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INTRODUCTION

The story told here in The One Rule of Magic has its origins in 2014 when Lena Siebert-Neved, 
leader of a coven of witches in Bamberg, set out to obtain a book owned by Dee Vincent, lead 
singer of the controversial rock band Toten Herzen.

Lena's search ended on a mountain pass in the English Lake District and the Bamberg coven 
obtained a new member: Frieda Schoenhofer. Curious to find out why Lena became obsessed with a
rock band, Frieda followed the trail to Rotterdam and found herself in a deadly encounter with the 
band's founding member Susan Bekker.

Lena's story is told in the second Toten Herzen novel, Malandanti. Frieda's encounter with Susan 
Bekker is documented in the novel Who Among Us... The One Rule of Magic continues Frieda's 
story by exploring the aftermath of that fateful night in Rotterdam.



GLOSSARY OF TERMS

Bamberg Murders
In 2014 two men, Theo Wenders and Simon Frenzel, were found murdered in Bamberg. Wenders' 
body had been tied to a bell hanging above the north door of the Cathedral. Frenzel's body was 
found impaled on the spire of the Gothic tower the morning after. Frieda Schoenhofer was 
implicated in the double murder, but never charged. Frenzel's death to this day is still shrouded in 
mystery.

Dee Vincent
Book collector, alleged vampire and lead singer with rock band Toten Herzen.

Jennifer Enzo
A Satanist employed by the Malandanti before the network collapsed into civil war. Enzo led a 
group of Satanists to find a variation of the 17th Century grimoire known as the Abramelin. With 
the Abramelin Variation she was able to summon the Devil's help and obtain the names of the 
leading members of the Malandanti. Enzo also knew Frieda Schoenhofer and was responsible for 
the murders of Theo Wenders and Simon Frenzel; two Interpol insiders who had infiltrated the 
Malandanti.

Klaus Linzl
Student of quantum physics at Wurzburg University. Coming from Bamberg he was found by 
Frieda Schoenhofer after she discovered he had links to Toten Herzen via a female fan called 
Raven.

Lena Siebert-Neved
Bamberg witch, married to Russian composer Dmitri Neved. Former member of Baader-Meinhof in
the 1970s. Lena tried to obtain a book owned by Toten Herzen lead singer Dee Vincent.

Malandanti
The name given to a corrupt network of European covens following a wide ranging investigation by
Interpol. The network was formed in the 17th Century in Bamberg and Wurzburg by practitioners 
of black magic to protect themselves from witch hunts. Their existence only came to public 
knowledge following Toten Herzen's decision to name their comeback album Malandanti; inspired 
by their encounter with Lena Siebert-Neved.

In 2014 leading members of the Malandanti were murdered by a group of Satanists in a hotel fire 
in Munich. They were lured there after their names appeared in a book obtained by Satanists 
following a seven day ritual to summon the Devil's help.

The Ransahlhof
A derelict house used by the Bamberg coven, on the northern outskirts of the city. Simon Frenzel, a 
police informer, was identified by the coven at the Ransahlhof. They escaped before police could 
apprehend them and save Frenzel's life. Local detective Kriminalkommissar Oliver Tollmann 
encountered for the first time Frieda Schoenhofer's supernatural abilities.  

Rob Wallet



British music journalist who investigated the murders in 1977 of the four members of Toten Herzen.
He discovered them alive in southern Germany and persuaded them to make a comeback. He 
became the band's publicist until he was sacked in 2015.

Susan Bekker
Founder member of rock band Toten Herzen and alleged vampire.
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One spring morning Lothar Schoenhofer piled up his collection of film memorabilia and left it out 
for the refuse collectors. Eight days later he gazed through the kitchen window at the bins and felt 
an embryonic regret. After a week of sensory deprivation his world was beginning to stir one 
sensation at a time: cold bathroom tiles, strong filter coffee, the zips and Velcro of his weatherproof
coat, the rain washed aroma of April. 

Beyond the bins, a wall separated the kitchen courtyard from the stables and the office where a 
greater sense of grief continued to linger. When he was ready, Lothar reminded himself, he would 
do something about that office.

Gabby Schoenhofer followed her husband outside like an exhausted shadow. She was awake, but 
semi-comatose; her medication imposing the numbness she needed to deaden the pain. Sitting next 
to Lothar in the car and transfixed by the dashboard, she occasionally muttered to herself, compiling
a list of tasks to organise around the stables. Tasks she would never do. Gabby gnawed the ragged 
pink flakes of her nails and Lothar noticed for the first time the prominent lines on the back of her 
hands. His wife was visibly ageing at a rate he had never known. 

They arrived at the mortuary in Bamberg to identify their daughter's body and prepare for the 
burial. The director offered a hesitant handshake glazed with sweat, dithered between his office and 
the waiting room, and babbled a confused message about hold ups and disappearances. Gabby 
didn't respond to the words, but Lothar heard them and his sensitivity, frail and uncertain, teetered 
on the lip of another dark chasm. . . .

"Please explain again how our daughter's body has disappeared."
"I'm trying to establish what has happened, but the police in Rotterdam and here in Bamberg are 

not being very helpful."
"I don't care whose fault it is, I want to know." Lothar waited for the director to make eye contact.
"I'm very sorry, Herr Schoenhofer, I can't tell you what I don't know."
"Get someone here who can."
"Kriminalkommissar Tollmann is on his way. . . . "
"Tollmann? Where is he? He should have been here when we arrived. If this is a police matter 

that bastard should have informed us before we turned out. He should have come to our home. He 
should have saved us this indignity." Lothar's voice increased until Gabby's frail hand settled across 
his own.

"I'll call him again, see where he is." The director ducked into his office.
Gabby sat down, grasping Lothar's fingers. "I want her back," she whispered. "Take her home."
Lothar rolled his hand across her knuckles. "She's coming home. We're not leaving without. . . ." 

He wanted to say his daughter's name. Not her formal name, Frieda, her pet name; the name Gabby 
didn't approve of. But the name Frodo was too much and Lothar's eyes flooded with tears.

The director returned and stood sideways at the door. Kriminalkommissar Tollmann entered with 
his hands spread across the lower hem of his coat. His short reluctant strides suggested guilt for 
being late and leaving the director to endure Lothar's reaction to the news. "Herr Schoenhofer, Frau 
Schoenhofer." His handshake was refused. "Please accept-"

"Where is our daughter?"
Tollmann cleared his throat and sat down. He produced a folded document from an inside pocket. 

"Please, if you could sit down, Herr Schoenhofer. One of the reasons why I'm late is because I'm 
trying to make sense of what has happened."

"What do you mean?" Lothar remained standing. "What's that?"
Tollmann placed the document on his lap and waved his hands across it. "This is a report . . . it's 



heavily redacted . . . but Frieda has disappeared from the mortuary in Rotterdam."
"How? Are you saying someone has stolen her body?"
"It's difficult to ascertain, Herr Schoenhofer, but," Tollmann pinched the skin between his eyes 

and squinted.
"But what? For Christ's sake talk to us."
"I was able to contact a friend of mine, an officer in Rotterdam. He's not really a friend, more of 

an acquaintance. It was off the record. Frieda's . . .your daughter's body was in storage for twelve 
hours and a technician allegedly heard a noise. From that point the official details, the eye witness 
accounts, they weren't recorded. The police won't say what has happened or what the technician 
experienced. But anecdotally, and I can't verify-"

"Get to the point."
"The technician on night duty heard a noise, a commotion. He investigated. The noise was coming

from one of the refrigerated cabinets. Frieda's cabinet. They're saying Frieda wasn't dead."
Lothar felt the vacuum of the mortuary, its unnerving silence. The silence of his daughter's 

disappearance. "Why won't they speak to you?"
"I have no jurisdiction to question anyone in the Netherlands."
"Why won't they talk? You're German. She's a German citizen. What about Interpol, the 

investigator at the press conference? I thought arrests had been made."
"Interpol issued a red notice, but that was related to the murder, not the disappearance."
The news forced Lothar down to earth, pushing him into the chair next to Gabby who hadn't 

budged. "What else did they tell you? What other anecdotes?"
"It almost scared the technician to death. This is something that has never happened before."
"No. This is a joke. This will not stand."
The director hovered at the edge of the room like a doorman.
"Perhaps they disturbed the people who took her," said Lothar. "She is a German citizen, Herr 

Tollmann. If you cannot bring her home, I expect you to arrange for someone else to bring her 
home. We're not leaving here until one of you tells us where she is." He took hold of Gabby's hand 
again. "If we have to sleep on these chairs we are not going home without our daughter."

"I'll do my best."
"Pardon?" Lothar's question pushed the director away from the door. Abandoned to the storm 

Tollmann's fingers quivered when he tried to fold up the document. "You'll do your best? You're 
not trying to find a leak in the plumbing, you're looking for our daughter. What do you think this is?
Some technical error? A missing suitcase? You think our daughter is a piece of luggage?"

"I didn't say that, Herr Schoenhofer."
"Where's the other joker gone?" Lothar bounded out of the room and hunted for the director. His 

footsteps echoed like gunshots down the wood-floored corridor until he found the director cowering
in his office chair, phone to his head, glancing with fear at the door and Lothar's angry arrival.

"I'll call you back. . . ."
"You know how this system works." Lothar sat down uninvited. "A Dutch couple could have a 

daughter lying here in Bamberg. How could she go missing?"
The director took a deep breath. "I can't answer that, Herr-"
"Imagine it then. What would happen? How would you deal with her repatriation?"
"The department would liaise with the embassy to repatriate the body. We would arrange 

transportation. There is a hypothetical risk the body might be lost in transit, but. . . ."
"But what?"
"It's never happened to my knowledge, Herr Schoenhofer." His eyes pleaded for understanding. 

"These things just don't happen." He dropped his hands onto the leather writing surface of the desk. 



They landed with a soft concluding thud, the sound of hope diminishing. "Herr Schoenhofer, have 
you considered the possibility that all this is a hoax?"

"Hoax?"
Behind the director, below the window of his office, a small cabinet displayed a model stagecoach

steered by a grizzled John Wayne and pulled by an ugly looking horse. Lothar recognised the model
from an old western film. "Where did you get that?"

"The stagecoach, I don't know. My. . . ."
"Your what?"
"I'm sorry, Herr Schoenhofer. It was a gift from my daughter." The director stretched towards the 

stagecoach, clicked a concealed switch and a tiny voice shouted 'gidyup.'
Both men sat for a moment separated by embarrassment until Lothar remembered the 

conversation. "Tell me your bright idea about a hoax."
"Yes. Your daughter was on business in Rotterdam. She was there to do business with the 

management company of a rock band who. . . ."
"Go on."
"Well, they have a history of elaborate hoaxes."
"My daughter would not become part of something like this without telling us."
"No, but-"
"Put us through this? The police. Being woken at four in the morning to be told, and I should add, 

told without a hint of compassion by that bastard back there, that she's been murdered. To see it all 
replayed, repeated in newspapers, on television, on the internet," Tollmann clattered into the door 
frame of the office, "because of a fucking hoax."

The director shielded his eyes. "I'm sorry."
Lothar charged over to Tollmann. "You think this is a hoax?"
"Your daughter didn't tell you everything, Herr Schoenhofer. I've told you I'm trying to establish 

what has happened."
"You're not trying hard enough."
"There's only so much I can do, it's happened in another country. . . ."
"I don't care. . . ."
An emerging self-confidence lifted Tollmann's shoulders and straightened his back. "I'm sorry to 

tell you this now, but Frieda was under investigation. The director's suggestion is not as crazy as 
you'd like to think." 

Lothar grabbed Tollmann's shoulder and shoved him across the corridor. "You know what I 
think-"

"It was a convenient way to escape."
"What?"
Tollmann made no attempt to release himself. "Frieda was under investigation."
"No."
"Frieda was under investigation, Herr Schoenhofer. Conspiracy to influence members of public 

office. Embezzlement, blackmail."
"Why are you doing this?" Lothar's tears welled up again.
"Frieda was under investigation for the murders of Theo Wenders and Simon Frenzel, Herr 

Schoenhofer."
In the melee and the blindness of fury Lothar pinned Tollmann to the wall and trapped Gabby 

behind him. Her disbelief hovered above Tollmann's shoulder.
Lothar snarled, "You want to distract me from your own incompetence."
"And you don't want to acknowledge the truth about your daughter." Tollmann struggled to speak 



with Lothar's hand across his throat. "Disappearing is one of the many deceptions she's capable of. 
The woman was a cunning criminal, Schoenhofer."

"My daughter is dead, you fucking-"
"I don't believe she is. She corrupted everything she touched in Bamberg. Interpol wanted to 

speak to her. She was part of a bigger criminal network and you either chose to ignore it or she kept 
it all from you."

"You fucking liar. . . ."
Tollmann uttered every word with vengeance and Lothar forced him harder against the wall until 

the two of them buckled at the knees, dragging the director down with them. "Your daughter," 
Tollmann spat, "your beautiful daughter, far from being the angelic individual you would like to 
believe, was a vicious wicked killer."

"No she was not."
Gabby escaped from under the weight of Tollmann's body and tugged at her husband.
"And I haven't even started on the witchcraft."
Lothar's energy dimmed, but Tollmann wouldn't stop.
"I guess you didn't know anything about that, eh? Pretending to be a witch, running round in 

fancy dress, haunting the Ransahlhof. She and a bunch of other psychopaths. They've made my life 
a misery, Schoenhofer. If you ask me, Schoenhofer, she takes after her crook of a father. She had a 
great mentor in you. That bitch is better off where she is. . . ."

The punch, when it landed, shattered the bridge of Tollmann's nose, and with his energy spent 
Lothar collapsed sobbing into Gabby's arms. 

Tollmann straightened himself out. "I'll find your daughter, Frau Schoenhofer, but to make the 
arrest." Without acknowledging Lothar's distress or the director's outrage Tollmann walked away 
leaving a trail of blood along the mortuary corridor.
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My father's office wasn't how I remembered it. Before the events in Rotterdam it displayed his 
personality in a private sort of way; his eccentricity, his sense of order and precision, his mastery of 
organisation. Now, the framed prints of film celebrities were gone leaving a perfectly aligned series 
of discoloured squares across the walls. Dust encroached, covering the shelves with a soft gauze of 
neglect where busts and statues and models had once been displayed. I almost ran my finger 
through it.

Here was the space where his camera from Peter Jackson's King Kong watched the office with 
antique curiosity; and there on a side table, a void where a defunct Charlie Chaplin-shaped 
telephone waited for someone, anyone, to call. So many items of fancy, so many anchor points in 
his life discarded, sent away to join someone else's collection or even worse, destined for 
incineration along with unwanted toys and waste packaging.

The office also contained another memory. I was nine years old when my father built this office, 
extending the garage out towards the stables. Eighteen years ago he beckoned me in here, much to 
my mother's frustration, to show me a magic trick. I chose a card, he returned it to the pack, tapped 
me on the forehead and told me to look inside the cigar box on his desk. There was the card; the 
eight of clubs. I wanted to laugh, but I was so baffled and intrigued by his simple trick that I 
couldn't speak. And he knew it. He teased me for weeks about the cigar box trick, but one day I 
found him in his chair studying his case notes.

I asked him to choose a card. I returned it to the pack, tapped his head with it (I had to stand on a 
box to reach), and then told him to look in the cigar box. There it was, his card; the jack of 
diamonds. He erupted, furious, slamming the cigar box lid and throwing the card back at me. His 
anger was not because I had equalled his ability to do card tricks, but because I had looked behind 
the mystery to find out how the trick was done. 'The joy is the mystery, not the solution,' he told me.
'You're not a scientist, you're not looking for a cure for cancer. Magic is entertainment.' It was a 
difficult lesson to learn. My mother had no sympathy. When I turned up in the feed store blubbering
she told me to learn from the episode. I tried, but that trick taught me two things: I was instinctively 
curious about how the world worked; and never reveal everything to my parents.

Coming home now would oblige me to reveal everything. Not just my old life, but my new life, 
both of them illusions. They'd want an explanation for all this magic (surviving death, the ultimate 
magic trick). I heard them talking earlier when I was metres away from the kitchen and 
eavesdropped on their speculation, their worries and the added distress of Tollmann telling them 
everything about my old life. For now they didn't believe him, but Tollmann had sown the seeds of 
doubt and my answers and explanations weren't ready yet.

Sitting in my father's chair - careful not to alter its position in relation to the empty desk - I was 
surrounded by the devastation my death had caused. I could put them at ease, tell them I'm okay, 
but I'm not okay. I could tell them about the dark cabinet, finding myself awake, banging to be 
released. The terrified lab technician opening the door and my body pouring out until the shroud 
snagged on the hinge leaving me hanging with my head against his ankles. It was a difficult rebirth!
They cut the shroud like an umbilical cord and watched me slide onto the floor. . . . What happened 
next is unclear, as vague as the attack that put me there in the first place, but thanks to newspapers 
and the internet I found out within a couple of days: the car crash, the assault, one arrest and an 
Interpol red notice to have Susan Bekker extradited. (Why I was in Rotterdam was still a mystery.)

