was dead. Weird. It had been fine yesterday.

			She got up, walked around to the side of the piano and looked inside to see if something had fallen on the string, deadening it.

			“Huh,” she murmured as she stared at the pristine rows of golden strings.

			There was a gap in the lower section. Someone had cut out a string. But they hadn’t even bothered to remove the ends. The orphaned wire ties were still in the holes.

			“What the hell,” Gen said. This practice night was not going well.

			It was about to get much worse.

			Gen shook her head and went back to the bench. She was going to work for the next hour if it killed her. There were not many days left before the auditions.

			She made it to the pianissimo section on page four when she heard an extended creak that came from directly behind her. Gen’s fingers stopped. She turned quickly. Her heart was beating double time. That increased when she saw that one of the tall cabinet doors was open.

			It had not been open two minutes ago.

			As she scanned the room, the overhead lights suddenly went out. The cabinets disappeared in the sudden black. Gen turned towards the door.

			Something moved in the darkness; a silhouette caught and shifted in the dim light that seeped in through the window from the hall. It looked like a person’s head. She almost screamed, but then stopped herself. There was nobody in the building close enough to hear or help.

			But there was definitely somebody in the practice room with her.

			Somebody who apparently meant her harm.

			Gen shifted her feet around to the side of the bench. She didn’t know what the other person intended…but it couldn’t end well for her. If she could slip behind the body of the piano, she would have a straight shot to bolt for the door. It was a long run to the front entry of the building, but she’d been on the track team back in high school. That gave her a fighting chance.

			Her stomach filled with ice and her legs felt frozen, but Gen forced her body to move, to rise from the bench despite the paralyzing fear. She had to get away.

			As she stood, something abruptly pinched her neck and yanked her off her feet. Gen collapsed to the bench, which rocked dangerously, teetering on the brink for just a moment before toppling completely. Her whole body spilled to the floor. The impact of her tailbone on the wood made her open her mouth to cry out. But the pinch on her neck tightened to a throttling tourniquet that choked any sound away. All that came out was a gurgle. The pressure around her throat tightened; her eyes bugged out as the force cut off her oxygen. Gen lashed out with her fists, punching in angry desperation at the air all around her. She connected with something firm. Maybe a shoulder….

			The noose around her neck drew ever tighter. She stopped her attack and instead reached to the back of her neck to try to pry whatever was around her throat away. Her fingers gripped the noose; it was cold and thin. Metallic. It cut into the skin of her fingertips and she couldn’t loosen it at all.

			As death stars blossomed across her vision, Gen realized too late what had become of the missing piano string.

			There was a blinding flash of light. And then a voice finally whispered in the returning dark.

			“Live by the piano, die by the piano,” it said.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			The taxi pulled up in front of a small, but still imposing, five-story stone building. Two buildings, really. While they were interconnected on the bottom floors, the structure diverged above that into two triangular roofs that rose on opposite sides of the L-shaped structure that was bisected by a street corner. The place looked hundreds of years old. The stone facade, which might once have been white, now wrapped the structure in a rough, uneven mix of grey and black and mossy green. Dozens of narrow vertical windows rose from the street level in each half of the building.

			The driver said something in Flemish, and Eve held out a twenty Euro note. She trusted he would give her correct change. He scowled slightly at the bill, and dropped a handful of gold coins into her palm. Then he quickly exited the car and pulled her two suitcases from the trunk. When she picked them up from the sidewalk, he nodded. “Daag,” he said, and a moment later the taxi shot away from the curb.

			“Goodbye,” she murmured after him. “I know you know how to say it.”

			She knew most people in Belgium spoke at least a smattering of English, if they weren’t completely fluent in English, French and Flemish. But there were always those who resented foreigners. She hoped that her reception at the Conservatory would be better. The old weathered building didn’t look very welcoming. It loomed aged and tired against a grey sky.

			“Not as tired as I feel,” she whispered. Eve walked towards the arched wooden door on the corner. It was not even noon here yet, but she was wiped out. She’d left New York at dinnertime, and arrived in Brussels at eight in the morning. Then she’d navigated the train system to head north to Ghent, where she’d caught a taxi to the outskirts of the university. It had been a very long night.

			She stopped at the door and took a breath. Then she reached out to pull on the handle and step into her new life as a student at an exclusive satellite building of the Royal Conservatory.

			“Welcome to the Eyrie,” a pleasant, lilting feminine voice said as Eve stepped from the humid warmth of the street into a cool, shadowed foyer. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust from the overcast but light skies outside to the dark, wooden confines of the interior of the music building. The woman stood behind a desk along the wall to her right.

			“You must be Evelyn Springer,” the woman said. She was tall and thin, her hair a wild tousle of brown and blonde twists.

			“Yes,” Eve said with a surprised smile. “But please, call me Eve.”

			“We’ve been expecting you,” the woman said. “My name is Mrs. Freer. I’m the house manager and you can come to me if you have any problems during your time here. If you can just sign in, I’ll get Philip to help with your bags.” She pushed a black ledger to the edge of the desk and pointed at an empty line.

			Eve took the proffered pen and quickly scrawled her name. “Thanks, but I can handle the bags,” she said.

			The woman gave a thin smile and shook her head to disagree. “That may be, but you won’t want to. Your room is on the fifth floor of the East Tower, and the elevator is not working today.” She picked up a phone from a holder on the wall and dialed three numbers. After a few seconds, she said something in a language Eve did not understand, and then hung up.