My father's filing cabinets were locked. Even if I could open them, they'd probably be empty like 
everywhere else. The dust was here too, with a rectangular island of clear metal where his model 
car from the film Metropolis had been displayed. I wanted to take a cloth and wipe away the dust, 



get rid of this thoughtless invader and its sneaky technique of reminding him where his collection 
used to be. Leaving a message in the dust would have looked like communication from the other 
side, but I wasn't on the other side; I was in between and I needed to fix myself on one side or the 
other instead of dithering in the middle. 

His grief was apparent on every empty wall and the fact that it was all gone in seven days only 
emphasised the scale of despair, the impact, like an asteroid that wipes out all evidence of life. 
Twenty years to accumulate his collection, seven days to throw it out. I had to sit down again to 
anchor myself against the surge of tears that shook me until my stomach ached. 

Outside, the horses murmured and the stable shavings shifted beneath slumbering hooves and I 
imagined the quiet and the inactivity to be the normal state of things without my mother's frantic 
energy. The foal was taller than when I last saw him, less leggy, more certain and self-confident. He
dozed alone, but shuffled slightly when I stepped up to the door. As if sensing my presence to be 
uncanny he reversed to the back of his stable and mumbled softly. I understood his concern; this 
would probably be the reaction from everyone who once knew me. 

The foal's stable door, like all the others, had a horseshoe attached to it. My mother, far from 
being superstitious, was a slave to the symbolism of measurement. Height and size became 
substitutes for time. She always kept one shoe from the first set worn by the horses when they were 
old enough to be shod and the foal's door was decorated with one, hanging like a small capital U. If 
I entered the house I'd find the original markings on the kitchen door where my mother measured 
my height every six months until I was thirteen years old. To my knowledge she never hung any of 
my shoes on a door. 

Inside the house my parents slept, lying in bed with their backs to each other, the bedsheets 
gathered across their wastes. The open window allowed a meagre breath of early morning air to 
counter the unusual April heat. My mother shivered and shoved her face against the pillow. A 
strand of hair slipped from her temple and the tip fell onto her nose. With my finger I lifted and 
resettled it behind her ear. She had aged so severely and seeing her sleep like this was rare. Rest 
wasn't her usual disposition and I often wondered why she bothered with sleep at all. But now I was
glad to see her looking peaceful, untouched, if only for a few hours. 

When I looked at my father I had to cover my mouth. A deep sorrow burst from the core of my 
body and forced me to run from the bedroom. Tomorrow - later this morning - they would be forced
to live through another day without me, without knowing where I am or what I am. Another day of 
paralysis. And me prolonging their pain until I could figure out how to break the news, how to put 
their lives back together.

Passing along the upstairs corridor I glimpsed my old bedroom. When I lived here it was devoid 
of childish things. Abandoned toys and clothes were put away with astonishing speed by an 
unknown cleaner (probably my mother), and when I returned now and then the room was a neutral 
venue with only the essentials necessary for temporary comfort. But now it was filled with soft toys.
My old soft toys as if, like me, they had risen from the dead and returned to their place of birth. 
Where my father had thrown out his memories, my mother had restored hers. Memories I assumed 
she had suppressed when I was alive. I had no idea all this stuff still existed. The purple kangaroo 
and lemon yellow frog were indifferent to me wandering amongst them again after all these years. 
Dogs and cats, a threadbare monkey and knitted chicken jostled for space on the bed pillows. On 
the wall next to the window I straightened a framed photograph of me posing on a swing in the 
garden; five or six years old and grinning proudly with a missing front tooth. I once asked why she 
had thrown out all my childhood stuff and my mother told me, 'It was silly frivolity when you were 
a child. I preferred to see you with a hoof pick in your hand than playing with a stuffed tortoise.' 

After leaving home she exorcised me by getting rid of the outward reminders, but I was there all 



the time, unseen, but still there. The sight of the soft toys was a relief. I wasn't the only one with 
secrets.

Before I left the house I noticed in the hallway a card next to the phone on the table. It belonged 
to Kriminalkommissar Oliver Tollmann. Again, I was careful not to move it, but I wondered what 
he was telling them about me. He suspected a lot, but knew very little. The card and his name 
prompted a great sense of guilt that, in truth, my own parents knew as much about me as this inept 
Bamberg policeman. But his presence, his name on the card gave me an idea. I could be like him or 
even better than him and find my father's memorabilia and bring it back. He would regret his hasty 
disposal when the grief subsided. The film collection and the totality of its memories would 
reaffirm my humanity, make me whole again and fill the gap left by my lack of reflections. Yes, a 
bit of detective work might be the answer to my dilemma. . . .

I reset the house alarm and locked the front door behind me. When I saw my car parked in the 
lane leading to the house I asked myself, why am I still driving around? I should be able to travel 
without the need for a car or a train or a plane. That's how they did it in the films. A vampire surely 
had no need for transport.
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On Ebay I found one of my father's items. A cigarette case used by Dean Martin in Oceans Eleven 
had passed the reserve price of eight hundred euros. My bid of twelve hundred was the highest with 
one minute to go. The other buyers frantically pushed the price up as the seconds counted down and
the auction site worked on my behalf; for one minute my opponents lived in hope unaware that my 
maximum bid was set at one hundred thousand euros. The auction ended, the item was mine and I 
could tick off the twenty-first item on the list.

After arranging payment with the seller, a man in Munich, he offered to sell more cinematic items
from his collection. I told him why the cigarette case was so important and asked him how he came 
by it. He was a cousin of one of the refuse men in Bamberg. He could have taken the whole lot, 
everything my father threw out, and my task would have been a lot easier, but he only wanted the 
cigarette case. He apologised for selling it back to me, but 'business is business,' he said. I 
understood. The case hadn't been stolen. He had every right to make a profit from it. I would have 
done the same once. 

When the search began I followed the refuse collectors home from the depot where they left the 
trucks. I told them of the circumstances and they handed back everything they had kept and told me 
of items like the cigarette case passed to the cousin in Munich. They came across this sort of thing 
all the time and there were weeks when they simply couldn't keep for themselves a lot of the decent,
valuable or still functioning stuff others had no use for. But I would have to be quick. The task was 
complex and the longer it took the farther away from Bamberg the items travelled, dispersed like 
airborne seeds.

With a few exceptions that didn't appear on Ebay, I was regathering the collection quite quickly 
and even thought I would have the lot before the weekend, but one man, Sepp Jurgens, had sold on 
some of the items he didn't want to keep himself. He had the twenty-second item on my list: a 
collection of three dozen framed autographed prints. My father's celebrity mug shots, hopefully still
together.

Prepared for some stiff negotiations I set off to his house. Thanks to Herr Jurgens a 1960s Star 
Trek phaser and one of Ray Harryhausen's model skeletons from Jason and the Argonauts had 
appeared on Ebay with outrageous Buy-It-Now prices. But not outrageous enough. The phaser for 
three thousand five hundred euros and the skeleton for four thousand euros were crossed off the list.
Collecting them in person would allow me to buy the photographs and ask about the other items he 
had sold.

Jurgens' house wasn't big enough for so many photographs, unless he was planning to build an 
extension with his earnings. Answering the door he looked surprised to have a visitor so late at 
night.

"Herr Jurgens?"
"Yes."
"I'm collecting the items I bought from you and also to make an offer for the photographs."
"Photographs? What photographs?"
"Your friends tell me you found some of the autographed photos from my father's collection."
"Yes. So?" Jurgens filled the doorway. He was a wide necked man wearing a checked shirt that 

made him look bigger. He used his bulk and a confrontational stance to let me know I was 
unwelcome. "He threw them out. . . " 

"Yes, I know, but he was mistaken. He didn't mean to throw the items away."
"When you leave something out to be collected it becomes city property."
I don't like it when people lie to me. They assume I'm stupid, and I'm not stupid. I never have 



been. Jurgens folded his arms and waited for my response. "That's not true, Herr Jurgens. I'm 
prepared to pay for the photographs."

"They're not for sale."
The old me, the witch, the enthusiastic member of an organisation that would do anything to get 

what it wanted, would have given Jurgens a moment to reconsider and then change his mind for 
him. But I was teaching myself discipline and constraint. Quaint alien concepts. . . .

"Are you deaf?" said Jurgens.
"No, I'm not deaf. But I'm also here for the phaser and the skeleton remember."
Jurgens opened his door and let me in. Great customer service. Perhaps he suspected I'd make a 

run with the photographs, but I'd need eight arms to do that. He stored everything in a small dining 
room. The skeleton lay on its back like a neglected victim of some terrible medical experiment, and 
the phaser was wrapped in a plastic Lidl shopping bag. Neither of them respected or given the 
attention these little moments in history deserved. Jurgens was no collector and regardless of what 
he said, his eye for money meant the photographs would have a price on them.

I stood the skeleton on a table top and raised his bony arm to wave the sword at Jurgens. "You can
name your price for the prints."

"One million."
"A sensible price, Herr Jurgens."
"Sorry. Two million."
"We're getting nowhere."
"No, you're getting nowhere. Tell your father, more care, less haste."
"Where have the other items gone?"
"What items?"
"Your friends said you took some other items." I sat down at his table. Contrary to what some 

people advise I always found it easier to negotiate with people if I was below their eye level. 
(Minions are always forced to stand when addressing their superiors.) Jurgens positioned himself 
between me and the coveted box of photographs on the floor.

"They're on their way. I sold them this morning."
He lied again, giving himself away by the sniff, the nervous rub of his nose and shifting his 

weight from one foot to the other. 
"According to my list there are four items I need to track," I said controlling my anger. "A hat 

worn by Robert Redford in Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. A set of overalls from The Italian 
Job. A sheaf of musical manuscripts used in Amadeus, and Donald Pleasance's passport in The 
Great Escape."

Jurgens shook his head. "Don't know anything about those."
"I think you do. There's nothing unusual about them. Apart from being collectible they're no 

different to the items you've sold me," I paused, "and the items you're going to sell me."
"Oh, am I?"
Our conversation alerted a woman I presumed to be Jurgens' wife. She crept to the door of the 

dining room and peered in. "Something wrong?" she said.
"No. This lady has come to collect the things she bought on Ebay. She lives local."
She smiled at me, but there was a deep fear in her reluctance to join us in the dining room and she 

backed towards the doorway. My heartbeat increased. "Your husband wants a million euros for the 
photographs," she was unmoved by the numbers, "but I'll offer you thirty-five thousand." Man and 
wife swallowed hard and I felt close to a figure. "I'll increase it to fifty thousand if you tell me 
where the other four items are."

"Why?" said his wife. "What's so special about them?"



"They belonged to my father and I want them back." Another moment and I would have to leave 
the house. My heartbeat was so aggressive it must have been audible, and a rage was growing I was 
sure would be uncontainable if I didn't find somewhere to calm down. "Please think about it, Herr 
Jurgens." I took the phaser and the skeleton, rushed out to my car and collapsed gasping for breath, 
stiffened by a bloodlust I had never felt before. 

Jurgens left his house and drove away in a battered old car. I followed him to an address on the 
south side of Bamberg. From outside the front window I heard him talking to another man.

"Organised crime, you fantasist? She's a woman with too much money. Sell them to her."
"I asked for a million, but she didn't flinch. There's something not right about it. Come on, she 

turns up at this hour, offers to pay a shit load of money. . . ."
"Obviously not that much."
"It doesn't sound right." 
The more I concentrated on listening the more acute my senses became, as if the late hour was 

clearing my nervous system. I could hear the scrunch of the chairs they were sitting on, the aroma 
of whisky and some leftover brackwurst. One of them, possibly Jurgens, rubbed his hand across the 
stubble of his chin every time he swallowed. A hidden creature scurried through the overgrown 
grass in the front garden.

"How much would you get for them?" 
"She offered thirty-five thousand. Fifty thousand for information about the other items, but 

someone else has got them."
"Oh, yeah."
"Yeah. I know. They were worth a lot more, but I've got that arsehole off my back now."
"Until your winning streak comes to an end again."
Jurgens gulped down his whisky. The glass was topped up again; quite a big shot by the sound of 

it.
"No, I'm finished for good."
"Do you think she knows Mathauser?"
"Can't see how. She looks too classy to be a friend of his. But if she comes back. . . . There's 

something odd about her."
I stepped closer to the window. What was odd about me?
"She's freezing cold. Like a corpse. When she came into the dining room it was like someone had 

left all the doors open."
The other man giggled. So did I. 
"Is that your first drink today? Are you okay to drive home?"
"Yeah." Jurgens finished his whisky without being offered a refill.
"Fifty thousand euros will pay for a season ticket for the rest of your life," the other guy said.
"Are you joking? Sabrine will want a holiday out of this."
"And she'll deserve it."
Sabrine? I guessed that must be his wife, his nervous wife investigating the draught in the dining 

room. 
The muttering continued about how the money could be spent, maximum and minimum amounts 

and other tangential issues. And all this time, standing outside their window, I could feel the 
insatiable hunger building inside me again.

They calculated how much money they were sitting on. I calculated how much blood was 
pumping around their bodies. The thought of all that rich viscous liquid flowing from them to me 
made me light headed. But then I realised. . . . Jurgens' wife, Sabrine, was home on her own. She 
was the gap in the fence; the weakness in the protection surrounding the photos.



Of course she was shocked when she saw me standing at the door. She kept the chain on the hook 
and struggled to talk. "Yes."

"Hello, sorry to trouble you, but is your husband in?"
"No."
"Do you know when he'll be back?"
"No. He's gone to see his brother."
"Frau Jurgens, do you think your husband is right to refuse my offer? Fifty thousand euros is a 

fair price for the photographs."
"I suppose so."
"I could write a cheque for you now."
"It's my husband's business. I can't decide for him."
Sabrine's brown eyes must have glowed with life when she was younger, but now they were 

dulled by tedium, by an existence with no meaning or purpose. I saw her soul in those circles of 
brown, a soul waiting to be released. . . . "I can help you, Sabrine," I said softly.

"What do you want?"
"I want you to remove this chain."
What happened to me in Rotterdam, on the road from the house by the sea, was a mystery until I 

read about the attack, the murder - attempted murder - in online reports and news websites. When I 
was bitten and left for dead my memory flowed from me in the liberated bloodstream. "Remove the 
chain, Sabrine." She continued to stare at me as she raised her hand and opened the door. "Thank 
you. Now, the photographs."

"Take them. Take them and leave. I don't want the money."
"No. I always keep my word, Sabrine." I followed her to the dining room and she watched me 

count the photographs, check the condition of the frames and write a cheque for thirty-five thousand
euros. She looked at the signature. 

"Schoenhofer?"
"Yes. Do you know me?"
"No. Yes. I read about you. You were killed," she stopped herself.
"Don't believe everything you read in the papers." 
Her body shook. She covered her mouth. The wedding ring dug into her finger; the ring, like her 

marriage, inseparable from the woman, one consuming the other. I held her shoulders and she 
calmed down. I don't believe all her tears were those of shock, not with a husband like Jurgens and 
his stubbornness, greed, whatever shady complications inspired his need for money and paying 
people off. I wasn't interested. My concentration became fixed on Sabrine's long neck and the 
smooth invitation of her skin. My heart thumped, I chose the point on her vein and reassured myself
she wouldn't remember any of this.

Sabrine's blood surged through the bite. A gulping reflex drew the life out of her, intoxicating me 
and releasing a tightness in my limbs I wasn't aware of until that moment. Down it went; the blood 
heating me from the inside, sublime with its hint of coriander and lemon grass and the aromatic 
fruits of a glass of wine. She weakened. Her limp body sinking to the floor, taking me with her until
I was eye level with the box containing my photographs and behind the box a vague reflection in a 
glazed panel on an old sideboard. Sabrine's body lay still and alone, reduced to a pitiful figure 
slumped against the skirting board. Now that I had what I wanted, (and a little more than I 
expected), I picked her up, as light as an autumn leaf, carried her upstairs and put her to bed.

After loading the photographs into my car I returned to the dining room and hunted for anything 
that might lead me to the items Jurgens had given away to his crony, paymaster, whoever the 
arsehole was he had spoken about to his brother. But Jurgens wasn't a man who believed in 



paperwork. The front door opened. He was back. I decided the time had come to see how much of 
my old life I could draw on, the old craft, the old deceptions. The witchcraft had its advantages and 
shapeshifting was a deception I always enjoyed. . . .

"Is she here?" He blundered into the dining room.
I knew he had seen my car outside, but he wasn't speaking to me, he was speaking to the image of

his wife. "Who?"
"The woman. The weirdo."
"She isn't weird. She wants her father's stuff back."
"Sabby, she can't have it back. It's gone." Jurgens noticed the space where the box of photographs 

had been.
"What did you do with the other things? She said there were other things?"
"A friend of mine took them."Jurgens was home now. He could drink as much as he wanted. 

"Where is she? In the bathroom?"
"She left about ten minutes ago."
"Her car's outside." He dropped onto a chair and rolled his tumbler, swirling the whisky around 

and around. He saw the cheque. "Schoenhofer. She paid thirty-five thousand. She said fifty."
"For information."
"Well unless she comes back, she can't have the information."
I sat down on the opposite side of the table. Jurgens wouldn't look at me, wouldn't acknowledge 

his own wife, preferring instead to speak to his whisky. "It'll go to auction. A real auction."
"When?"
"I don't know. Stop asking questions. I don't know. I don't care." He threw the cheque at me. 

"Here. Keep it. Buy yourself something with it."
"I don't want it."
He had his answer ready, but when he lifted the tumbler to his mouth and saw me, the real me, not

the hypnotic image of his wife, the whisky ran down his chin. "Fuck. . . ."
"We live in interesting times, Herr Jurgens. I suppose when you tell your friends what has 

happened tonight they'll say, oh Seppy you need to leave off the whisky, it's causing 
hallucinations." I pushed the cheque across the table to him. "You can keep this. Buy your wife 
something nice with it. I'm sure she deserves it for everything she puts up with. But where have the 
items gone?"

Jurgens trembled.
"Are you cold?" I said.
"No. No, I'm not cold." He drank again and managed to pour the whisky into his mouth and not 

all over his face. "A guy called Leo Mathauser. He manages a book at the Riva Club."
"Book?"
"Gambling book. Football. He took the items as payment."
"Riva Club. Leo Mathauser. Thank you, Herr Jurgens." I wrote him another cheque for ten 

thousand euros. "I've deducted a little from my earlier offer, a penalty for the delay. But I think 
you've done very well out of me because I'm not normally this generous. Two weeks ago I would 
have cut your throat."

Jurgens ignored the cheque when I placed it in front of him. He fingered his eye sockets, probably
in the hope that I'd be gone when he looked up, but I was still there, still haunting him. "How will I 
recognise Mathauser?"

"He's a young guy. He'll be the only guy in the club you'll want to talk to." 



4

Guilt has never been part of my make up, but I wanted to feel it now. Not for the experience; there 
was no morbid curiosity to find out what this unfamiliar emotion felt like. It was remorse. Genuine 
remorse for feeding on Sabrine and threatening Jurgens. And with another four hours to sunrise my 
hunger continued and with it the threat of more victims falling prey to my greedy jaws. I gave 
myself a challenge: if my father was sitting in the car with me now, would he approve of the way I 
was bringing his collection back together?

He was a man with a grudge against the system. A solicitor who witnessed the fight between the 
powerful and the powerless and fought it for as long as he could until it ground him down. When he
flipped, he went over to the dark side, but not to join the powerful; he remained a freelancer, using 
his legal skills to con the conmen, or those he saw as conmen. My father became the enemy within, 
judge and jury, and in the process made himself very rich. But he would not have turned on a man 
like Sepp Jurgens. A refuse collector in debt to a bookie? My father would have seen Jurgens as a 
victim.

I should have seen him as a victim, but as hard as I tried the guilt wouldn't come.
When I found the Riva Club, Jurgens was right. Mathauser was the only man who looked capable 

of talking in sentences - until I walked in. He stood at the bar examining the girl pouring beers, but 
ignored her as soon as he saw me.

"Leo Mathauser?"
"Depends."
"Quit the games. You have some things that belong to me."
He shared a smile with the girl behind the bar. "That's a new chat up line. I wonder what the 

answer is." 
"Some film collectibles. Four items. You can save yourself a lot of trouble if you offer a fair 

price." At that moment I think Mathauser had the answer figured out. The way his eyes ran from my
feet to my forehead said everything. "Not that kind of price. I'm in a hurry, I don't like being messed
around. This stuff isn't important to you beyond what you can sell it for. So, just give me a price."

"You're not a business woman are you?"
I grinned.
"You name your price. What's your name?"
"Frieda."
"Frieda. How much is this stuff worth to you?"
"Four items. Four thousand euros."
Mathauser chortled and shook his head. "You're not a business woman. Look, Frieda, I'll do you a

favour. It's gone. Okay. The stuff has gone-"
"Gone where?"
"To auction, somewhere, I don't know. I don't want a load of shit on my hands. I sold it to a 

collector today. Antiques guy. He'll find specialist auctions for it. It's his problem now."
He wasn't lying. My discomfort was his pleasure and he smiled. "Have a drink."
"Who is this collector? Where will I find him?"
"Berlin, Cologne, Vienna. He gets around."
"Shit."
"Sorry. Come on, let me buy you a drink." He found his wallet.
"You can buy me a drink if you tell me his name."
The name came when the girl behind the bar placed a glass of red wine in front of me. Norbert 

Spinoza. "Are you cold?" Mathauser said.



"No."
"Something wrong with the wine?"
"I said you could buy me a drink. I didn't say I would drink it." 
He followed me out of the bar and tried to stop me reaching the car. "No need to be hostile." 
"I'm not being hostile." An unlit passageway ran down the side of the club. Mathauser thought his 

luck was in when I guided him towards it, but having had my evening meal I was ready for a little 
supper to quell this persistent hunger.

"Where will I find Spinoza?" I said.
"Let's not talk business." Mathauser's hands started to wander.
"It isn't business. It's a matter of life and death."
"Ooh. Now you're scaring me."
I don't know what he saw at that exact moment, but what I saw were two eyes about to burst from 

their sockets, a mouth gaping so wide I could see the fillings in his teeth and a neck as smooth as 
the skin on a peach. When I was done, bloated and full and burping on unexpected bubbles of gas, I 
searched Mathauser's pockets and phone and found Spinoza's number.

I called him. "Hello, is that Norbert Spinoza?"
"Yes."
"I need to speak to you about four items of film memorabilia-"
"I'm sorry, I'm busy right now." He hung up. 
Mathauser, a barely conscious heap of clothes lying in the alleyway, garbled and twitched. I 

slapped his face a couple of times to draw his attention. "Where did you meet Spinoza?" There was 
movement in his eyes, his pupils expanding and dilating, the tiniest capillaries pulsing as another 
shot of lonely blood scurried through his eyeballs. 

"Where did you meet Spinoza . . . to hand over the items?" I slapped him again, but he was too far
gone. Another exploration of his phone revealed an app that monitored his health and tracked his 
movements over the previous twelve hours. Mathauser's unhealthy habits centred around the Riva 
Club, but there was a journey to an address just south of Bamberg Cathedral. At thirteen minutes 
past ten in the morning he had visited a gallery on Unterer Kaulberg. It was worth a try, unless 
Spinoza ran his business from the public swimming pool on the other side of the city.

The nameless gallery had no sign of any art, no sign of life or custom. Blackened windows and a 
retail location lacking international retail brands told me Spinoza led a double life and either 
preferred this grimy solitude to public exposure or couldn't afford public exposure. Mathauser had 
mentioned Berlin, Cologne and Vienna. Cologne and Vienna were both seats of witchcraft and 
reminded me the upper covens had been wiped out in the Munich hotel attack. But this small dirty 
shop was the kind of shill business front the Malandanti loved to hide behind. Distracting, 
unexpected, a deceptive portal to another world. 

With no visible sign of life I sniffed the air and detected the lingering aroma of a man's aftershave
outside the locked door. Expensive aftershave too, not the kind of subtle scent I'd expect to find 
wafting along these pavements. But I was making assumptions. I had no idea what lay on the other 
side of these windows. The rear of the property was in better condition than the front and more 
lively. A window in the loft space projected a feeble glow of activity and a few stones thrown at the
glass attracted the attention of a man. He stared at me as if he couldn't understand what I was. He 
disappeared and a moment later burst through the back door.

"Who are you?" Judging by his rolled up sleeves I must have distracted him. He pulled off his 
reading glasses and squinted at me.

"I rang you earlier. You are Norbert Spinoza?"
"Yes. And I told you, I'm busy."



"You're not busy enough, Herr Spinoza. No one hangs up on me like that."
"Tough."
"It's rude. . . ."
"Wait a minute." He edged towards me, one cautious footstep at a time. "Film memorabilia . . . 

the big house south of the city. . . ." Spinoza jabbered like he had Tourette's, "Schoenhofer, 
Schoenhofer's house . . . yes, yes . . . the collection . . . thrown out . . . Mathauser, Mathauser told 
you about me?"

I nodded.
"Holy shit," he reversed. "Holy mother of god, you're dead . . . Rotterdam . . . Schoenhofer's 

daughter . . . you're dead, you should be dead. . . ." He ran away from the building, leaving his door 
wide open. I ran after him, but his acceleration gave him a head start and my high heels weren't 
designed to run across Bamberg's cobblestones. He headed left, took a right, flashed in and out of 
pools of light from street lamps, sprinted across the road towards the bridge where he started to run 
out of breath. And that was my advantage: I didn't run out of breath, the chase meant nothing to me,
no exertion, no effort. When Spinoza slowed down I slowed down and the chase became a game, a 
cruel game. I called out to him. "Spinoza . . . wait for me, Herr Spinoza . . . I am the harbinger, Herr
Spinoza . . . the bell is tolling, tolling. . . ."  

On the east bank of the Regnitz he broke down into an exhausted stumble and I grabbed his 
shoulder. He needed time to recover, but fell onto his backside more in fear than fatigue. "I don't 
have it," he said.

"Who does? Have what? There are four items."
"Yes, yes. They're gone . . . DHL . . . Fed Ex . . . Deutsche Post. . . ."
"What are you talking about?" Now that I had him I could afford to be patient. Spinoza recovered 

and I convinced him there was no threat if he co-operated. When he revealed where the items had 
been posted my cold heart sank.

"They were easy to sell . . . very collectible. The passport is in Nice. The hat, Redford's hat to 
Prague, the overalls have gone to Turin, and the music sheets to Vienna. You just missed the music 
sheets. I sent them about three hours ago."

"Fuck." Four cities all over Europe and no guarantee the buyers wouldn't sell them on again and 
again and again until they were god knows where. "I need addresses, Herr Spinoza."

"They're in the office. I can get them, but you can't come in. Private."
"No, no. I'm coming in. I don't want you doing another runner. It's bad for your health. You're not 

a fit man, Herr Spinoza."
On the way back to his office he stayed a couple of steps ahead of me and refused to speak, but 

his reaction when he saw his reflection in a window was the image of restraint. Walking alone and 
yet aware of the cold draft of death behind him, he nervously checked every window, every 
reflection, as if the trick would eventually wear off and my own reflection reappear.

The door to his office swung on its hinges. A narrow flight of stairs led to a second floor room 
where his computer offered the only light. I must have disturbed him in the middle of cataloguing a 
collection or some inventory containing goods from Vietnam, Indonesia and Singapore. I scrolled 
through the list and after several pages found the four items from my father's collection. "Are these 
the addresses?"

"Yes."
"Can you print them out please?"
"What happened to you?" he said.
"What do you mean? Just print out these details, please."
Spinoza fiddled nervously with his mouse, highlighting and clicking. His printer buzzed and he 



skipped away from me to gather the printed pages.
"How did you come back?" he said. "You were supposed to be dead."
"Well, obviously I'm made of tougher stuff."
"My mother was a medium. She could see spirits. She once told me I also had a gift." Spinoza 

held onto the printed sheets.
"Well, good for you. It's something to fall back on if your antiques business collapses."
"You have a dark aura around you, Frieda."
My scepticism was unwarranted, after all he was talking to a corpse, a former witch, a reformed 

criminal and reluctant vampire. Who was I to scoff? "In this light, Herr Spinoza, everything looks 
dark. Can I have the pages please before I take them off you."

"Yes, yes." He stretched his arm out to me. "Except for one area just to the side of your temple, 
your left side. It's crimson. Blood red."

"I'll look it up. What do you think it is?"
Spinoza hesitated. A fine sheen of moisture glistened over his top lip. "You have been touched by 

the Devil, Frieda."
"Have I?" In front of me I had the contact names and addresses of four people, four men, in Nice, 

Prague, Turin and Vienna. The final four destinations to bring the collection back together again. 
"How much did they pay you for these?"

"Nothing, a little. Enough to get by on."
"A profit?"
He cocked his head. "Yes, yes. Small profit, yes."
"That's nothing to be ashamed of, Herr Spinoza. You're in business, I'm in business. There's 

nothing wrong with profit. I don't blame you for any of this."
"No . . . well . . . I'm just earning a living. We all are . . . Just earning a living."
"I'll go now. And I'll take the Devil's mark with me."
"It's not something to joke about, Frieda."
"No." I smiled and made sure the light of the computer screen caught the sharp outline of my 

teeth. "I never joke."
Of course, you can't tell someone they have been touched by the Devil and not leave them in a 

state of curiosity. I arrived home determined to look in the mirror to see what he could see, but 
mirrors were not part of my life anymore even though the habit, the reflex, persisted. Placing my 
hand on my temple gave nothing away: no isolated point of heat, no exceptionally cold 
concentration, no lumps, bumps, blemishes or skin peculiarities. No headache. The Devil must have
a gentle touch.

Spinoza's observation followed me up the stairs to the loft, the temporary warehouse for my 
father's collection. I tried to distract myself by rearranging everything, ordering the items 
chronologically and then by category before finally settling on film genre. After locking the door I 
turned off the light and fell asleep with my head resting against vulcanised rubber models of Laurel 
and Hardy.
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The smell of fresh paint drew Tollmann away from the entrance to Lothar and Gabbys' house and 
towards the garage extension. Lothar was redecorating his small office. Spattered with white paint 
he daubed the walls, paying no attention to the uncovered office furniture, the floor tiles or his own 
clothes. Everything in the room had fallen victim to the make over.

Tollmann didn't speak until Lothar saw him and said, "Get off my property."
"I will, Herr Schoenhofer, after I've apologised to you."
"I don't want your apology." Lothar sweated, shoving the paint brush into the corners of the walls 

and dragging long sweeps across the discoloured patches where his prints had once hung.
"I can understand your anger. I was wrong. Very wrong to speak to you and your wife that way. 

I'd like you to give me a chance to make amends."
Lothar glanced twice at Tollmann. "I see your nose has healed. I should have hit you harder." He 

resumed his careless painting.
Tollmann pinched his nose and avoided a few aimless blobs of flying emulsion. "Yes, you should.

There's no excuse. I could tell you about the frustrations of investigating Malandanti activity, but I 
won't." He waited for Lothar's reaction to the name Malandanti, but the redecorating continued. "I 
didn't mean to upset you and your wife. The situation was. . . ."

"Get off my property."
"I think they might be the cause of Frieda's disappearance. The Malandanti."
Lothar moved to another wall. "Well get on with it. Make arrests."
"They're either shielding her or looking for her." 
"I don't give a fuck about the details." Lothar swung around and pointed the dripping brush at 

Tollmann's coat. "Come back when you've found her." He thought about loading the brush again, 
but stopped. "What do you mean shielding her? From what, who?"

"They look after their own, Herr Schoenhofer." Tollmann wanted to step inside the office, but the 
place was dripping wet. "Herr Schoenhofer, you might be aware of the Malandanti's reach. It 
extends into my department. I can't trust anyone."

"I thought they were dead. Munich."
"Not all of them, no. Is there somewhere we can talk? Your wife needs to hear what I have to 

say."
"Gabby's not feeling too good. The medication upsets her stomach."
"I might be able to give you some hope. I think I know how to find Frieda."
Lothar sealed his paint tin and left the brush on the office table where it left an ugly square 

fingerprint on the surface. Tollmann followed him to the kitchen. "It looked like there was more 
paint on the floor than the walls."

"It goes where it needs to go. If that's the floor then so be it." 
Around the yard several horses' heads poked through the stable doors to watch the visitor. The 

foal whinnied and stepped back. In the paddock a young woman exercised a larger horse; both of 
them distracted by the effort and a lunge whip draped across the sand. 

Inside the kitchen Gabby, dressed for the stables, stood at the window staring out to the paddock 
as if afraid to go near it. She clutched a mug of tea, holding the rim below her chin, steam rising in 
front of her face.

"Our visitor may have some news for us." Lothar placed his arm around Gabby's shoulder and 
directed her to the kitchen table.

"I'll try not to be too dramatic, Frau Schoenhofer, but I believe Frieda is alive."
"Alive?" She put down the mug and grabbed Lothar's hand.



"Yes. Please don't jump to conclusions, but it's very important to ask you to co-operate with me. 
Oh, and Frau Schoenhofer, please accept my apologies for my terrible behaviour when we last met. 
I am truly sorry."

"How can she be alive?"
"I have reason to believe she didn't die in Rotterdam. I also have reason to believe that she might 

be avoiding people here in Germany."  
"Where is she? Why doesn't she come home?" Gabby fought the effects of the medication. 
Lothar gripped her hand. "Let him explain."
"But if she's out there. . . ."
"Let him explain."
Tollmann waited for Gabby to calm down. "Before she went to Rotterdam Frieda was negotiating 

the buy-out of a business owned by Lena Siebert-Neved."
"It fell through," said Lothar.
"I believe so."
"How do you know?"
"Rutger Holness. Holness had a grudge against Frieda-"
Lothar knew the name. "I never liked that bastard. Frieda told us about him. He dropped her in the

shit. I'm surprised you took him seriously when he accused her of arson."
"We had to take the accusation seriously, Herr Schoenhofer. Frieda knew Lena Siebert-Neved. 

They were both part of the local business network. We investigated every name that came before us,
not just Frieda's. But like Lena, your daughter was interested in witchcraft. There was a link, a 
common interest."

"She talked about it." Lothar stroked the grain of the kitchen table. "I never took her seriously. We
don't believe in any of that crap and neither did she, whatever you say about fancy dress. She told us
there were networking opportunities. She took advantage of any opportunity. I brought her up to see
the world as one big opportunity. Use it before it uses you."