			“He’ll be down in just a minute,” Mrs. Freer said. “You’ll be sharing a room with Kristina Jones. She’s been here a few days already, so she will be able to…show you the ropes, I think you say?” She pointed down a narrow corridor. “You’ll find breakfast served in the cafeteria at six in the morning. They clean up at eight, so don’t sleep in if you want food. Lunch is then from eleven to one and dinner is at six p.m. Of course, there are many places down the street and along the water to eat at if you miss a mealtime here.”

			Mrs. Freer pulled a large envelope from a drawer and held it out. “This is your course schedule and some helpful information about the institution. There will be an opening welcome lecture by Professor Von Klein on Monday morning in the Grand Hall. It’s expected that all new and returning students attend.”

			A burly man with deep-set eyes and a chin like a hammer emerged then from a door behind the desk. He wore jeans and a blue-checked shirt that was half unbuttoned to show a white t-shirt beneath. Eve couldn’t tell if he’d been sleeping or working. His eyes looked sullen and dark.

			“There you are, Philip,” Mrs. Freer said. “This is Eve Springer. She’s our new pianist…from the United States. Please take her and her things up to Room 505.”

			The man grunted something at the house marm and swooped in on Eve’s bags like a hawk. “This way,” he said in a low growl. He led her down the hall away from the front desk. Eve noticed that he walked with a strange gait, as if one of his legs was longer than the other. Maybe it was just something with his shoes; he wore thick black work boots. They looked heavy, with Frankenstein’s monster soles.

			“I can take one,” Eve argued, but he did not turn or acknowledge her offer. Instead, he led her past an elevator with a sign taped across the doors. A circle with a line through it. The universal symbol of NO.

			He set one of the bags down and opened a door to a stairwell. She would soon marvel at his stamina. It only took two flights before Eve was breathing heavy and she wasn’t carrying anything but herself. But Philip just kept marching upwards and around as the stairs turned like a corkscrew up and through each level.

			“Wow,” she gasped when they finally stepped out into a short hallway. “I sure hope the elevator isn’t broken long.”

			That drew a gust of laughter from behind her. Eve turned and saw a girl in shorts and a pink halter top unlocking a room. “That elevator is always going out,” the girl said. “That’s why they stick the newbies on the highest floor. Welcome to the fifth floor of hell!”

			The girl winked and ducked into her room before Eve could think of anything to say.

			Philip merely grunted and set her bags down in front of a white door. An oval metal plate was screwed to the right of it with black numbers that read 505. He unlocked the door and handed the key to her. Eve realized that she had no idea if she should tip him, or if so, how much. But she fumbled in her pocket and pulled out a two Euro coin to hand to him.

			“Thanks,” she said.

			He pocketed the coin, but Eve couldn’t tell if the lines around his mouth were the wrinkles of a smile or a glare. He turned and clomped away to disappear down the stairwell.

			Eve sighed and stepped into her new room.

			It was a small space for two people. A counter with an oval mirror above it and two drawers below filled the wall to her right. To the left, two bunk beds had been built into the wall. In front of them, a small two-person couch faced a flatscreen TV mounted on the wall. A desk that matched the blond wood of the bunk beds stood beneath two narrow windows.

			There was only one picture on the wall, but then again, there was very little unoccupied wall space. It showed a violinist playing on a beautiful classical stage. On the floor nearby, Eve saw the telltale shape of a violin case. So…she knew why her roommate was here. Just not where she was.

			Eve set her suitcases down and didn’t bother to unpack. She just needed to lie down. Judging from the comforter on the lower bed and the plain sheets of the bed above, she guessed that her roommate had claimed the ground floor. She didn’t care at this point. Eve climbed the built-in ladder and flopped with a moan on the thin mattress. In her mind she replayed the last twelve hours of her journey from Grand Central Station to here.

			Before she reached Ghent in her memories, she was asleep.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			“I take it you’re my new roommate and not just some loony who wandered in off the street?”

			The voice was female, and very British. Eve pushed her head off the pillow to sit up, eyes still blinking the fuzzy hold of sleep away. A dark-haired girl with a pert nose and welcoming smile sat at the desk across the room watching her.

			“Oh, um, hello,” Eve said. She felt embarrassed that someone had walked in on her sleeping. “I’m sorry, I just had to take a little nap after the trip. It’s a long ride from New York City. My name is Eve.”

			The other girl nodded. “I hoped you were. Otherwise this could get quite awkward. I’m Kristina.”

			“Good to meet you!” Eve said and flipped her leg over the edge to climb down the ladder.

			“I hope you don’t mind that I took the bottom bunk,” Kristina said when Eve reached the floor. “I don’t like heights.”

			Eve shrugged. “No problem. Have you been here long?”

			“Almost two weeks,” she said. “As soon as they opened the doors, I hopped on a train. Couldn’t get out of London fast enough. And it’s only a couple hours from King’s Cross to Brussels.”

			“Oh wow,” Eve said. “I’ve always wanted to go to London.”

			The other girl rolled her eyes. “You can have it. Bunch of wankers there.”

			Eve laughed. “They’re everywhere, you know.”

			“I suppose,” Kristina said. “But I swear the lot of them around my house were intolerable.” She waved at the picture on the wall. “Anyway, you can probably tell I’m here for violin. What’s your instrument?”

			“Piano,” Eve said. “I’m working on my master’s in composition.”