"That's how she came to know about Siebert-Neved. Through the Malandanti. When Lena 
Siebert-Neved died in England a number of people joined the Bamberg coven. There were a lot of 
places to fill. But that's all ancient history. However, the Malandanti as an organisation were not 
wiped out in Munich. Only the main covens. The upper covens. There are still thousands of them 
and they will continue to regroup." Tollmann was quick to reassure Gabby. "If they're looking for 
her I don't want them to know I'm trying to find her too, which is why I need your co-operation."

"In what way?" said Lothar.
Tollmann placed a business card on the table. This is my private phone number. If you must call 

me only do so on this number. Do not ring me at work. It isn't safe to do so until I can trust the 
people around me. If I have news I will visit you in person. I will not call, I will not email or text 
you. I will come in person."

"Okay." 
"These people eavesdrop. They'll intercept any communication between us. The minute they 

realise I'm searching they'll interfere. If they don't want Frieda found they'll do everything to stop 
us."

"But why?" 
"Because everyone thinks Frieda is dead. For the time being let's assume that's what she wants. To

avoid them."
Gabby shifted in her chair. "But she can come home, or contact us, let us know she's okay."
"I think she will." Tollmann allowed a moment for Gabby and Lothar to absorb his message. "I 

met Frieda a number of times. I think, when she feels the time is right, she'll let you know. Maybe 



she doesn't want to put you in danger."
"What is all this based on?" Lothar said. He couldn't take his eyes off Tollmann's nose. "Why do 

you think she's still alive? Have you spoken to someone? Why would they want to find her?"
"I'm working my way backwards from the attack in Rotterdam. The emergency calls, the response

time, who was on duty in the hospitals, the mortuary. There were so few people involved." 
Tollmann sat back in his chair and expanded, breathing deeply. "Why are you repainting your 
office, Herr Schoenhofer?"

"Why?"
"Yes, why?"
Gabby looked away from her husband and stepped towards the window again. 
"It was time for change."
"If you don't mind me saying, you're a pretty clumsy painter."
"I want it done. I want it finished."
"What happened to the prints?"
The question alerted Lothar. "Prints? How do you know about the prints?"
"On the walls. I noticed the patches where the prints had been. You were painting over them."
"Place is a mess. It needed clearing out. There was too much rubbish in there. I need something to

occupy me. Is there anything I can do? To help? I have a lot of contacts."
"Absolutely not. Don't go near these people, Herr Schoenhofer. You have no idea what they're 

like. You don't know who they are. It all started here." 
"What did?"
"The Malandanti. The network. In the 1600s, here and Wurzburg. They're part of this city's DNA, 

Herr Schoenhofer. Please be careful. Don't take anything for granted."
Tollmann stood to leave and smoothed his coat. The sand paddock was empty. Alongside the 

stables the young woman had tied up the horse which snatched and grabbed at a hay bale while he 
had his shoes examined.

"She's doing it all wrong." Gabby rushed outside.
Lothar grinned when his wife pushed Tollmann out of the way. "She hasn't moved so quickly for 

a while. Maybe you've given her some hope."
"Perhaps." Tollmann closed the kitchen door and sat down again. "We must also be aware of the 

people who took out the upper levels of the Malandanti. There is a group within the network. 
They're very clever, very devious. They killed Theo Wenders and Simon Frenzel, not Frieda."

"The Cathedral victims?" Lothar's eyebrows moved closer together. The slow drip of information 
raised as many questions as answers. "You told us Frieda was a suspect."

"She was. It's a complicated landscape. Suspect yes, but I have to admit I was jumping to a lot of 
conclusions. I've studied these people for three years. I know how they work, how they infiltrate 
groups. The police, the judiciary, local government, national government. They can reach across 
Europe. Frieda knew all that and will be very useful to someone now that she is . . . under the radar. 
Forget what I might have said about being a suspect, Herr Schoenhofer. Things got a little heated."

"A little heated? All sounds far fetched to me," said Lothar. "Why would she be useful?"
"Revenge. She must know the group who killed the main covens. It's not the same network any 

more, Herr Schoenhofer. They've changed. The old network was cold, calculating, careful. The new
formation is unpredictable, very violent, unimaginably violent. They've transcended organised 
crime and I don't want you and Frau Schoenhofer put at risk."

Lothar listened and shook his head. "Don't say a word of this to Gabby."
"I won't."
Lothar wanted to finish his painting and headed off to the office. Tollmann lingered and listened 



to Gabby put the young woman right about inspecting a horse's shoe. "You start with your hand at 
the top of the leg. Let him know what you're up to."

"Sorry."
"Don't just lift his foot up, he'll think you're trying to eat his leg or something. They don't have 

wing mirrors. They can't see what you're doing round the back here." Gabby turned away from the 
horse and faced Tollmann. "Frieda was exactly the same."

"Too much time playing with soft toys and not enough with hoof picks."
"That's exactly what I used to say to her. Do you have children?"
"No."
"Good thing too. Nothing but trouble." The office caught her attention and intense grief swept 

across her expression. "No, they're not. They're nothing of the sort. . . ." And off she ran to her 
husband and the strange comfort of his erratic redecorating.
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Arriving in Nice I checked into a small discreet hotel run by an old lady called Natalie. She was 
efficient and polite until she saw my passport. She grumbled under her breath and I distinctly heard 
the word Allemand. My Germanic origins were obviously not to her liking. 

"Do you get many German people staying here?"
She shook her head and pouted when she whispered, "Non."
"Would you prefer it if I left?"   
"Non. You're here now. No need to inconvenience yourself."
Natalie watched me enter the lift and kept her eye on me as I was carried up and away from 

reception. I can't say if she stood guard at the desk for the next three hours, but she was still there 
watching me descend in the lift when I decided to go out for a walk.

"It's quite late, madame," she said.
"I like walking at night."
"Ah, oui." She found an urgent need to rearrange a display of tourist leaflets on the desk. "I'm sure

you'll meet plenty of people to talk to."
"I hope not." 
The passport came to be in Nice after being bought by a man called Genaro Gui. Before this hunt 

could go any further I needed this passport. It was the cheapest and easiest item to recover, but Gui 
was in a rush to sell it. (War memorabilia was not his priority, he had told Spinoza.) I couldn't leave
it and come back later. Before I left Spinoza to recover from his encounter with a dead woman he 
told me the name Gui was pronounced gwee to rhyme with glee. I told him glee rhymed with flee 
not gwee, but he didn't agree. And we went round in circles for about five minutes before he 
surrendered the argument in my favour.

I wandered through the city to the harbour where I stood on the walls and looked out to the black 
curtain of the sea punctured by the distant dots of ships' lights. Here, the smell of fish in the streets 
around the hotel gave way to an overwhelming saltiness and the fabulous ability to breathe in deep 
enough to drain the sea and everything in it. 

My phone rang. "Hello, Frieda Schoenhofer."
"Hello. I'm Genaro Gui. I have the passport. When do you wish to view it?"
His eagerness to get to the point took me by surprise. I hesitated. "Tonight."
"Tonight? Are you sure? Are you in Nice?"
"Yes. I'm standing on the harbour wall."
"There are harbour walls all over the world. Standing on one doesn't prove you're in Nice."
"Trust me, Monsieur Gui. I'm in Nice."
"Okay. Well, you didn't answer my question. When do you wish to view the passport?"
"I did answer your question. I said tonight."
"What time?"
My watch said 11.05. "Eleven thirty."
"Okay."
We agreed to meet at a bar on Rue du Lazaret. It was busy, people took their drinks and spilled 

out onto the street, chatting conspiratorially, glancing at passers-by and whispering when they were 
gone. I wanted to know what they made of me, what wild speculation would circulate among the 
groups and couples as my unearthly draft swept through the door of the bar.

The customers inside showed less interest in conspiracy than those outside. The atmosphere was 
distinct as if the clientele, like oil and water, never mixed. Gui stood at the bar, an old suitcase at his
feet and a tall glass of beer on the bar top. He took a sip and checked his phone. I crept up to him 



and saw the first few words of his message before he flinched and snatched the phone out of view.
"Sorry. I'm naturally inquisitive," I said.
Gui didn't speak. In a state of mild shock he inspected me unaware of who I was or that we had 

arranged to meet. To help me recognise him he told me he'd be formally dressed with a suitcase 
wearing spectacles. And he was right.

"I nearly didn't recognise you," I said. "Your suitcase isn't wearing spectacles."
"Pardon."
"On the phone, you told me you'd be formally dressed with a suitcase wearing spectacles."
"You must be Frieda."
"Must I? Are there laws about such things in France?"
He dragged off his glasses. "Madame Schoenhofer, it is impossible to insert a comma into a 

verbal conversation. I am not enthusiastic about light hearted attitudes. Please take these matters 
seriously. I have the passport."

For several seconds I felt as if I had slipped through a portal in time and emerged in a resistance 
held area of France. This mysterious salesman carried on as if his personal safety and my passport 
to Spain were both at risk. Maybe I should confess to being German and enjoy his reaction, but I 
guessed he already knew my nationality.

"Should we go somewhere quiet to view it?" My question wasn't meant to be rhetorical. Gui could
see there was nowhere to sit.

"We can go outside."
The street had plenty of corners and huddles, shop doorways and hotel lobbies. We chose one and 

Gui rummaged in his suitcase and brought out a large leather folder containing a loose collection of 
old documents. Amongst them the passport, Donald Pleasance's passport from The Great Escape. 
Seeing it was like meeting an old friend, and a familiar memory flashed through me: my father's 
office, the magic trick, his anger when I learned the trick, the empty patches on the walls and 
shelves. . . . Gui flipped the pages as if inspecting my credentials. "The price is eleven thousand 
euros."

"What?"
"Eleven thousand euros." He looked me in the face. "Cash."
"Legitimate businessmen don't deal in those amounts of cash."
"That's of no interest to me. What others do is their concern." Gui stood astride his open suitcase. 

A star of light shone through the gap, reflecting off a silver plate slipping out of a muslin wrapping. 
Gui glanced down. "Do you collect silver, Madame Schoenhofer?"

"No, I don't. And I don't think I could afford your prices.
"It's not for sale. I only asked if you collected silver."
"No."
"The price for the passport. It is still eleven thousand euros. It is unique."
"Of course it's unique. It belonged to my father."
"Which makes it all the more valuable and desirable, Madame Schoenhofer."
We were conspicuous in our doorway, huddled over a glinting suitcase, negotiating a price for a 

fake passport. Pedestrians eyed us with suspicion; drinkers outside the bar entertained each other 
speculating what we might be up to. 

"How do I get the cash to you?"
"I can meet you here in the morning."
"I don't do business during the day."
The information didn't move him. He placed the passport into the mix of documents, put them all 

back into the leather folder and wedged it beside the glinting object in his suitcase.



"It's a plate," I said.
"A plate. Calling it a plate is like calling the Mona Lisa a bit of a painting." He lifted the plate as 

carefully as a proud father lifts his baby out of a pram. "This is a serving platter made by Robert-
Joseph Auguste in 1753. It was part of a service crafted for the dining table of the Duc de 
Penthièvre" He held it at an angle and gently rotated it to allow the nearest street light to illuminate 
the detail around the edge. "It is hand mottled and took one hundred and twenty hours to create the 
intricate lace work. The finished service contained ninety six pieces. Platters, bowls, jugs, 
condiments, even candelabra."

"Do you have any of the other pieces?"
Gui shook his head and continued to examine the craftsmanship. "I don't need the other pieces."
"I see."
"No, you don't see, Madame Schoenhofer. I don't need the other pieces, but there are collectors 

who do and they can't have the entire collection unless I sell the one piece that I own. For that 
reason my piece becomes extremely valuable. The male desire for completion, madame, every man 
who collects cannot rest until he has every item that makes up the collection. And to satisfy that 
instinct they will pay any price. This piece is an investment. Tomorrow it will be worth more than it
does today because the longer the collection remains incomplete the more valuable the final pieces 
become. Desire combined with desperation is a very effective price escalator."

"I had no idea."
"Obviously not." He placed the platter back in his suitcase, making sure it was wrapped properly 

by the muslin. "That's why your passport is worth more than the price your father paid for it. The 
circumstances have changed."

"I see that now. I'll arrange to get the cash tomorrow."
"Good. Madame Schoenhofer, may I ask why you don't do business during the day?"
"Of course you can ask, Monsieur Gui. But I won't answer." Gui walked away with a pronounced 

limp as if the weight of his silver platter increased as time ticked by and the size of his investment 
swelled. 

Back at the hotel Natalie was cleaning up around the reception desk. She brushed the crumbs of 
her supper off a plate, an old battered white disc of scratched enamel that would probably have no 
intrinsic value if it was the last enamel plate on earth.

"Goodnight," I said.
"Oui." Natalie locked the hotel door behind me and switched off the lights leaving me to find the 

lift in the dark.
"If I need to go out again, how do I get out? Is there a key?"
Natalie's voice echoed across the darkened reception. "I can leave a key on the shelf behind the 

desk.  Please don't lose it."
"Merci." I don't think my French impressed her. The sound of a key being thrown onto the desk 

was the last noise she made before entering a brief shaft of light from an open door.
In my room the phone rang and Genaro Gui announced himself before I had time to speak. 

"Madame Schoenhofer, I won't apologise for ringing at this hour because I assumed you work at 
night to make up for not working during the day. But I wondered if you would be interested in 
calling by my house. I have an interesting collection of silverware. Perhaps you would like to see 
it."

"I suppose so." I had no other plans and didn't like being locked in to the hotel. "I can be there in 
about half an hour."

"Very good."
The smell in the street outside was no longer fishy, but alcoholic. I headed towards my car and 



passed a restaurant with a sign advertising their Tuesday menu: fish. All of it fish. Genaro Gui's 
house reeked of polish and his furniture glistened as brightly as the silver and glass displayed on 
every available surface. A grand table in the entrance hall shone with the same flamboyant opulence
as the wood panelled alcoves in his sitting room.

"Through here." Gui hurried through the house like a harassed butler. "Silverware is my passion. 
World War Two memorabilia my interest."

"What's the difference?"
He stopped suddenly. "I would walk to the ends of the earth for a passion. To the end of the street 

for an interest." And off he went. In the dining room he surged past a large mirror and failed to 
notice his lonely reflection passing through an empty room. 

The Mirror Trick, as I called it, caught my attention the moment I experienced it for the first time.
After leaving the mortuary in Rotterdam I was escorted to a private ward in a very private hospital 
somewhere in the city. The bathroom had a wall cabinet with a mirror I thought was dull because it 
could only offer an indistinct reflection. I returned to the mirror several times and watched my 
opposite number vanish in incremental stages. When my reflection was barely visible I almost 
waved goodbye, assuming I was looking at the other Frieda for the last time. After four hours she 
was completely gone and I can't say I miss her.

Genaro Gui arrived in the silver room. A gleaming apothecary of plates (platters, as Gui preferred 
to call them), bowls, wine jugs, carats, goblets, cutlery, carving knives and cake trays. Candelabra 
stood on the table, holding their arms out like metal dancers. Silver framed prints reclined on a 
writing desk. Snuff boxes and jewellery boxes jostled for attention inside an illuminated glass case. 
All of it flawless, devoid of surface contamination, untouched by oxidisation or any airborne 
pollutant.

"Let me show you this." Gui opened one of the glass cases and took out a box. He held a small 
magnifier over the base. "You see the hallmark," (I obviously couldn't), "It is Furth, your part of the
world."

"I come from Bamberg."
He looked up from the magnifier and frowned. "Germany. Look at the date. 1792. A silver lady's 

case made by the workshop of Johann Jakub Runnecke. It is the only known example in Europe." 
He gave me the magnifier, but held onto the case. 

I saw the hallmarks, but not the significance. "Ah, yes. It's the man in the Moon."
"A crescent moon, Madame Schoenhofer."
"You can call me Frieda if you want. I don't mind."
"Furth is the only hallmark that includes the Moon until the German hallmarking system is 

standardised in 1888."
"Why the man in the Moon?"
"Superstition, perhaps. I don't go for such things."
"Don't you? You don't believe in things that go bump in the night?"
"It's usually the plumbing."
"Are these pieces also part of someone else's collection like the platter?"
"Some of it. Here, the wine jug." He placed his finger on the perfect edge of a tall curvaceous jug.

"1726. Venetian. One of two jugs from a collection originally owned by an importer of spices called
Massimo de Tranatore. The full collection contains twenty-six pieces and is owned by a financier in
Milan who has offered me half a million euros for this jug. Every year he increases his offer."

"What happens if he runs out of patience? Surely, Monsieur Gui, you must own pieces that people
will kill for."

Gui laughed and rubbed his eyes. "Yes, very fanciful. Perhaps if members of the Mafia collected 



silverware my life would be in danger, but collectors know the market. They understand that there 
will always be ransom pieces where collections are concerned. For them that's the thrill of 
collecting. That one final piece there in front of them, within reach and yet just out of reach."

A small cup, large enough for a shot of whisky or some medicinal concoction, attracted my 
interest. I held it up and saw Gui's distorted reflection peering out of the engraving. "What am I 
holding?"

"An ecclesiastical wine cup. Brussels. Created between 1730 and 1734 by Carolus Jr 
Timmermanns the Second. One of six. I don't need to say any more."