			Kristina frowned slightly.

			“Is this your first year,” Eve asked, “or were you here last term?”

			Kristina shook her head. “Nope, I’m a noob, just like you. I think everyone on fifth floor is. They say if you survive up here the first year, you get to move downstairs.”

			“What’s so horrible about fifth floor?”

			Kristina raised an eyebrow. “These old buildings don’t have a lot of insulation, you know? So, I’m told we’re going to be hot for the next couple months and then cold all winter. I hope you brought blankets.”

			“I didn’t bring much of anything,” Eve said. “I figured I’d get what I needed here.”

			“Sounds like a shopping day trip to Brussels is in your future,” Kristina said. “But first, I’d suggest dinner. The hall just opened. Are you hungry?”

			Eve’s stomach audibly growled at the mention of food, and she laughed. “I guess so. Let me freshen up and use the restroom. Can you just tell me where one is?”

			Kristina led her down the hall to a small communal bathroom with five stalls and an open shower area. When she came out, they went straight to the stairwell.

			“From what they tell me, we’ll also get to know these stairs better than the elevator,” Kristina said. “Although, I have to say, it was working just yesterday.”

			By the time they reached the first floor and walked through the lobby, Eve was short of breath. She’d done plenty of walking in New York, but the long halls and stairs of this building were really going to get her in shape.

			Mrs. Freer was still there behind the entry desk, and smiled faintly as they walked past. “Hi, Lucie,” Kristina said to her with a wave. Eve noted the first name. The house marm hadn’t told her that.

			Two girls and a guy were talking in the corridor as they approached. Eve caught just a sliver of their conversation before they fell silent.

			“…so much blood…”

			“…but do you think they’ll catch him?”

			“How do you know it was a guy…”

			“They said that her neck was barely…”

			A girl in dark blue shorts and faded tan sandals abruptly stopped talking as they approached, and Eve could feel all three sets of eyes follow them as they passed and entered the cafeteria.

			“What was that about?” she asked. “They looked at us like we were Martians.”

			Kristina stuck out her tongue. “Third year snobs,” she said. “You don’t need to know them.”

			“Sounded like they were talking about a killer,” Eve said.

			Kristina stopped and turned toward her. “They probably were,” she said. Her face grew troubled. “I might as well tell you now, because you’ll hear it soon enough. Genevieve DuPont was murdered in one of the piano practice rooms in the North Tower last night. She was one of the top students, and it happened right here…so everyone is pretty much in shock. She studied with Aldo Lado in Switzerland and won a bunch of awards. Genevieve was Professor Von Klein’s star pianist last year.”

			“So, what happened?” Eve asked.

			Kristina made a face and her eyes grew large. “She was practicing alone late at night, and some crazy trapped her in the room and strangled her with a piano wire. Everyone is pretty nervous about it, right now. They haven’t caught the killer, so what if he comes back?”

			Eve felt a cold spot in the pit of her stomach. She had been ecstatic when she’d won admittance to the Eyrie. It was one of the more prestigious music finishing schools in Europe. There were only a few dozen students admitted each term. But now it felt like she’d walked into danger. “Geez, do you think he will?” she said.

			“I don’t know, but I wouldn’t use the practice rooms after dark if I was you,” Kristina said.

			* * *

			The cafeteria did not offer a smorgasbord of choices, but the food they did have smelled amazing. Eve took a plate of pork loin with some kind of brown gravy and a side of rice pilaf and followed Kristina to a table with a half dozen other students. The room was not huge, but the twenty or thirty people in it were clustered at a handful of tables in different corners of the room. Social cliques were the same in every country, Eve mused.

			Before they sat, Kristina introduced two very animated girls and a guy wearing a distorted cubist art t-shirt with a German phrase she couldn’t read. “This is Jean and Barbara and Sienna,” Kristina said. “They’re on our floor.”

			Eve recognized Barbara as the girl who had said the elevators never worked when she’d first arrived. Barbara smiled at her in recognition.

			“Now you’ve met half of the people on our end of the fifth floor,” Kristina laughed. “Misery loves its own company!”

			“And I’m Elena and this is Erika,” one of the other two girls at the table offered.  “We have graduated from the fifth floor,” she said with a flawless white smile.

			While they wore different outfits, Eve realized that she couldn’t tell the two apart. They both had shoulder-length dark hair, perfect complexions and wide expressive eyes dressed in long dark lashes. They could have been Maybelline models, if they weren’t wearing sweatpants and t-shirts.

			Kristina pulled out a chair for herself and another for Eve so that they could join the group.

			They settled in and soon Eve learned that Elena and Erika were second-year Italian twins from the fourth floor who each played soprano saxophone, while Jean was a bearded first-year German percussionist and Barbara and Sienna were actually native Belgians who could form their own string section if they were so inclined. They played it all.

			Some of the group had already been out together, exploring the old town section of Ghent, which they said boasted an old castle with a medieval torture chamber museum and some good historic and modern bars along the main waterway. “We’ll take you there, maybe tomorrow,” Kristina promised.

			It was Sienna who broke a lull in the conversation with talk of the murder.

			“Did you see Genevieve’s Facebook?” she asked Kristina.

			Kristina shook her head. “No,” she answered. “They’d taken it down before I heard about it.”

			“Took what down?” Eve asked.

			Barbara and Sienna gave each other looks and then focused on their dinner plates.

			“Does she know about it?” Jean asked.

			Kristina nodded. “I told her a little while ago.”