"You're like a terrorist, Monsieur Gui. This room is full of hostages." 
Gui enjoyed the analogy and the implied power over life and death. "Yes, I suppose I am. But at 

least no one dies." He took the Brussels cup out of my hands. "I think I am painting an unfair 
picture of myself. Yes, I will sell if a buyer names the right price, but I do love this collection."

"What would make you throw it away?"
"Nothing."
"Not even someone you love?"
"Absolutely not. People come and go. When these pieces are gone they are gone forever. I will 

never see them again, never lift them and hold them up to the light to explore their exquisite beauty,
their intense brilliance. They each have a personality, pride, mischief, intelligence, cunning. They 
have their feelings, good and bad. They have stories and secrets." Gui drifted from piece to piece, 
stroking them, elevating them, bending forward to inspect them. "When they're gone they're gone 
with no obituary or headstone. Gone forever, Frieda."

The room sparkled. Gui flitted from piece to piece emitting a flash of reflection as he passed by. I 
began to tense waiting for the realisation, but he was so engrossed by his own possessions he didn't 
notice that there were two of him and only one of me.

"Tea," he said and shot towards the door. "You do drink tea, Frieda? Or do Germans prefer 
coffee?"

"Tea is fine." On the way to the kitchen I asked, "What about gold? Don't you collect gold?"
"No. Too ostentatious. A black and white photograph has more life than one in colour. Silver is 

like black and white. Gold is colour."
He served tea from a ceramic tea pot, pouring it into porcelain cups with handles as fine as strands

of wool. I became conscious of the way Gui held the handle of his cup between thumb and 
forefinger, compared to me gripping the cup in my palm to avoid snapping the delicate handles. (To
be honest, my unusual strength had worried me for days.)

"Why-"
"Monsieur Gui-" I waited. "Sorry, after you."
"Sorry. I was about to ask why your father would throw out such a valuable collection?" 
"He thought I was dead. The collection reminded him of me."
"He chose to throw away memories of his daughter? How strange."
I didn't think so, but as Gui took another delicate sip of his tea I found myself asking why my 

father would throw out his memories of me. Did he throw out the family pictures as well? My 
mother had gathered everything she could find, no matter how ridiculous it might be, but my father 
threw me away. 

"I'm not sure I can agree with you, Monsieur Gui. I can see your point, but. . . ." I found an 
excuse, "is he not throwing out the pain of recollection? Is he not preventing the pain associated 
with his memory of me?"

Gui held the cup in front of him, inviting it to offer an opinion. "Perhaps. I suppose it's possible. I 
interrupted you, Frieda. What were you about to say?"



"It may take me a few days to arrange eleven thousand euros in cash. The banks don't open at 
night and I can't withdraw that amount from a machine. It would be much easier to transfer the 
money online. My account to your account. It would be safer too. What if you were mugged with 
all that cash on you."

"What if you were mugged?"
I laughed. "I'd like to see them try." The tea was Chinese, infused with spices and fruit trees, and I

could taste the firing of the porcelain, a ferrous heat transforming the underlying taste of the water.  
"I'm sorry, but I insist on cash. It's how I always do business. It's how I have always done business

and it has suited me so far. Everything is so much simpler."
"Walking to the bank, carrying all that weight, counting it out. . . ."
He stopped me, finished his tea and led the way to a small study at the back of his house. For no 

reason other than perhaps some strange machismo, he opened a safe behind a large sideboard. I say 
safe; he opened a large panel in the wall and revealed mounds of money stacked like paper 
buildings along a paper avenue.

"Monsieur Gui, excuse me, but I could be anyone. How can you trust me showing me all this?"
"Instinct."
"Instinct? Sorry, but you're an idiot, Monsieur Gui. You don't know me from the tobacconist in 

that kiosk near the harbour wall."
"That tobacconist is called Jacques Crefort. He's been there eleven years and the owner before 

him was called Jean-Michel Houlebacq. Jacques is married with four grown-up sons and eleven 
grandchildren. And besides, Frieda, you couldn't steal this much money without help or a great deal 
of difficulty. You've watched too many films. Stealing cash is not as easy as you think and far from 
calling me an idiot you should be flattered I do trust you. I certainly don't trust the banks. The fact 
that you find it so difficult to access your own money should make you realise why I don't like 
dealing with the banking system."

Regardless of his explanation, the sight of so much money still had me reeling. And Gui's 
emphatic trust provoked a curious sense of embarrassment: he trusted me more than I trusted 
myself. "That's all well and good, but I still can't raise so much cash easily. How long will you give 
me?"

"Until someone makes me an offer for the passport."
I left his house at two in the morning. There was still time to walk to the harbour wall and watch 

the constellation of ships' lights at sea. Out there, surrounded by their own gloom and the pitching 
Mediterranean, another group of night dwellers hunted for a catch, hoping their nets would bring up
something special, something shiny and silvery and craved by others. And the horizon glowed with 
an aura visible to anyone; a line illuminated by the sun which would rise soon and leave a red mark,
as if it too had been touched by the Devil. Behind me, bundles of newspapers lay around Jacques 
Crefort's locked ancestral kiosk. Stacked like Gui's money they waited to be taken away, abandoned
for refuse like my father's painful memories. 

I browsed the uppermost edition. More EU summits, more Islamic terrorism, more trade union 
disputes. . . . But on page five a story I was unaware of: 

Toten Herzen publicist kicked out. Rob Wallet, the British music journalist responsible for the 
band's comeback has been sacked. . . . He made no comment to the press other than to say he'll take
time out to travel. . . . He is believed to be in Monaco. . . .

Monaco. Just up the coast from here. Rob Wallet, the man who knows Susan Bekker, the woman 
who murdered me.



7

Rob Wallet's arrival in Monaco presented me with a dilemma. I could travel over there and find the 
whereabouts of Susan Bekker (we had unfinished business), or hang around here deciding whether 
to break into the bank or break into Genaro Gui's house. Natalie made brief appearances to the 
dining room to check on the solitary waitress and at the same time check on her solitary German 
guest. She hovered at the door of the kitchen, her substantial arms folded in judgement, watching 
the delivery of my food, my response to its arrival and my use of a knife and fork. 

After the meal I approached her in reception where she sat behind the desk, filling in a magazine 
crossword. I waited for her attention. She muttered the word croissant and wrote it down in the 
boxes. "Oui, madame?"

"Sorry to interrupt you, but how long does it take to drive to Monaco from here?"
"How long is a piece of string?" she said without looking up.
"In Germany every piece of string is the same length," I said. "About eight and a half metres."
Natalie pouted when she peered up from her crossword. "The train is one hour. The helicopter 

service thirty minutes, give or take the time to go through airport security." She added a little 
emphasis on the word security as if I needed forewarning.

"Natalie, I'm not a Nazi."
"Yes, I know."
"I don't come from a family of Nazis. I know Germans are bossy megalomaniacs hell bent on 

grinding Europe into the dust. . . ."
"Your words not mine, madame."
"But do you really dislike me because I'm German?"
"I don't dislike anybody, madame." She continued to do her crossword as we spoke.
"Mind you. . . ." I watched her pen hesitate over nine down, "a German hotelier would know 

exactly how long it would take to drive to Monaco." Natalie didn't see me grinning. Nine down: the 
first letter of big business?

"Madame, the road in and out of Monaco can be gridlocked depending on the time of day you 
travel." She returned to the crossword. "Or time of night."

"Okay. But are we talking two hours, two days? I need to get there and back before sunrise or my 
condition explodes."

"Condition?" Nine down would have to wait.
"My condition, yes. Didn't I explain? I have Sunier-Ronson Syndrome. It's a painful aversion to 

direct sunlight. My skin feels like it's peeling off."
"I've never heard of that." Natalie suspended her suspicion for a moment and a look of 

compassion threatened to disfigure her eyebrows.
"Yes. It used to be called porphyria, but then people started to associate the word with vampires. 

And I'm not a vampire, although sometimes I wish I was."
Natalie grumbled. "Well, at night you could be there in a couple of hours if you drive carefully." 

She hovered her pen over nine down again. "Is it contagious?"
"No, no. Unless I bite you." She didn't think that was funny. Before I stepped away from the desk 

I said, "Capitalism."
"Pardon?"
"Nine down. Ten letters. The first letter of big business. Capitalism." I suppose some people don't 

like strangers interfering in the challenge of a crossword. Natalie's pout, as familiar now as the 
reception's permanent chatter from an unseen radio, told me to mind my own business.

"Merci," she said with a hint of sadness.



In my room I gathered my things to go out again. Genaro Gui had called earlier inviting me to 
join him on a visit to a magistrate's house in the nearby town of La Trinite. He was selling 
silverware (what else?) and Gui thought I'd be interested in seeing it.

"What's so special about it?" I said. 
We were in Gui's car, a blue Alfa Romeo with the heater on full blast. "It is Austrian and I think it

might have connections to the Habsburgs. . . ."
"I thought they were all dead?"
"When they were alive, Frieda. When they were alive. The piece in question is owned by Harald 

Noelle. His wife is Austrian, so I suspect the item will have verifiable provenance. I hope not."
"Let me guess. It will cost you more if it has provenance?"
"Yes."
"But you'll have to sell it for less if it doesn't."
"That I can deal with. For now, let's hope this item has been used to catch rainwater in a garage 

somewhere."
After a few kilometres I asked, "How long would it take you to drive to Monaco from here?"
"I would allow at least two hours. You never know when you'll hit the traffic. They seem to enjoy 

ripping up the roads just to annoy people."
"Good."
Gui cocked his head when he spoke and drove as if he was eager to overtake some slow moving 

invisible object. "Something interesting in Monaco?"
"Rob Wallet apparently."  
"Who?"
"Rob Wallet?" He didn't know the name. "Toten Herzen?"
"Mon Dieu." He groaned for the first time. I was coming to the conclusion nothing bothered 

Genaro Gui except my flippancy.
"You've heard of them."
"Who hasn't? They're unavoidable. Like the common cold."
"Rob Wallet might have something for me."
"What's his connection to them?"
"He found them. He investigated their murders in the 1970s and found them alive. Discovered the 

murders were a hoax."
"Like everything else about them. I'm curious, Frieda, why people take such things seriously."
"What things?"
Gui guided the car off the main road and along an unlit lane that wound up the hillside. "Myths 

and monsters and crazy speculation about nothing in particular. The whole Toten Herzen myth is 
obviously a construct and yet people allow themselves to be coerced by it all. It's a fabrication. It is,
in short, dishonest."

"It's entertainment, Monsieur Gui. Like actors on a stage, you buy into the drama for a couple of 
hours and then return to the real world when it's over."

"But that's the thing, Frieda. With them it's constant. It doesn't finish after two hours. The 
nonsense is strung out on a permanent basis."

There was no more time to explain; we had arrived at the overgrown home of Harald Noelle. 
"Please don't touch anything." Gui climbed out of the car. "Noelle doesn't like strangers touching 
his furniture."

"We won't be sitting down then?" 
Gui refused to answer. He was welcomed at the door by an elderly woman who wandered out into

a pool of light from an ancient lamp forced away from the wall by a selfish spread of ivy.



"Monsieur Gui, do you know anything about wi-fi by any chance?"
"I might. Do you have a problem?"
She ushered him into the house with so much urgency she didn't see me. "It goes on and off. It's 

so erratic."
"I'll take a look for you. Perhaps something is interfering with the signal."
I followed them into the house and into Harald Noelle's private museum; a museum devoted to his

life. A long hallway told me all about his family, ancestors and experiences: children posing in 
sepia prints, men with guns and 1940s fashion, photographs turning blue with age, Art Deco 
figurines and a crocheted harlequin leaning against a telephone. 

The silverware waited in the lounge. I guessed we were here to consider the punchbowl that 
Noelle had left on a coffee table between the settee and the empty fireplace. Almost as big as the 
table, the punchbowl sat in its incongruous position as if someone was about to fill it with water and
have a bath. Gui glanced at it, but on Madame Noelle's direction fiddled about with a router on the 
window sill. He checked the connections, turned and twisted the aerial, secured the power supply.

"It all seems in order to me, Madame Noelle."
"Oh." She was hoping for a solution. "It works, but intermittently as if someone is playing a joke 

on me. Do you think I have a virus, Monsieur Gui?"
"I don't think your problem would be an intermittent connection. Where is your computer?"
"In the conservatory."
Gui again passed the punchbowl without acknowledgement. I began to wonder if I was 

hallucinating. In the conservatory, Madame Noelle's computer filled a corner of the room. The 
monitor was the colour of old vanilla and positioned next to a desktop tower balancing a box file of 
yellowing magazines.

Madame Noelle pointed at the screen and the insolent Firefox message about servers and 
connections and why it wasn't permitting Madame Noelle to go any further than her homepage. Gui 
sat in front of the computer, pressing the return key and typing addresses into the browser. The 
screen refreshed and reasserted its error message.

"Without warning the web page will appear," said Madame Noelle hunched over Gui's shoulder. 
She removed her glasses and turned to me. "It's my writer's forum. They might think I'm dead if I 
don't post messages."

"This is Frieda, Madame Noelle," Gui said.
"Bonsoir, Frieda." She held out a bony hand.
"Bonsoir." 
She shook my hand and then gripped her own. "Mon Dieu, madame, you're as cold as the grave."
"Perhaps I can help your connection problem."
"Good idea," said Gui. "Madame Noelle, I can take a look at the bowl while Frieda fixes your 

computer." He bounded out of the conservatory with Madame Noelle in pursuit. Their conversation 
raced down the hallway and into the lounge where Gui hummed and tutted as he juggled the bowl in
his hands, the silver squeaking beneath his fingertips. 

"Is it of any value to you, Monsieur Gui?"
He didn't sound too enthusiastic. "Well, yes if I can find a buyer. But maybe not so if I can't. You 

see, a piece is only worth what someone is prepared to pay. If I had a buyer in mind that would 
allow me to calculate a figure . . . but at the moment there is a depression in the market. Very few 
are buying silver. They find gold a much more lucrative investment."

"I see." 
"When will Harald return, madame?"
"He told me just before midnight. You chose to visit at an awkward time for him."



"Yes. I wanted Frieda to see this piece, but she has very unusual working practices. If you ask me 
I think she leads a double life, but it's none of my business."

"Her hand was very cold. It was like the hand of a corpse."
"Really, madame. Don't let your son hear you talk like that. It's still quite cold outside."
"Your hand isn't so cold."
Madame Noelle's connection problem was her router's filtering. She had no security on her wi-fi 

network and at least three other users, probably from nearby houses, were invading her connection. 
I reconfigured her router settings, blocked the intruders and tested her web browser. We were online
again. I sat back satisfied with the result and in the dark, with the conservatory lights on, examined 
the empty chair reflected in the windows. The temperature of my hands would be of no 
consequence if Madame Noelle saw me now. I hurried to the lounge and announced my success 
with the computer. "It's working again. I've secured your connection. Others were using it."

"Were they? The swines."
"Yes. There are some very dishonest people about, Madame Noelle. You should be more 

vigilant."
Gui placed the punchbowl on the coffee table and stood with his hands on his hips. "Without 

speaking to Harald I could only offer eight hundred euros, madame?"
"Eight hundred?"
"Yes. Any more and I would struggle to make a profit."
Madame Noelle had no idea what the punchbowl was worth. She turned to me. "What do you 

think, madame?"
"Sounds like you should hang on to it until the market picks up. Do you need the money?"
"No. It doesn't belong to me. My daughter-in-law brought it from Budapest. She has family there 

as well as in Graz."
"Eight hundred won't go very far," I said.
"It's the best I can offer, I'm afraid," said Gui, "until Harald or Dagmar can produce some 

provenance. I can pay you seven hundred cash now and return tomorrow with the remaining one 
hundred." He took a wallet from his jacket and counted the money out onto the table. Madame 
Noelle looked at me again.

"Monsieur Gui will be looking at a profit margin of about thirty per cent," I told her. "He would 
sell it for maybe eleven hundred euros or thereabouts."

"Yes, I understand you have to make a profit for yourself. Shall I ring Harald to tell him you're 
here?"

"No, there's no need. He'll understand," Gui muttered.
I shared Madame Noelle's concern at the velocity of the deal. "Madame, I'll be visiting Monaco 

tomorrow and if you can wait another twenty-four hours I'll pay you seventy thousand euros for it."
"What?" Gui dropped his wad of money.
"I think I know a wealthy lunatic in Monaco who will pay well over the market value for it. It is 

Habsburg isn't it?"
"Yes."
"What are you talking about?" Gui snatched the glasses off his head. "You said nothing about this 

to me." 
"It only occurred to me when I saw the bowl and you mentioned the market being depressed. I 

thought this guy in Monaco will pay a lot more than eight hundred euros."
"Are you referring to the man you were talking about? Rob what was it?"
"Wallet. Ironic name, don't you think."
Gui offered his apologies, promised to ring Harald Noelle later and was out of the house and 



down the lane with all the fury of a man chasing a thief. The headlights of the car struggled to 
illuminate the road as it ducked and twisted to avoid Gui and me hurtling towards destruction. 