			“It was pretty creepy,” he said.

			“What?” Eve asked.

			Kristina grimaced and said, “Somehow the killer got access to Gen’s Facebook account. After he strangled her, he posted a picture of her. They say he took it while killing her.”

			“He had to have,” Jean said. “Although I don’t know how he did it while he was still strangling her. You could see her face was all red and her mouth was open like she was screaming. But the worst part was her eyes. You could just see that she was still alive, but that her light was going out.”

			“Can we not talk about it anymore?” one of the twins asked. Her accent reminded Eve of old spaghetti westerns. “Gen was a friend of mine.”

			Kristina whispered to Eve, “I’m glad I didn’t see it.”

			Eve looked down at her plate and pushed it back. The pork had been delicious, but she found she wasn’t hungry anymore.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			The Eyrie’s lecture hall turned out to be a small theater in the North Tower. Which made sense – Kristina said it doubled as the school’s main concert performance space. Apparently, everyone living in the East Tower was there; the place was packed on Monday morning. It was not only the opening lecture of the semester, but rumors were that Prof. Klaus Von Klein would provide an update on Genevieve DuPont…so there wasn’t a student who dared sleep in to miss it.

			Eve felt a flutter in her stomach as she looked around at the throng. She was actually here. She was about to listen to the opening lecture at the Belgium Conservatory of Music’s Eyrie, one of the most prestigious music enclaves in the world. There were negative vibes in the air because of the murder but…she couldn’t get over the fact that a week ago, Eve had been in a tiny apartment in New York. Now she was halfway around the world, and about to see the world-famous Prof. Von Klein speak and officially open the semester. It was a little surreal.

			The room was a buzz of student conversations when Eve and Kristina found seats; there were occasional bursts of laughter and multiple cries of “how have you been” in a variety of languages and accents from people who had not seen each other for weeks. But then, almost as if on cue, the volume of the entire room dropped to near nothing.

			Eve looked up from her phone and saw why. An older man strode across the stage to the podium. He wore a grey tweed suit and looked thin but hale, his hair turning to silver but still full; his chin was hidden by a short, startlingly white beard. When he reached the microphone, he made a point of looking slowly from one side of the room to the other. When he smiled at the end of his survey, you could feel the warmth from twenty rows back.

			“On behalf of the entire faculty, I would like to welcome you to the Eyrie,” he began. His voice was rich and engaging, the accent faintly foreign. Eve felt a frisson of excitement. This was the moment she’d dreamed of for months.

			“For those of you joining us for the first time, I cannot wait to meet you in person, and hear the music that is held in your hearts. You are the next wave of talent that will wash over us and leave us astounded and amazed. The sea is endless, but every new class brings its own unique brilliance. And for those who have been with us before…we’ve missed you. Welcome back. Together, we will all create things of beauty this year, songs and performances that have never existed in the past and will never grace the air exactly so again.

			“Make no mistake, we will work hard, as we always do. The path to creation – worthwhile creation – is never fast or easy. You will make memories and music here that will color the rest of your lives. You will impact the lives of many others. I am proud to be a part of the process that will make that happen. What we do here? It matters. There are those who would dismiss the arts in favor of the study of commerce or medicine or other more…economical pursuits. But what we do here, what we train for, is the ultimate expression of the human spirit. The ability to transcend time and influence those who come five and ten generations later is not anything that an accounting professional, no disrespect, will ever achieve. You, here in this room, have the potential to do that. Most of you won’t…but you could. And that’s the promise that brings me back to this stage year after year. You are not here because you are dabblers. You are here because music is your life. And we will continue to hone the focus that you have spent years building…in the end, you will create more than music. You will transcend.”

			Eve felt a stir in her spine as he spoke those words. She was here to go to the next level…whatever that was. She yearned even more now for him to help guide her there.

			“I have to address one thing that I know many of you are aware of. While we work here in something of a bubble to create art that will live beyond our own walk on this earth, the day-to-day politics and evils of the world still go on around us, and sometimes, enter our private walls unbidden. One of our own, Genevieve DuPont, was working this week to improve her own immense potential when someone took that away from her. From all of us. She was one of the best pianists I have ever had the pleasure to teach or….”

			The professor’s voice broke and he paused.

			“The world is a lesser place without her music. That’s all I can say. From a safety standpoint, we have asked for increased police surveillance after hours, and we are temporarily limiting the use of the music practice rooms. You all need the hours with your instruments, but after eight o’clock at night, practice will need to be confined to your rooms, or in group gatherings here in this hall. The individual practice rooms will be unavailable for late work this week, as we cannot have guards at all hours to guarantee your safety. This is not the kind of message I want to deliver on our opening week, but it is a reality of our world today. I trust you will appreciate the significance.”

			The exultation she’d felt just a few minutes before quickly melted away. There was crossing the world to live a dream. And then there was, as Prof. Von Klein said, reality.

			He went on to talk about classes and individual instruction opportunities and more, but Eve was already looking forward to – and nervous about – her next meeting in the school. She was scheduled to have an in-person talk with the professor at eleven a.m. in his office.

			“Do you have to play anything for Von Klein?” Kristina asked when Eve said how frightened she was of the introduction.

			“No.”

			“Then what’s the worry? Be yourself. You can’t make a mistake with that.”

			“It’s just that I’ve heard about him for years,” Eve said. “I can’t believe I’m actually going to talk to him.”

			Kristina snorted. “He’s just a man. Don’t kid yourself. His shite stinks just like anyone else’s.”

			* * *

			When eleven o’clock came, Eve was pacing just outside the professor’s office. She’d climbed three flights of stairs in the North Tower (the elevator there was out too) and walked down a zigzag hallway with old wooden floors to arrive at faculty office 392. There was a tall, thin area of opaque glass next to the door. A small sign was fastened to the door that read Professor Klaus Von Klein. Beneath it was a sheet with a long list of fifteen-minute appointments scheduled throughout the day. At the top of the sheet, in headline-size letters, it read: Do Not Knock. Wait Until The Door Is Open.

			Waiting put her nerves on edge. It also didn’t help that now and then she heard the boom of a raised voice. She couldn’t make out the words of what was being said, but it seemed like Von Klein was…yelling in there? She took a deep breath and walked down the otherwise quiet hall which apparently was the faculty wing – there were several closed doors with names on them, and another window with a list of appointments two doors down. Nobody else was walking the hall however.

			When Von Klein’s door finally opened, she nearly jumped. It was time, past her time, actually. Her legs grew rubbery.

			A pale man in black plastic glasses, a pink and green plaid shirt and short-cropped orange hair walked out. Eve’s inner voice whispered geek!

			“Are you next?” he asked. When she nodded, he motioned her inside. “Sorry I ran over.”

			Eve stepped inside and pulled the door shut behind her.

			The office was small, but well-appointed. An ornate wooden bookcase took up one wall, while a small spinet piano rested against the opposite. The professor sat behind a dark wood desk, with a window to the courtyard behind him.

			“Evelyn Springer?” he asked.

			“Yes,” she said. She was too nervous to say anything else. He pointed to a wooden chair with burgundy upholstery before him. She sat.

			“Your resume is excellent,” he said. “And a Simonetti Scholar, as well. Most impressive. I’m anxious to hear you play.”

			“I am anxious to be able to,” Eve said. “I’ve dreamed of being able to come here for years.”

			He smiled, a little thinly. “Well, the dream is over,” he said. “Now the work begins. I’ve heard your audition recordings of course, but I’d like to see you play something.” He gestured to the piano on the side of the room. “Would you mind?”

			Eve felt her stomach clench. She had not prepared anything.

			“What would you like to hear?” she asked. Her voice shook slightly.

			His eyes seemed to laugh. “Whatever you enjoy playing. This is not an audition. You’re in. I just want to see you at your instrument.”

			Eve stood and walked to the piano. It was old, but beautiful. The wood appeared to be mahogany; rich reddish brown with dark veins that was not simply square cut, but augmented with carved filigree edging and rounded sides. An ornate, classic spinet.

			The keys were vaguely yellowed, but when Eve put her fingers down just to test a chord, the tone was wonderful. Rich and warm, just like the wood.

			She launched into the dramatic urgent staccato opening of Ravel’s ’Le Tombeau de Couperin: Toccata’. The professor listened and shook his head in appreciation for a minute or two, and then held up a hand and said, “That’s enough.”

			Eve gulped and took her hands from the keys. She thought she’d played it well. What had he heard?

			“I had no doubt that you were technically excellent, and that certainly was. But…what do you play for fun?” he asked. “What moves your soul? That’s what I want to hear.”

			Eve put her fingers back on the keys and hesitated for a moment before she delicately began to play the song that she always played when she was alone late at night. Pat Metheny’s ‘Letter from Home’. A melancholy but stirring solo piece. It wasn’t classical and it wasn’t complex, but if you played it with the right touch, you could literally make people cry.

			The professor’s face warmed in recognition as soon as she began. This time, he didn’t stop her, but let her play the song through all the way to the end. When she finished, pulling her fingers back from the keys as the last notes lingered in the air, he put his hands together and clapped four times.

			“Well played,” he said. His face beamed. “So, you’re a jazz fan then?”

			When she nodded, he reached into the top drawer of his desk and pulled out some sheet music. “I have an opening for a pianist in the Songbirds jazz combo. It’s an extracurricular band, usually with around a dozen students, that we have sponsored as part of the Eyrie’s ensembles for more than fifty years. The group plays periodically at clubs in town. Auditions start on Thursday in the North Tower at four p.m. You can apply at the main office for a slot. After what I just heard, I’d really like to see you try out.”

			Eve got up, took the music from his hands and gasped out a “thank you”. The professor was personally inviting her to audition? She couldn’t believe it…and she couldn’t wait to get back to her new home and share her news with Kristina.

			“Do you have any questions for me?” he asked. “We’re almost out of time.”

			She shook her head automatically. “No, I am just looking forward to working and learning here.”

			He smiled faintly. “We will push you,” he said. “There will be late nights.”

			“I’m ready,” she said.

			He looked unconvinced. “We will see.”

			Then he motioned towards the door. She mumbled thank you again and let herself out. A gaunt, dark-complexioned man was waiting just outside. “Good luck,” she said as he went inside.

			As she walked down the hall towards the stairs, she wondered if the guy behind her in line would be a friend, or competition this semester. It always came down to that in life, didn’t it?

			* * *

			Eve felt a chill as she walked along a dark block. Some of the buildings had lights on behind the window coverings, but most did not. It was a brooding, cloudy night and in places she could barely see the sidewalk because of the overhang of the trees and roofs. Ghent was not like New York. There were not streetlights at every block.