"Have you any idea how much that conversation cost me?"
"I expect you're about to tell me."
"Made in Vienna in 1780, Franz Anton Dermer, a Habsburg punchbowl worth maybe five 

hundred thousand euros."
"You offered her eight hundred."
"If she doesn't know the value of her own property, or that of her son's that's her problem not 

mine. Your passport, Frieda, has just risen in value. I want two hundred thousand euros for it." 
"Okay." We didn't speak again until Gui arrived back at his house.
"I am a businessman, Frieda. I have my methods. You will know the expression buyer beware. It 

applies to sellers too. They will take advantage of me. . . ."
"How much did you pay for my father's passport?"
"It ceased to be your father's passport the day he threw it away." 
Gui left me alone in his car, forcing me to suppress the anger that was becoming a frequent 

visitor. I wanted to tear out the silver trim of the dashboard, the slender wooden steering wheel, the 
polished cap of the gear stick, everything reminiscent of Gui's meticulous attention to detail and 
stifling accuracy. And his insufferable trust. How he trusted me with his monumental array of cash, 
trusting me to sit here in his vintage Alfa Romeo. 

Six weeks ago. . . .  Six weeks ago was six weeks ago. I wasn't that person anymore.
After leaving Gui's car and his property the last person I wanted to look at was Natalie and her 

Gallic passive aggression. She pretended to preoccupy herself behind the reception counter, but her 
eyes gave the game away. "Good evening, madame," I said.

She reached for my room key without greeting me. "How is your condition?"
"My condition is bearable, thank you for asking. May I ask you a question?"
She waited for the question.
"Do you know a man, a local man named Genaro Gui?"
"Non." She answered without any attempt to consider the name.
"He has my father's passport and won't sell it to me."
"Can he do that?"
"Yes. The problem is he wants cash and I can't gather the cash during the day. . . ."
"He can't do that, madame. Surely your father's passport is government property. Mind you, what 

use are the government these days. They've never been any use to ordinary people."
"For once we agree on something. My father always taught me to avoid the government, avoid the

system."
"And the police are even worse. Don't get me started on the police."
The following evening, before I set off for Monaco, Natalie served me my meal. She took it off 

the waitress and brought it to my table in person. I thanked her and dared to ask about the hotel. 
"Have you always owned this hotel?"

"It has been in the family since the 1930s. I took over in 1985."
"Your family ran it during the war."
"Yes. My grandfather. We had a collaborator stay here, June 1943. He betrayed several local 

resistance members and my grandfather blamed himself."
"I'm sorry."
"No, you mustn't be sorry. People should accept their responsibilities. My grandfather was a 

blameless man. The real bastards were the collaborators and the. . . ." She was one letter away from 
saying Germans. "Nazis. We've always been wary of outsiders, madame."



"Isn't every guest at a hotel an outsider?"
"I suppose so. Obviously I'm in the wrong business."
I left my room key with a new receptionist called Celine who wished me good luck on my drive 

to Monaco as if I was crossing the Alps on foot. "I'll be back tomorrow evening." I said, but I'm not 
sure that was enough to reassure her. 

Natalie appeared. "Any news about your father's passport?"
"No. I'll try to sort it out tomorrow. I need to meet someone in Monaco tonight."
"But the longer you leave it, madame. What if this other guy disappears? What will your father do

then?"
"I know. There is that risk, but at the moment he doesn't have another buyer. I still have a little bit

of time."
Natalie spoke to Celine. "People buying and selling passports now. And the police do nothing 

about it."
I felt my stomach sink. Natalie had misunderstood and now, so soon after our frosty relationship 

was warming I had to correct her. "I think something has got a little lost in translation. The passport 
isn't an actual passport. It's a film prop, part of a collection. My father threw it out and it's been 
passed on and sold on and now I'm trying to buy it back."

Natalie's pout swelled into an outraged scowl. She collected the post from a pigeon-hole next to 
the desk and turned away. "Remember to lock the front door, Celine."
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There was a time when Natalie's mistake would have had me in fits of laughter, but the urgency to 
retrieve the passport, Gui's intransigence and the added distraction of Rob Wallet sapped my 
enjoyment of other people's calamities. And then I had to find a parking space in Monaco's limited 
footprint. I arrived at the marina after midnight.

Several boat owners identified a few newcomers, but it seemed to me that floating in and out of 
Monaco without being seen was as easy as avoiding tax in a tax haven. The yachts and cruisers 
formed a tightly packed floating village of light and sound; along any jetty I could listen to the 
chandlery and lapping water or the muffled thump of dance music. 

I found a couple of people dragging suitcases aboard a huge yacht called the Copenhagen. 
"Excuse me, you don't happen to know where I might find Rob Wallet? The Toten Herzen 
publicist?"

"Yes, we know who he is, but not where he is. Sorry. Perhaps the harbourmaster's office will 
know which berth he occupies."

No one in the harbourmaster's office would tell me if Rob Wallet was even here or not. They 
refused to give me, a total stranger, the details of an individual. I was left to wander the jetties and 
promenades asking anyone if they knew which boat he was on. And then, outside a seafood 
restaurant, a guy overheard my questions and introduced himself as Barny Flowers.

"Rob Wallet? Barking mad Rob? He's a chum of mine. Come on, follow me."
Barny should have been advertising gin and tonic. His insouciant stride, wide brimmed hat and 

flip flops were at odds with the high-tech architecture of the yachts and all their glitzy virulence. He
passed them all with barely a glance, keeping his right hand free to grab a stray glass of something 
fizzy. 

"How do you know Rob?" he asked.
"I don't. I heard he was here and I was visiting Nice, so I decided to come down and see him."
"But you don't know him?"
"We have a common acquaintance."
"Well you're obviously as mysterious as he is. He doesn't have much to say for himself other than 

moaning and bloody groaning about that pop group he was mixed up with."
"Toten Herzen? I never heard them described as a pop group."
"Pop group, rock band. Not a patch on the Stranglers if you ask me?"
"Who?"
Barny weaved and wandered down a labyrinth of boardwalks, cross examining me on my eating 

and drinking. He recommended the best wines in Monaco. . . . "The Château Garonne at the 
Meridien is what we should all be drinking at the end of the world." And where to avoid the worst. .
. . "You could urinate in the pool and drink it with a shot of arsenic and it won't taste as bad as the 
Merlot '97 they serve up at the Casino. Absolutely monstrous."

We arrived. "Well, here he is." Barny chuckled. "I can't wait to see his face." He called Rob's 
name and stepped back on the jetty. "Rob!" 

Rob Wallet's motor yacht was called the Agnetha, a name Barny disapproved of. "One thing you 
must never do is rename a boat, but obviously no one told this raving madman."

"What was it called before?"
"I've no idea. The Bombanero or some bloody awful name like that. I can understand why he'd 

want to change the name, but that's not the point. . . ." Rob emerged from the sliding doors at the 
rear deck. "Ah, here he is. Rob, you have a visitor, old boy."

"Hello." Rob hesitated.



"Well say something. This poor young lady has travelled all the way from Nice to see you."
"Has she?"
Barny sighed. "Told you didn't I? Mad as a bloody march hare. While I'm here, Rob, we'll be 

going up to an isolated farmhouse near Figourn tomorrow night. Usual arrangement. Feel free to 
bring . . . er, I'm awfully sorry, but I didn't ask your name."

"Ah, so you're having a go at me," said Rob, "and all this time you never asked the young lady her
name." Rob stepped off the boat and shook my hand. "Yeah, count me in. Frieda, Rob."

"You two know each other?" said Barny.
Rob held onto my hand and looked directly at me. "Yeah, I know all about Frieda."
"Well I'll leave you to it." Barny shook my hand. "Hells bells, like grabbing an ice cube."
"See you tomorrow night, Barny."
We watched him go, hands in pockets, footsteps not quite co-ordinated, his line of direction not 

quite perfect.
"He's a character," I said.
"Yeah," Rob watched him until he was out of sight. "I don't think he trusts me."
"He doesn't know what you are?"   
"No. None of them do. Do you want to take a stroll? I've been stewing on board all evening."
"I'd prefer a drink. I've just driven all the way from Nice."
"You drove from Nice?"
"I could have flown."
"Why didn't you travel? Oh, wait, you haven't figured that out, have you?"
"Travel? Figured out what?"
He invited me aboard and settled me down on the fly bridge with a large cafetière of strong 

coffee. The setting excited me. Surrounded by money and wealth and the outward display of 
success, greed and ostentation, I wondered if any of the boat owners visible on their fly bridges 
were having a conversation like ours.

Rob was eager to know all about me and after my tale about the passport and Genaro Gui he said, 
"There are ways of catching out a character like Greasy Gui. I can give you a few tips there. You 
drove here? You don't need to drive anywhere ever again. I'll show you later."

"What does it involve?"
"Oh, you just shut your eyes and decide where you want to go. Open them and you're there. 

Obviously you have to watch out for international date lines. You don't want to turn up in 
Washington mid-afternoon."

"You know what I am?"
"Of course I do. We all do. They all do. . . ."
"I'm still coming to terms with it. How did Susan Bekker find out?"
"The charges against Marco were dropped. As soon as he told them you'd disappeared from the 

mortuary they put two and two together."
"And where's Susan now?"
"I don't know. Since they kicked me out they've moved on. They were in South America, but I'm 

not sure where they've gone from there. A lot of concerts were cancelled after the riot in Rio."
"Good. So she might be back in Europe soon?"
"Possibly. Frieda, take some advice. You really don't want to make an enemy of Susan."
That wasn't my intention. "Why?"
"She's not as nuts as people like to think she is. She's bright. She pretends to be this sort of 

vampiric damsel in distress, but she's a potent piece of work. I haven't seen anyone outwit her yet. 
Including you."



"That was the old me, Rob."
He sat back in the circular upholstery of the boat and spread his arms across the polished rails of 

the fly bridge. "You're making a mistake."
"Don't try to defend the indefensible. Why did she attack me?"
"I don't know how Susan Bekker's mind works, Frieda."
"I think you do. I think if anyone knows how she functions, it's you. What was I doing there, in 

Rotterdam?"
"Investments. You were there to meet Marco Jongbloed. . . ."
"Yes, yes, I know all that, but how did I come to be with Susan Bekker, and what led her to attack

me? Why me?"
"You're from Bamberg. Like your predecessor, Lena. Both of you sniffing around, looking for 

something. You tried to get to the band through Marco Jongbloed."
"For what reason?" I heard myself speaking slowly as if Rob was deaf and lip reading. He 

shuffled in his chair and poured himself the last dregs of the coffee. 
"Not all vampires can drink coffee you know." His distractions didn't work. "Frieda, why do you 

think they sacked me? Because I'm hopeless as a publicist, and why am I hopeless? Because they 
tell me nothing. Their idea of a need-to-know policy is to make sure I know nothing. Lena was up 
to something, they gave her a right old run around and then . . . well we all know how that turned 
out."

I didn't buy the self-pity routine. Any man who could find Toten Herzen, in hiding for over thirty 
years, was no slouch at rooting out information. He knew everything, it was obvious in his 
discomfort, his shifting eye line, fiddling with his coffee cup, glancing around the marina. . . .

"Tell me about this travelling," I said.
"The travelling is a convenient thing to know, but the invisibility is even better. Can you do that?"
"No."
"Oh, that's a good one to have. Creeping around unseen. You'll never need to pick another lock as 

long as you live. Which is obviously a very long time when you're a vampire."
"I'm glad I came here, Rob."
We took the stroll and found ourselves at a dark corner of the marina where the boats were not the

enormous toys of the Monegasques. Rob took my hand and turned me to face the jetty we had just 
walked along. "Close your eyes," he said. "You don't need any convoluted spells or incantations to 
do this. Just think about the place you want to be. . . . Okay, open your eyes." We were standing at 
the opposite end of the jetty. "Try it. Go back up there."

I followed his instruction. Looked ahead, closed my eyes, pictured the end of the jetty and 
reappeared on the very last plank, almost toppling forwards into the water. Rob grabbed my arm 
and pulled me upright. "You need a bit of practice. Stay away from railway lines for now."

"How long have you been a vampire?"
"Three years. Takes about twelve months to get used to it."
"But you chose to be like this."
"Yeah."
"I didn't."
"True. I suppose you just have to make the best of it."
"Don't worry, I intend to do that. In fact, with all this power I don't know what to do with it."
"Power?"
He knew I was a witch. He had known Lena, my predecessor in Bamberg, and what she could do 

with her powers. The succession troubled him, this conveyor belt of malevolence, so I sat him down
on the edge of the jetty, legs dangling above the inky water, and tried to reassure him. Rob watched 



with growing concern as the starlight reflections diminished and the house lights of the Monaco 
mountainside vanished one by one. 

"I can pitch us all into darkness." I pointed at a nearby boat and it disappeared. "I learned the craft
quite quickly, but never really knew how to use it to any effect. All the money I made was by, let's 
say, conventional methods."

"Don't make everything disappear, will you?"
The marina was emptying. "I know I did some bad things in the past, but I want to change. Thing 

is, Rob, I find it difficult to control my temper and now, with these new powers, I just don't know 
what might happen."

Staring into empty space with the only sensation below our feet, Rob swallowed hard. "There's no
need for confrontation, Frieda."

"You don't owe them any favours, Rob. They kicked you out, after everything you did for them."
"Why do you want to meet Susan? You can't turn the clock back."
"Why would you want to protect her?"
He didn't answer; he didn't need to answer. It was an open secret Rob Wallet, Toten Herzen's 

publicist - former publicist - had a huge hang up for Susan Bekker, Toten Herzen's lead guitarist.
"If you help me, Rob, I can help you." I waited for his reaction to Susan Bekker sitting next to 

him on the jetty. Susan Bekker in the flesh, long coal black hair, inviting eyes . . . but he resisted.
"No, don't do this, Frieda. I know all about this shape shifting business. You might have fooled 

Susan for about fifteen minutes. . . . "
"More like thirty."
"Thirty minutes then, but I know you're in there just underneath the surface."
"Bear it in mind." I rejoined him.
"If there's one thing I learned from Lena, it's avoid confrontation. Frieda, it's not worth it. Look 

around . . . when everything's back in its rightful place. . . . "
The boats reappeared; the lights came back on.
"Thank you. You have so much going for you. Don't start anything with Susan. Let it lie."
"I only want an apology."
"Is that all? I find that very hard to believe."
"And maybe a slap in the face. And an explanation. I don't like what she did. She owes me."
"Let me think about it." Rob swung his legs at the water, stretching his toes to tap the surface. 

"Don't go turning me into a frog or anything. You'll never find out then."
"Okay, I promise not to turn you into a frog. But I'm not letting this go on forever. You will tell 

me eventually."
"Can I warn her you're looking for her?"
Monaco excited me. When I had the money I should have come here instead of the local 

attractions in Munich and holidays in Vienna and Paris. All that time I could have been sitting on 
the fly bridge of my own yacht, drinking Barny's Château Garonne. "Who are Barny's friends?"

We headed back to Rob's boat, but continued walking until we arrived at a small harbour-side bar 
still open and serving early morning customers. He ordered two beers and told me all about the 
British ex-pats, the part-time ghost hunters. "The funny thing is, they have all this equipment, but 
never detect anything with it unless I go along. They think I'm a lucky omen."

"And it's you setting it all off?"
"Yeah. Barny's got a Geiger counter. It goes berserk if he holds it near me. I can't understand why 

they haven't figured it out yet." He held his glass to mine. "Cheers. It's unusual seeing another 
vampire drink."

"Why? Is this another thing I should look out for? What's wrong with coffee?"



"It's not just coffee. Some of us eat and drink, others don't. Dee Vincent, for example, eats like a 
horse. She must have hollow legs. Elaine drinks, but doesn't eat much. Susan drinks a little bit, but 
doesn't eat. It choaks her, whatever she tries to swallow gets stuck in her throat. It's weird. I can 
drink, but find it harder to eat every year."

"Last year I met a guy you might know. Klaus Lenzl?"
Wallet stared at the table top. "Oh yeah. Raven's mate?"
"That's the guy. Quantum physicist. Maybe he could explain why you can't eat anything."
"I don't think explanations really make a difference. Did you understand all your witchcraft? How

you make the boats disappear, turn yourself into Susan Bekker?"
"Suggestion. Hypnosis. There are various psychological techniques. . . ."
"Okay, so you know how all that's done, but what about when you were human. Did you know 

how the human body digests food, extracts oxygen from blood?"
"Yes. I studied human biology."
Rob tutted. "Smart arse."  
After the beers we enjoyed the tranquil light of a Monaco morning and I began to feel a great 

sense of peace. Knowing someone like me who wasn't a threat or competition inspired a profound 
sense of satisfaction which chased away the nagging fury that would come and go like a persistent 
problem in search of a solution. The Agnetha came into view. "It's a beautiful name, but why would
you name your boat after her?"

"You'll never understand. The strangest thing about being immortal is you have no access to that 
sliver of life in your past and yet that's the one place you want to be more than any other."

"Very profound. Rob, do you have a car down here in Monaco? I know you don't need to drive, 
but if you wanted to take Barny or the others around I could leave my car here."