			She’d taken a walk after dinner to go into the old town area along the river, and now was returning home. But she hesitated when she reached blocks where there were long stretches of darkness. She couldn’t shake the thought that there had been a murder at the Eyrie just a few nights before. What if that killer was wandering nearby, looking for another victim? What if she was walking through a dark block and someone jumped out and grabbed her?

			It was a warm night, but she shivered at the thought. Eve scanned each small yard in front of the dark buildings, searching for evidence of someone hidden behind a bush or a pillar. In the back of her head, she heard The Cure’s ‘Pictures of You’ playing. Why had the killer posted that on the poor girl’s Facebook page?

			Eve took a deep breath and started the walk down the last two blocks before the Eyrie. Ironically, they were the darkest section of her journey. After passing the first couple of buildings, where tree branches threw moving shadows against window glass that reflected the trick of the low light like grasping hands, she stepped out onto the uneven cobbled street. At least she was in the open here, and there were no cars in evidence at the moment.

			The silent buildings soon passed by, and finally she reached a corner where a streetlamp illuminated the intersection. Her body relaxed a little when she stood beneath the cone of light that pushed away the shadows of the rest of the block. Eve let go of a breath she didn’t know she was holding. The twin peaks of the two Eyrie building towers were just down the block now. But as she began to walk the final path that wound to the double doors, she saw something going on behind the buildings. There was a courtyard there in the rear of the Eyrie, and she could see the flicker of a myriad of tiny lights in the space between buildings.

			She peered through the cover of bushes and overhanging tree branches to get a better look at what seemed to be a hidden garden of fairy lights. Many and small. She heard voices murmuring too. Someone was speaking; a moment later a group of people responded. The sounds were too muted and faraway to make out the words.

			Eve decided to walk down the side path that led to the rear of the Eyrie instead of going to the front entrance. She wanted to know what was going on. For a moment, the fears of a masked killer jumping out of the darkness left her, even though she now walked down a winding path almost completely cloaked in shadow.

			And then, as she entered the back courtyard, that feeling of dread in her heart came back in a rush. Not because she was afraid that the killer was here.

			But because this gathering was about the killer. Or rather, the victim.

			A small table was set up on one side of the courtyard, draped in a dark sheet and topped with a large framed picture of a pretty blonde girl. A litter of things had been set in front of it, offerings maybe. Candles flickered all around the photo, with twice as many on the ground in front and to the side of the table. Many of the people standing around also held candles in their hands; the orange light of the tiny flames wavered and shone on unfamiliar faces.

			Eve wished she had kept walking and not come. She had no business being here. She knew instantly what this was.

			This was a candlelight vigil to celebrate the life of the dead girl, Genevieve DuPont.

			As she looked around, she saw the glimmer of tears on the cheeks of many of those standing around. And then in the front of the gathering she recognized Erika and Elena, the Italian twins she’d met in the cafeteria. A girl with chestnut hair and sad eyes stood in front of them, facing the small crowd.

			“There wasn’t anyone like her,” the girl said. “She had a beauty and a humor and a spark that truly was unique and special. I was privileged to have played with her for the past two years in the Songbirds and it was a time I’ll never forget. She had a sense of melody and style like nobody I’ve ever played with before. No one can ever replace her. I can’t begin to tell you what we’ve lost. But I can tell you to always remember her. And really, I don’t have to. If you knew Genevieve, I know that you will never forget her. The killer took her life from us, but the power of her smile will always live on. He can never take that from us.”

			Eve felt a shiver go down her spine at those words. Her eyes misted up even though she had never known the dead girl.

			You don’t belong here, a tiny voice said in the back of her head. As the crowd raised their candles in cupped hands to protect the flames, Eve stepped backwards and out of sight, retracing her steps along the path between buildings.

			The front entryway of the Eyrie did not seem as friendly and welcoming as it had earlier. It felt more like a crypt tonight. There was nobody in the lobby when she walked in. Eve hurried to the elevator, which appeared to be working today. She punched the button, took it up to the fifth floor and almost ran to her room. She bolted the door as soon as she was inside, and walked to the desk to stare out at the dark street below.

			Someone had died here. Been killed. All of her dreams of coming to study at the Eyrie suddenly felt hollow and pale. Maybe she should turn right around and go home.

			The chill in her heart would not thaw.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			“Let’s hear what you’ve got to play for us,” a voice called from the second row of the theater seats. She couldn’t see the face; the lights on the stage were blinding. Everything beyond the edge of the stage was a blurred shadow.

			Eve took a breath and positioned her fingers on the keys of the Steinway. This was the moment she’d been thinking of since her meeting with Prof. Von Klein. And he wasn’t even here. This was a student-run audition.

			She had no idea what kinds of pieces the Songbirds typically played, but she had practiced the piece that Von Klein had given her – Fats Waller’s ‘Honeysuckle Rose’. She wasn’t sure if she should improvise, or play exactly the chart. What did they expect? She had no idea.

			Eve took a breath and launched into the music. She had decided to improv on the final segment. Hopefully it would play in her favor and not against. Jazz combos were about improvisation, not playing rote music, and a jazz audition was what she was here in this room for. That was also the fundamental difference between classical study and jazz, and most pianists who were skilled at one were not keen on the other. But Eve had always enjoyed the rigor of both classical performance perfection and the luxury of calculated expression that jazz allowed. Different halves of the whole.