"What is it?"
"Aston Martin." Rob's eyes asked for a model. "V12 Vantage S."
"You're joking. Yeah, you can leave it here. I'll keep it polished for you. In fact, I'll lick the 

bastard clean if it gets dirty."
We had a deal and I promised to return to Monaco after my business was finished in Nice. Rob 

offered to supervise my first major attempt at travelling, but I left him alone on the jetty and arrived 
back at my hotel room safely. The success left me euphoric, spinning around with my arms out 
wide, jumping about. I went mad: reception first and after trying the front door - Celine had locked 
it as Natalie instructed - I stood outside in the street, then inside again, outside, inside. . . . I could 
wander about without limitation. In the bar opposite, closed for over two hours, the owner chatted 
to a friend, unaware of me sitting alongside them listening. They grumbled about the price of 
imported asparagus and the sudden terrible draft that had no apparent source.

What potential? What an opportunity? As if the world wasn't already there to be taken, the taking 
had become a lot easier. Standing in my hotel room, giddy with ambition, I told myself the passport 
was mine whenever I was ready to take it. 

Time had become meaningless. The ornate clock in the hallway of Genaro Gui's house said three 
twenty-six. I found the room where he stored his cash and opened the panel in the wall. He was 
wrong about cash being stolen. He was wrong about trusting me. I took a large number of bundled 
notes from the back of the pile where he wouldn't notice them gone until he pulled it all out to 
count. Eleven thousand. His original price. If he insisted on the more ridiculous two hundred 
thousand I'd revert to an alternative negotiating position; one he would never forget. I could have 
simply taken the passport, but I wanted to see his gratitude when he unwittingly accepted his own 
money in payment.

The house was quiet, but Gui was not asleep. The silence betrayed some distant activity, the 



sound of metal on metal and after a brief investigation I found a room filled with weapons, wartime 
artefacts and Genaro Gui dressed in a suit of armour.

He didn't see me. He couldn't see me; I was the invisible vampire in the room. Amongst the 
weaponry, conspicuous by its blunt construction, a large box camera balancing on spidery wooden 
legs faced a short platform. Gui clunked around inside his silver exoskeleton, placing his feet with 
incredible care and precision until he was ready to mount the platform. Before stepping onto it he 
gathered a length of wire hanging from the camera shutter, then hauled himself into position and 
struck a pose of monumental absurdity. I stood alongside him and peered into his helmet to see if 
Gui really was on the inside. With barely a twitch he clicked his fingers and the remote shutter 
fired. 

The incredible photo session went on for about thirty minutes until the wall clock chimed at four 
a.m. Gui climbed off his platform and trudged over to the space where the suit of armour was 
normally displayed. He released himself from it, one plate at a time, the helmet, the chest piece, 
arms and legs, elbows and kneecaps, shedding the lot like a human being emerging from a metallic 
chrysalis. And when he was done, he rubbed his damp hair with a towel, limped over to the camera 
and removed the film cassette.

I followed him to another part of the house and into a darkroom. The large crimson booth was 
hung with drying prints of Genaro Gui in Napoleonic uniforms, Medieval outfits, and a 
multicoloured ensemble involving an admiral's dress coat, flared breeches, stiff leather boots and a 
tricorn hat. Unaware of my constant presence he developed the film, transferred it to a projector, 
exposed the first sheet of paper and placed it with great delicacy in a shallow rectangular dish, 
agitating the fluid until he began to appear; until his proud military impersonation took form. He 
tutted and poked the print, making sure it was fully submerged in the fluid, but I saw what was 
troubling him. An unwanted flaw; a blemish in the paper running alongside his upright soldierly 
form. The developing fluid finished developing and the blemish revealed itself to be the vague 
shadowy form of a young woman.

Gui pulled the print from the dish and held it up for examination. "Qu'est-ce que c'est?" he 
whispered. Even under a magnifying glass the image offered no clue to the identity of the female 
figure craning her neck to look inside the helmet of the armour. 

I could have appeared and told him who the woman was. A woman desperate to be real again, 
searching for what would make her solid and complete instead of drifting like an afterthought 
spoiling people's photographs. A surge of emotion overcame me and I left him to puzzle over his 
ghostly companion.

The shock consumed me and in a restless state I travelled onwards from my hotel room to 
Monaco. Searching for a distraction I found the jetty alongside the Agnetha settled in the flat light 
of a grey Mediterranean sky. Rob stood on the fly bridge and looked east as if waiting for the sun to
come and take him. He needed two attempts to recognise me when I called his name.

"What are you doing here? The sun'll be up soon."
"Okay. I wanted to invite you to a presentation tomorrow night."
"Presentation?"
I waved some of Gui's cash. "I've got the money to buy back my father's passport and I thought 

you might like to be there when it happens. You could watch without being seen."
"Beats following Barny and the others moping round an old farmhouse. What's so special about 

the money? You haven't mugged anyone, have you?"
"No. . . ."
"Don't go breaking into any of the boats here. They all think I'm weird enough as it is. They'll 

suspect me."



"I haven't broken into any boats. The money belongs to the guy who's selling the passport. I broke
into his house. Well, didn't break in. As you said, I'll never need to pick a lock as long as I live and I
didn't."

"I said that?" Rob appeared on the jetty and studied the money. "Okay. I'll be there. Sounds like 
the sort of trick Rene would invent."

"Rene?"
"Toten Herzen drummer Rene. He was the joker in the pack."
"You haven't scratched my car yet?"
"Yeah, I was going to tell you about that. The other guy just pulled out straight in front of 

me. . . ."
"What other guy?"
Rob grinned. There weren't many people who caught me out so easily. He invited me onto the 

boat before the sun incinerated us both and we slept through the following day until I was ready to 
go back to Nice one last time. He made his excuses in a phone call to one of the ghost hunters and 
followed me to the front door of Gui's house.

"You sure he was inside this suit of armour? He wasn't operating it by remote control?"
"I watched him take it off. . . ."
The door opened. Rob vanished a fraction of a second before Gui scanned his garden. "Monsieur 

Gui, I have the cash."
"Come in." Gui led me to his office. Rob followed us, pulling faces and imitating Gui's limp, 

anything to make me giggle.
"Are you okay, Frieda?" Gui said.
"Something's irritating my sinuses, Monsieur Gui. Do you have fresh flowers in the house?" I 

yelped when Rob pinched my bottom.
"I have not, Frieda. Are you sure you're okay? You seem a little excitable."
"The passport is coming home. My father will be delighted I got it back." I faked a sneeze, but it 

sounded nothing like the yelp.
In his study, Gui found the folder, the documents and the passport stored amongst them. I 

examined its condition and turned to the rear page where Donald Pleasance's glum features stared at
us.

"I can't say I would be so elevated to part with two hundred thousand euros, but whatever makes 
you happy, Frieda."

"I've only brought eleven thousand, Monsieur Gui."
"I told you the price had increased. Compensation. . . ."
"No. Things have altered between then and now, Monsieur Gui. The person you were dealing 

with then was an aberration. Now you're dealing with the real me." I placed several thick bundles of
cash on the table. "The image on the passport is so unusual, don't you think?"

Gui's mouth tightened.
"I think Donald Pleasance died in 1995, didn't he? Looking at him is almost like looking at the 

image of a ghost." I held the passport in front of Gui's face. "Don't you think?"
He ran a begrudging finger across his own money. Rob walked around me to the other side of the 

table and stood next to Gui who quivered with cold. 
"You don't believe in ghosts, Monsieur Gui?"
He shook his head.
"Look behind you."
Hesitant, he turned and saw first his own vague features reflected in the black veneers of the clock

on his mantelpiece. The missing element took a moment to register, but then, with increasing 



uncertainty he turned to me, to the clock, to me . . . unsure what to make of the situation. "How do 
you do that?"

"Magic, Monsieur Gui. Magic. Never ask how it's done. Enjoy the mystery."
Gui stumbled to his chair, sat down and waved his hand beckoning me to go. Rob nodded and 

once more I left Gui alone to ponder a visual mystery.
I collected my things from the hotel, settled the bill and without saying goodbye to Natalie 

travelled back to Monaco with Rob. He opened a bottle of wine and we drank until we were 
unstable on the elevated pulpit of his fly bridge. It felt good to have company, to have a friend.

"How long do you plan to stay here?" I said.
Rob checked his watch. "About five hours and then-"
"In Monaco. . . ."
He laughed and threw a cushion at me. He had caught me out again and I loved him for it. "Why 

don't you go home to your parents?" The question stifled my laughter and the effects of the wine.
"Not just yet. They're not ready yet."
"Ready for what?"
"You don't know my parents, Rob. When I was young they thought I was a bit odd, a bit difficult. 

Whatever they asked me to do I had a logical reason for not doing it. It was very hard to argue with 
me and everyone fell foul of it, teachers, the few friends I had. My father resorted to tricks, and 
tricking me into doing things made me distrust people. I tricked him back. It became a cold war, 
him and me, both of us trying to outwit each other to stay ahead. The whole game taught me to be 
cunning and duplicitous, it taught me to be clever and in the end my parents gave up, but it was too 
late. In some respects what I became, the monster I became, was what they created. And what I am 
now they must never know, Rob. More than ever, they must never know. I'll go home when I have 
an explanation they can believe."
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Tollmann heard the sound of cracking masonry coming from the stable yard. The time was eight 
o'clock. In the dim light of a carriage lamp Lothar circled the outside of his office, carrying a 
sledgehammer, and at various points along the wall giving the brickwork an exploratory tap. The 
windows vibrated and the timber faceboards along one edge of the roof moved several centimetres. 

Every thud of hammer on brick drew Gabby from one of the stables, her hands coloured blue by 
surgeons gloves. She studied Lothar's predatory behaviour and his casual search for a structural 
weak point.

"Evening," Tollmann said. 
Gabby saw him first. "Come here, look at this." In the stable a new foal stood close to the mare 

and the two of them, proud mother and nimble daughter, posed for yet another stranger.
"Look how confident she is," Gabby moved alongside the foal and stroked her slim neck. "She 

has a kind of pride as if she knows she's special." She lowered her voice to a whisper. "Do you 
believe in reincarnation, Herr Tollmann?"

"Reincarnation?" Tollmann acknowledged Lothar heading across the yard. "I don't know. Why do
you ask?" 

Gabby stepped aside for Lothar to join them. "I was showing the foal to Herr Tollmann," she said.
"Please call me Oliver. Herr Tollmann sounds too formal."
"Any news?" Lothar leaned on the sledgehammer.
"There's a minor development I wanted to tell you about, but it's still early days. We must remain 

cautious."
Lothar gasped, swung the sledgehammer onto his shoulder and turned to go back to the office.
"There may have been a sighting in the south of France."
"South of France?" said Gabby. "Frieda always hated hot weather."
"It's not so hot at the moment. In fact, it's probably warmer here than down there."
"You've been down there?" said Lothar.
"No. I'm calling in a few favours across Europe. I'm sorry I can't be more specific."
"No. I'm sorry too," said Lothar. He stalked away and took a violent swipe at the office wall. 

Gabby ran to him, grabbed the end of the sledgehammer and hung onto it until Lothar appeared to 
calm down.

"What are you doing now?" said Tollmann.
"I've had enough of looking at this." Lothar twitched to take another swing at the brickwork.
"Knocking it down won't change anything." Gabby grabbed her fringe and spun away from her 

husband. "For a few days we thought there might be developments, news, but it's not getting any 
better, Oliver."

"I know. I know. I'm sorry."
"You're sorry. Yes, you keep apologising," said Lothar, "but your secret strategy and a bit of this 

and a bit of that, a sighting here, a rumour there, it doesn't help us."
"I understand, but it's not intended to help you, Herr Schoenhofer. I'm keeping you informed of 

any developments, no matter how slight, out of courtesy. But you must continue the best you can 
and until I have a definite lead. . . . "

"Go on."
"Assume the worst."
Gabby froze. "You said you thought she was alive?"
"I did. And I still do. I'm convinced she's still alive. But my convictions are not enough, Frau 

Schoenhofer. I want to bring you concrete evidence, but at the moment I can't do that."



The stand off continued for a moment. Lothar threw down the sledgehammer and kicked away 
fragments of masonry across the bald ring of trampled grass around the base of his condemned 
office. Gabby guided Tollmann into the stable where Lothar couldn't see them.

"It's affecting him," she muttered. "He's determined to demolish the office. He started this 
morning, mumbling about the walls, the repainting not going far enough. He said his memories had 
seeped into the brickwork, gone deeper than the paint. I'm worried he'll start on the house next."

"I doubt that. His film collection wasn't in the house. There's nothing there that reminds him of 
Frieda."

"How do you know that?"
"I've been inside your house. I didn't see anything there."
"No." Gabby thought a moment, pulled off one of her gloves and gnawed at her fingernails. "But 

look at the foal, Oliver. Does she remind you of anyone?"
Tollmann didn't know anyone with four legs and a tail. "I'm sorry, no."
"Frieda." Gabby scurried across the shavings in the stable and repositioned the foal side-on to the 

door. "Look how proud she stands, look at the mischief in her eyes, see how confident she is. That's
why. . .  ." she checked over Tollmann's shoulder to make sure Lothar was out of earshot. "That's 
why I asked you about reincarnation. This foal is not for sale, Oliver. I'm keeping her. I'm keeping 
her close to me." The mare looked at Tollmann as if she shared his concern.

"But if Frieda is still alive, how can the foal be a reincarnation?"
"Don't say anything to Lotty. He'll think I'm going mad, but I see things in this foal that I saw in 

Frieda."
The signs of collapse were unmistakable, whether it was Lothar's tangible destruction with his 

sledgehammer, or Gabby's existential disintegration, (Tollmann hoped it was the effects of her 
medication). He leaned against the stable wall and wondered if the house would still be here when 
he visited again. The demons were everywhere, possessing the horses, occupying the brickwork; to 
his right a violent act of exorcism, to his left a desperate act of idolatry.

He offered Gabby a patronising smile of token reassurance and decided to leave before she started
talking to the plants. 

Lothar caught up with him at the gates. "Nice," he shouted. "Do . . .  do they have links to Nice?"
"They?"
"The Malandanti. I've been looking online. The only thing I could find was that bunch of clowns, 

that rock band."
"There was a coven in Nice, yes," said Tollmann. 
"Coven?"
"That's how they organised themselves-"
"The murders in Bamberg, why did you suspect Frieda? You mentioned the arson, but you didn't 

explain the murders. How could she be linked to something like that?"
Tollmann bit his lip. "The victims infiltrated the network. The network found out. When Rutger 

Holness informed me of Frieda and her link, possible link, to the arson attack I followed her, 
studied her. She had close business dealings with members of the Bamberg coven. When the 
victims were found at the Cathedral Frieda was in the Domplatz on both occasions."

"I was in the Domplatz when the guy was impaled on the spire. The whole of Bamberg turned out 
to see that."

"I met Frieda on both occasions, Herr Schoenhofer."
Lothar took a sudden intense interest in the eaves and ridges of the house and stepped away from 

Tollmann. "She never spoke about the murders. Everyone I knew, Gabby's friends, family, 
everyone talked about it. But not Frieda." He stared at the house and the window to Frieda's 



bedroom. "She could be very cold at times, you know."
"When I spoke to her I always thought she was very rational, very logical, not allowing her 

emotions to speak. It was very difficult to cut through to what she was actually thinking. Did she 
play poker, Herr Schoenhofer?"

"No. She would have made a good poker player. She ran rings round me."
The house was sound for now. Lothar wouldn't be up there with his sledgehammer just yet. 

"Covens? You said covens."
"At the top of the organisation was the main coven. Each member of it led their own coven and a 

lot of people in those second level covens led covens of their own. It was a pyramid. Bamberg was 
third level. Third Degree."

"She didn't say. But. . . ." Without some insight into what the answers might be Lothar struggled 
to find the right questions. "But Frieda wasn't like that. She was devious, not devious . . . creative, 
imaginative. She wasn't violent, she could never kill anyone."

"I'm not saying she did, Herr Schoenhofer. In fact, the network rarely killed anyone. They had 
specialists for that."

"Yes, you said." The house sat within a thick girdle of trees, a dark dense hiding ground. "These 
specialists. . . ."  

Tollmann led Lothar back to the stable yard. "Don't trouble yourself with them, Herr 
Schoenhofer."

"I have a right to know. If Frieda's hiding from them. . . ."
"Frieda is clever enough to deal with them."
"How do you know that?"
"Trust me. Experience. I know them both. Herr Schoenhofer, don't demolish your office."
In the last illuminated stable Gabby, rushed and flustered and covered in wood shavings, fussed 

around the mare. "I'm going, Frau Schoenhofer," Tollmann said. "I'll be in touch the moment I have
more news. I hope better news."

"Yes. Thank you. The work here never stops. You know what children are like?"
"Yes."
"Do you have children, Oliver?"
"Nieces and nephews."
"Constant worry. Enormous expense." She brushed the mare's back. "And the bigger they are the 

bigger the worry, aren't you." The mare grumbled. 
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My sense of liberation became tempered with a debilitating urgency impelling me to question again 
my motives, my mad dash to rebuild this collection. I thought of leaving the items in places around 
my parents' house where they would find them and feel that I was somehow on my way, that I was 
close.

The invisibility helped. I was able to follow them around the house and watch them impersonate a
normal lifestyle. With every passing moment I wanted to appear and banish the pretence, but then 
they would discover what I had become, not what I should be. They still weren't ready, and neither 
was I.

Spinoza's information led me to Prague and the hat worn by Robert Redford in Butch Cassidy and
the Sundance Kid. The buyer was a man called Tomas Druba who lived on Kampa Island next to 
the Vltava. I had arranged to call at his home and was eager to do a deal and leave. So was he. He 
didn't want the hat when he discovered it was a fake. 