			She did her best to wow the judges with both…her initial take on Waller was flawless, and then her improvisation (hopefully) showed both inventive flair and fluidity that other pianists might not attain. She didn’t know what her competition was, but that was what she was going for.

			“Not bad,” the voice from out in the seats said when she finished. “We’ll let you know.”

			Eve collected her music and stood up from the bench. “Thanks for the opportunity,” she said, addressing the shadow people beyond the edge of the stage. Then she walked – with as much confidence as she could muster – to the exit door. She didn’t know what they thought, but she felt confident that she’d played well. Maybe they wouldn’t want the upstart American in their combo, no matter how well she played; she didn’t know. But she wouldn’t feel bad about what she’d done.

			Instead of going back to her room, Eve walked out the main door of the Eyrie and onto the cobbled walkway to head toward the heart of Old Town. The afternoon was perfect; a faint breeze rippled the trees as she passed small grocery and tobacco and clothing shops. She stopped to admire a tall but narrow stone building with stained-glass windows and vaulting towers at each of its four corners. A church. She’d only been able to walk around town a handful of times so far, but she was amazed each time at the intricate stonework and decoration that nearly all of the buildings here displayed. The rule of thumb seemed to be, if the building was constructed more than fifty years ago, it was a work of art. Even if it served only to house a pharmacy.

			While everything here felt older than New York; everything also somehow seemed fresher. The air was clean, the roads more open. The streets were a mix of cobble and asphalt, which only increased the sense of history. Now and then they were interrupted with rails for the tramlines that cut through the city. The modern steel and plastic cars felt anachronistic when they passed; the streets looked as if they should be frequented by horse and buggy, not modern vehicles.

			The strains of a piano rang out from somewhere near, and when Eve reached the next street, she saw the source. A small pavilion not far from a grand old church covered an outdoor piano chained to the stone walkway. Apparently it was placed out here for anyone to simply walk up and play. She edged closer. An older Asian man in dark slacks and a blue polo shirt played Debussy’s ‘Claire De Lune’. A small group of people stood around the pavilion, appreciating the free concert. Eve smiled as the music drifted throughout the street, pitch perfect beauty in an unanticipated garden.

			When the man finished the final melancholy strain, he stood up to instant applause from the onlookers. A faint smile colored his face and he bowed slightly before picking up a bag near the piano and walking away. After a minute, a teenaged girl in a yellow t-shirt with the emblem of a smile emoji walked towards the piano and sat down to start playing. It took Eve a moment to place it, before she realized it was Nirvana’s ‘Smells Like Teen Spirit’. A public piano study in opposites. But they both sounded good.

			After a couple more minutes, Eve forced herself to continue on. She headed down Graslei Street along the Leie River into the heart of the old city. The sun was hot on her shoulders and the streets thronged with walkers and bicyclists enjoying the perfect day. It felt as if she were walking in a foreign postcard. But no…she was actually here. That realization hit her again and again as she looked with fresh eyes at a thousand years of history all around. Eventually, she stopped at the Het Waterhuis aan de Bierkant, which amusingly translated as the ‘Waterhouse on the Beerfront’. Kristina had taken her here on her second day in Ghent, and she loved the quaint wood-plank indoor bar that overlooked a narrow walkway and the water below as much as the airy patio covered in umbrellas advertising a variety of classic Belgian breweries. Eve wasn’t big on beer, but she had to admit that she’d enjoyed the fizzy, funky flavor of the blond beer with the pink elephant logo, Delirium Tremens. She ordered one, which came in a large tulip glass emblazoned with the brewery logo elephant and took a seat near the railing so that she could look down the river. A classic arched stone bridge was just a block or so down the bank. Occasionally long open boats with tourists snapping pictures of the old buildings on both sides of the bank slipped past. She shook her head at one point with a smile. It was all like a dream.

			Eve sat there for nearly an hour, slowly nursing the strong beer before deciding to head back to the Eyrie. The sun was beginning to throw long shadows on the walkways, and she needed to get home and put some food in her stomach soon to soak up the beer.

			* * *

			“Where have you been?” Kristina said as soon as she stepped into their room. “I’ve been trying to reach you for over an hour!”

			“You have?”

			“I called, texted….”

			Eve pulled out her phone and saw the notifications on the screen. “Oh geez, I’m sorry!” she said. “I had the volume off and honestly haven’t looked at it all afternoon. What’s going on?”

			“You passed the audition,” Kristina said, grabbing Eve’s hands and shaking her arms up and down. “You’re in! You’re a Songbird!”

			“How….”

			Kristina held out an envelope. “Someone came by and dropped off a formal invitation. And they asked if you could meet with the group tonight at seven-thirty in the auditorium.”

			Eve looked at her phone and frowned. It was already almost seven o’clock now. She hadn’t realized how long she’d been walking around.

			“Crap,” she said. “I need to freshen up. So much for dinner!”

			“Here, eat this,” Kristina said, rummaging in one of her drawers. She held out an energy bar.

			“Better than nothing!” Eve said and wolfed it down. Then she grabbed her bathroom bag and headed to the showers.

			* * *

			There were more than a half dozen people walking around on the stage when Eve let herself in the auditorium door and started walking down the aisle to the front. One of the trumpeters put his lips to the horn and blew three fast notes as she approached the stage. Everyone stopped what they were doing and stared at her. Eve recognized the dark eyes of the Italian twins, Elena and Erika, focused on her from the back row of chairs on the stage.

			It was a little unnerving. Somebody whispered something that sounded an awful lot like “dirty Americana”. She hoped it was her nervous imagination.

			“Hi,” she said, breaking the sudden quiet. “My name’s Eve. Someone left me a letter to come here tonight.”

			When nobody moved, she added, “I play piano.”

			A blond-haired guy in a blue Paris Jazz Festival t-shirt and khaki shorts stood up from next to the trumpet blower, and walked towards the stairs on the edge of the stage. She met him there.

			“Hi Eve, I’m Richard. Welcome to the Songbirds.” He held out a hand and she shook it. His grip was warm and firm. “Glad to have you joining us. Most of us have played together before, so it’s a pretty tight-knit group. But we’ll have you up to speed in no time.”

			He motioned towards the baby grand piano at the side of the stage. “We’ll start warming up in just a few minutes. Professor Von Klein is supposed to stop by first.”

			“Does he lead the practices?” she asked.

			The girl sitting next to Richard, who used way too much mascara, laughed out loud at that.

			Richard shook his head. “No,” he said. “This is a school-sanctioned, but student-run group. So, he checks in on us now and then, but we’re really on our own. He’s like…our spiritual leader.”

			A girl with long chestnut hair walked over and held out her hand. Eve recognized her instantly. It was the girl who had been speaking at the vigil the other night in the courtyard. She could hear the words of her tribute to Genevieve DuPont in her head. “…Nobody can ever replace her…”

			“Hello,” the girl said. “My name is Susie Grave. I play the bass. I was one of the ones out in the seats for your audition. You played great.”

			She pointed at a thin Asian guy who popped out from behind the proscenium. He wore a black eyepatch over one eye, which gave him a slightly sinister demeanor. “That’s Markie, he’s our drummer.”

			“Percussionist,” he corrected, and grinned.

			“Pete, Anita and Corey handle trumpets,” she said, pointing to the brass section. The trio acknowledged her and then busied themselves with their instruments. Susie turned a finger to another girl with short-cropped black hair sitting near them. “And Gianna plays sax with Richard.”

			Gianna just stared at her and said nothing. Her eyes were as dark as her hair. Eve did not get the sense of a warm, welcoming vibe from that quarter.

			“It’s good to meet all of you,” Eve said. “I’m looking forward to playing.”

			“We’re waiting for a couple more to turn up, but all the charts we’re going to work on are in a folder on the piano for you,” Susie said. “We have already had a couple practices, so you’ll need to catch up. We just added you and Dmitri on vibes and ancillary percussion tonight.”

			Eve walked over to the piano as Susie began to run her fingers over the heavy strings of the standup bass and Richard and Gianna blew some honking practice notes on their saxophones. Eve pulled out the bench and sat. Then she lifted the wooden lid off the keys.

			And before she could stop herself, she screamed.

			Right in the middle of the keyboard was a yellow canary. It was dead, its neck twisted at a crazy angle. A spot of blood hung at the tip of its beak.

			The room went silent for a second, before Richard rushed over. “What’s happened?” he asked.

			“It’s dead,” she said, pointing at the broken bird.

			Richard looked at the piano and frowned before looking at the rest of the band. “Uncool, Songbirds, if one of you did this.”

			He put a hand on her shoulder for a moment, and gripped her gently. “Everyone is still upset about losing Genevieve,” he said. “She practiced with us just a few days ago.”

			“Wait,” Eve said, a realization just dawning. “You mean, I’m replacing the girl who was murdered?” Susie’s words about nobody ever replacing Genevieve came back at her again. She was literally here to replace her.

			 “Don’t let it get to you. It’s really sad and horrible and all…but the Songbirds have to go on.”

			“Apparently not this one,” she murmured, looking at the dead canary.

			“Hmmm, well, yes,” he agreed. “Let me get rid of that for you.”

			He walked backstage and came back with a garbage can and a piece of newspaper. He held the lip of the can up to the edge of the keys and pushed the bird in, before wiping the ivory it had rested on with the untouched section of the newspaper. Then he threw the paper in on top of the bird.

			“Good as new,” he said and brushed his hands together.

			Eve turned to stare at the keys but refrained from putting her fingers on them. The rest of the band went back to warming up, as she wrestled with her own private thoughts. Who would do that to an innocent bird? Who would leave such a message for her?

			Richard was just returning from getting rid of the garbage can when the professor entered the theater.

			“I am not hearing the profound creative notes of improvisation coming from this hall that I’d expect,” he said as he walked down the center aisle.

			“We were just starting to warm up,” Susie said.

			“I’m anxious to hear what you can do with your new voices,” he said, and sat down in one of the front row seats. “How about a few bars of ‘Honeysuckle Rose’? I know you used that for auditions, so everyone should have it down and be comfortable.”

			Susie picked up the neck of her huge acoustic bass from its stand, getting herself in position. Everyone shuffled quickly through the music on their stands and readied the piece. The horn section all straightened up and Markie quietly spoke from behind the drums. “Let’s blow the lid off this.” He clicked his sticks on the edge of the snare four times before launching into the rhythm.

			Eve held her fingers at the ready and tried not to think about the fact that a dead bird had been lying where she needed to play just a few moments before. Or about who had put it there, a cruel reminder to her that she was replacing a ‘dead songbird’.

			Was it a warning? She gritted her teeth and launched into the song, refusing to let the troubling thoughts stop her.

			She’d always said that music trumped all. Here was a time to prove it.
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