I don't think my father knew it was fake when he bought it. In a fog of euphoria and probably not 
thinking straight, he paid with money from what I later learned to be a scam. (He also bought a new 
Audi with some of the same money.) I asked my mother if she was happy with income earned this 
way, but she shrugged and told me, 'it's what everybody does these days. Principles are fine in an 
honest world, but we don't live in an honest world.' She was right and fate conspired to prove her 
point; my father the conman had been conned, leaving me, years later, to put things right by 
handing out compensation to unwitting victims of crime.   

Thanks to Rob Wallet I was able to travel from here to there without the need for car keys, 
passports, overnight bags, travel documents, plane tickets, lip balm, toll road fees, the usual garbage
necessary to leave the home. I arrived at a quiet spot on Kampa, a place where I wouldn't be seen 
materialising out of nowhere, tucked below the parapets of Charles Bridge. Climbing the steps 
reminded me of the old days when we - the covens - would do as we wish with all the supernatural 
arrogance we could engineer and not worry if anyone saw us. After all, who would believe them? 
When I levitated on the Alte Meinbruecke in Wurzburg and sent Yves Sunier slipping and skidding 
across a carpet of fish, eye witness reports appeared in the local papers for about forty-eight hours 
before they dissolved into local folklore, catalogued as unreliable gossip. 

Druba's address turned out to be a smart apartment in a charming terrace of pastel coloured 
buildings around Na Kampe square. I buzzed his intercom and waited.

"Hello."
"Hello. It's Frieda Schoenhofer. I've come to collect the hat."
"You mean the fake hat."
"The fake hat, yes. I'm sorry Mister Druba, but I didn't sell it to you."
"You can call me Tomas."
"I didn't sell you the hat, Tomas. I think I'm being generous buying it from you."
"You can claim the money back from the crook who sold it to me."
"I don't think Herr Spinoza knew it was a fake either."
"Didn't know?  It's obvious. Well claim it back from the crook who sold it to Spinoza."
"How far back in time do you want to go? May I come in, Tomas, or are you going to throw the 

hat to me from an upstairs window? I know how much you Czechs enjoy throwing things from 
windows."

"That's not funny, Frieda." The door buzzed and clicked open. 
Before entering, I took a moment to consider the incongruity of opening a door for someone who 

could walk straight through it, and then I remembered another conversation with Klaus Lenzl, the 



quantum physics student who first told me it was theoretically possible to walk through solid 
objects. It wasn't theoretically possible; it was reality.

For some people. . . .
Druba's apartment door was also open. This wouldn't take long; pay the man, take the hat back to 

Bamberg and prepare for the next trip. My arrival was ignored by Druba and met instead by a small 
audience hanging from the walls of his hallway. Row upon row of marionettes, a mesmerising 
population of soldiers and judges, dairy maids and dancers, freckle-faced children and red-cheeked 
clowns. They had big chins and long noses and large eyes; flamboyant hats (fake or otherwise), 
ornate collars, multicoloured coats, boots with turn-over tops, baggy breeches and long flowing 
skirts. Surrounded by a packed guard of honour I stepped between them and forgot I was entering 
someone's apartment; a human being's apartment.

"Who do you think she is?"
"Dunno."
"Is she collecting the rent? She doesn't look like the rent collector."
"A thief."
"Thief!"
"Thief!"
The voices soared into a cacophony until I was rescued by a young man I assumed to be Druba. 

He stood at the end of the hallway, skinny legs bent as if ready to spring towards me, and in the 
same voice as one of the marionettes said, "No, she's not a thief. I know who she is."

"Was that you?" I said. "Making those voices."
"Yes. Part of the act." He joined the wooden ranks, adjusting hemlines and repositioning the more

pushy puppets back into line. "My wife makes them, I perform with them. It's a hobby of mine. I 
don't have the dexterity she has," he held up the tiny detailed hand of a grinning policeman, "but my
wife can't throw her voice. So we take advantage of each other's skills. Like Jack Sprat and his 
wife."

"Jack Sprat?"
"Jack Sprat could eat no fat, his wife could eat no lean. And so between them both, you see, they 

licked the platter clean. It's an English nursery rhyme."
"I've never heard that." I didn't think I'd hear the word platter so soon after leaving Nice. "They're 

exquisite. Your wife is very talented."
"Yes. Her family are professional puppeteers. They manage the Vltava Microtheatre. It's very 

popular with tourists."
"I'm sure it is." I stroked the dress of a lady wearing an embroidered face mask.
"Oi, that's me wife yer gropin."
"Sorry." I apologised to a wooden general. . . .
"Anyway, Frieda, what are we to do with this hat and what is the recompense and compensation 

for the disgraceful deception I have been subjected to?"
I followed him through the busy apartment. Marionettes lurked in every corner as if Druba was 

hosting some kind of gathering. After moving a farmer with a deeply furrowed brow off a battered 
old armchair I sat down. Druba entered the room wearing the hat.

"It's the label that attracted my concern." He took the hat, knelt down and showed me the inner 
lining. "You see the stitching? It's European. The real hat would have American stitching. A heavier
cotton."

"I'm astonished. What did you pay Herr Spinoza for this?"
"Four thousand five hundred euros, plus three hundred and twenty euros for insured expedited 

delivery."



"Four thousand eight hundred and twenty. If I offer you five thousand, will you be okay with 
that?"

"I don't know." He looked around the lounge for a second opinion provided by a jury of disparate 
figures, some hung on the walls between paintings, some on an old sideboard, sitting shoulder to 
shoulder for stability, and some occupying the empty chairs. . . .

"It's not enough," said one.
"Take it and move on," said another. 
"Don't be greedy, get your money back."
"She looks loaded, if you ask me. Fleece her."
"That's a bit rich coming from you."
"What do you mean?"
"This is getting us nowhere."
"No."
"Get the money."
"Rob her."
"Steal her purse." 
"Turn her upside down and shake her 'til she rattles."
"Mister Druba," my interruption stopped the growing chatter, "five thousand. Take it or leave it."
"Sure. Okay. That's fair enough."
"Can I pay you by bank transfer? I had a lot of trouble in Nice because the guy there only dealt 

with cash."
"Transfer is fine. As soon as the funds have cleared," he put the hat on again, "it's yours."
He left the room to collect his bank account details and I found myself alone with his puppet 

population. The silence felt awkward, as if, in Druba's absence, they expected me to start a 
conversation. The older puppets with the lines of wisdom around their eyes, the mouths fashioned 
into accusatory scowls and ironic grins, looked ready for an argument. The ladies peered down or 
gazed up, amazed to find one of their own standing so tall and able to move by herself. I contained 
the urge to wobble a hat or pinch a toe inside its buckled shoe until I came across a figure so 
adorable, so utterly beautiful in the form of androgynous perfection I wanted to lift him off the wall 
and dance around the room cheek to cheek, chin to chin, nose to nose.

His eager bright eyes shone like those of a new born foal's, and the blushing bulge of his face 
tapered to a gentle point framing a wide dazzling smile offered to me with profound happiness and 
glorious generosity. His spiky black hair may have hinted at some impish turn of character, but how
could such angelic features be anything other than a blessing, an affirmation of life carved and 
teased from a block of wood with all the love of a benevolent creator? 

"Should take twelve hours," he said and then I realised Druba had returned carrying his laptop. He
joined me opposite the angel-faced puppet. "Ah, you've met the wondrous one. Everyone seems to 
make a beeline for this one."

I wanted to tell Druba how much I loved this little puppet, but my feelings were embarrassingly 
close to something beyond admiration for the skill of his wife. Separating the puppet from the 
artistry proved to be a struggle and when Druba elbowed me out of my hypnotic fixation I decided 
to calm down and concentrate on why I was here. 

But the Wondrous One was as fascinated by me as I was by him. He watched me take out my 
phone and connect to the bank. I set up a payment transfer, conscious of him peering over my 
shoulder from his vantage point on the wall next to the window. When I checked Druba's laptop for 
the bank account numbers, the Wondrous One looked too. He was either protecting Druba's 
interests or protecting mine. Mine hopefully. I wanted the Wondrous One to be on my side.



With the transaction complete Druba snapped shut the lid on his laptop and I asked him, "What 
does he sound like?"

"Who?"
"The Wondrous One." I stood in front of him waiting for his sumptuous mouth to speak.
Druba pushed past me and stroked the puppet's face with such tenderness, as if stroking the face 

of his wife. "If you come with me I'll show you," he said and stalked away with his laptop.
I took a cautious step closer to the Wondrous One. "What's your name?" I whispered. "I'm 

Frieda." I shook his fine little hand. "Don't say much do you?"
Druba reappeared and stared at me as if I were mad. He had his coat on and was holding a parcel. 

"I take my wife something to eat if she's working late. Saves her buying out and paying overinflated
prices at takeaways."

"Okay."
"Don't get too close to this lot. Some of them bite." He headed down the hallway.
"What a coincidence," I said to the back of his head. "So do I."
Druba didn't find it funny and tried the lock on his apartment door twice before heading off 

downstairs.
Through the streets of Prague we wandered, across Charles Bridge where Druba had a word with 

nearly everyone selling or hawking or trading along the bridge walls. Across the river we dived 
right into a confusion of narrow streets barely wide enough for a bicycle and emerged into 
courtyards that seemed to be self-enclosed not just from the city but from the world itself. Bathed in
bluish-green light the rooftops carried the complex shadow of an unseen tower hidden by the high 
walled garrets and tenements of a lost neighbourhood. 

Druba passed through the heavy wooden gate of a short alleyway connected to a silent street lined
with cars where an unmarked doorway led us to the workshop of the Vltava Microtheatre. "We're 
nowhere near the river," I said. "Vltava Microtheatre?"

He beckoned me over to a wall between two buildings. Behind an iron grille the stonework 
plunged ten metres to the churning waters edge. "The river is everywhere, Frieda, if you know 
where to look."

Inside the workshop - a vast space concealed by such a small door - an army of people toiled on 
scenery, backdrops, curtains and stage props. Two carpenters hauled a castle turret into position, 
delicately avoiding damage to the castellation of the outer walls. A group of technicians stared in 
wonder as a curtain was drawn back and forth, back and forth, and each time the curtain unfolded to
its full width a different decoration and design appeared. I shared their amazement and my father's 
admonishment came back to me when I figured out the secret of his magic trick. I wanted to know 
how they made the curtain change form with every tug and pull, but concluded this was a truly 
magical workshop and that there were some secrets best left unknown.

Druba passed a huge wardrobe full of miniature costumes waiting to be claimed. A red demonic 
outfit of feathers and spikes; a courtly ensemble of 17th century origin complete with his and hers 
crowns made of beaten copper and plugged with costume jewels; two butler's frock coats hung next 
to the ragged bits and pieces of a pauper; and at the end, a dress as long as I was tall, the base 
coloured blue transforming to orange where it concluded with a gossamer-light collar attached to a 
translucent hood. 

I could smell roasted sawdust and linseed oil, a sweet aroma of water-based paint and washing 
powder. The roof echoed to the constant tap tap of tiny hammers on delicate wooden components, 
and like a large interfering insect, the sudden buzz of a small drill puncturing holes and smoothing 
edges, inanimate bits of wood evolving into arms and legs of kings and queens, beggars and tax 
collectors, judges and villains. Everyone in the workshop greeted Druba, everyone except an old 



man sat in an old chair next to a short flight of steps. He could sleep through the knocks and scrapes
and bangs and general chatter of activity, but then I crept towards him and noticed his costume and 
motionless features and realised he was another puppet, almost life size, dozing untouched by the 
repairs and alterations going on around him. 

Another technician too preoccupied to catch Druba's arrival, hunched over a wooden figure lying 
prone on a workbench. Several pieces of its left leg were connected together by astonishingly 
intricate joints. I watched intently as the figure stood on its newly constructed legs and faced its 
maker. Druba approached and attracted her attention. "Natasha, food. . . ."

Natasha turned to me and smiled. "Hi," she said.
Struck dumb by her face I needed a moment to answer. Natasha was the full size embodiment of 

the Wondrous One, a human facsimile with the same glowing eyes, so large and beautiful; the same
life affirming joy in a smile stretched across her round face, rouged cheek to rouged cheek, 
extruding her chin until she looked like an upturned raindrop. And the same spiky black hair 
framing her angelic features with lively puppet mischief.

All I could say was, "Hi," and endure a furious heat blush my skin from forehead to collarbones. 
"Amazing." The word was the most appropriate I could think of.

"Thank you." Natasha used the tip of her finger to check the free movements of the puppet's legs.
"What will that one be?" I said.
"She's the daughter of a wizard. He'll try to teach her his magic and she uses it to enchant a man 

she's loved since she was a young girl and he was a young boy."
"Will it have a happy ending?"
"No." Natasha was satisfied with the legs. She smiled at me again and I waited to hear more of her

gentle voluptuous voice. "They never have happy endings. You don't learn anything in life if 
everything concluded with a happy ending."

Druba placed his parcel on Natasha's workbench. "I made meatballs in sweet and sour sauce."
Natasha's eyes, as if they weren't big enough already, swelled until they were ready to burst. "And

noodles?"
"And noodles." She explored the meal, dipped her finger in the hot sauce and winced. 
Her spiky black hair invited its own exploration, but more than that I noticed the invitation of her 

neck where flawless skin as smooth as the varnished puppet wood flowed down across her golden 
shoulders and back. My heartbeat increased and a terrible thirst overcame me. Natasha pulled the 
puppet out of the way and devoured her meal as if she hadn't eaten for a week.

Druba distracted me by demonstrating a vintage car built out of fibreboard and embellished with 
metal lamps and a big black bulbous horn. The use of the car and who the driver would be went in 
one ear and out the other. Behind him at the workbench, his wife, his living marionette, tucked into 
her meal unaware of my increasing bloodlust. 

"When the money goes through, you'll tell me," I said short of breath.
"Sure. . . ."
Leaving him next to his miniature car, I dashed for the door. Natasha looked up, mouth full, 

unable to speak, and waved goodbye with her fork. I smiled and left the workshop, relieved to feel 
the merciful calm of cold air. Below the iron grille the Vltava flowed along its forbidding black 
channel like a warning, a warning to me to consider Natasha's dark observation on happy endings 
and what we might learn from them. 
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For the time being Natasha and Druba were safe and I resisted a strong urge to hang around to 
watch them leave, follow them unseen back to their apartment, hunt them in their own home. . . . 
My bloodlust was building on a foundation of compounded anger: anger at my uncontrollable 
instincts; anger at my ill discipline; anger at being angry. Home offered no sanctuary when I felt 
like this and Rob Wallet wouldn't appreciate an angry vampire dropping on him without warning.

I wandered around Prague with the vague intention of finding the theatre's public entrance. 
Anything to preoccupy me. The facade on U Dobrenskych was decorated with sgraffito and 
promotional notices across its classical facade. The next performance was in eight days time (a 
puppet version of Kafka's The Trial). I entered the theatre and slipped through the lobby and its 
displays and posters of wide eyed damsels, ghoulish devil dolls and stern looking gentlemen of 
unknown profession. The puppets observed their intruder observing them. 

The auditorium opened out like a large shell with walls lost among feverish ornamentation. Rows 
of blood red seats faced the only space intended for tiny legs and half-sized heads, but even though 
the stage was built for small performers I could stand upright without hitting the array of lights 
which hovered like a fussy crown. Below my feet two trap doors waited for a victim, controlled by 
some loitering technician with a sense of humour ready to drop me into the bowels of the building 
or catapult some blazing-eyed demon towards me. 

A short flight of steps led from the wings to the workshop. In the void, abandoned and unlit, I 
could smell the wood of the waiting puppets and sense their dormant outlines. What if they were to 
come alive and give me a private performance? Exclusive for one night only. The recollection of an 
old spell used to animate the inanimate and a moment's thought to chant the words, roused their 
little joints until I could hear the gentle sound of wood against wood and bodies stood upright on 
eager legs and feet. Clothes were flattened and brushed down, collars turned up and hats 
straightened. The puppets gathered in an orderly crowd and headed towards the steps. Couples 
walked hand in hand, servants accompanied their masters and mistresses, and a priest ambled 
among his flock, hands joined in prayer with his long fingers almost disappearing up his nostrils. 
After a moment only the old man I had seen earlier remained in his chair, fast asleep, unaffected by 
the spell; special in some way as if the puppeteers had imbued the wood with some magical potion 
to make him resistant to witchcraft.

I returned to the stage and waited for the cast to join me. The clicking of feet and the crumple of 
fabric descended the steps. They hesitated. (Stage fright? They had no puppeteers to rely on. . . .) 
And then a nervous voice spoke: "Who is she?"

"She's the judge. The judge has arrived."
"She's not the judge. She's got no wig."
Two red cheeked soldiers in black uniforms and big hob nailed boots emerged from the gloomy 

background and jiggled onto the stage. One of them coughed. "Shall we let the crowds in, M'lud?"
They waited for an answer. I felt embarrassed to be speaking to them. "Crowds?"
"For the trial. They're a bit of a rabble. A few from out of town. . . ."
"Plzen," the other one said. "We can tell them to leave the goats outside."
"Okay. Leave the goats outside and they can come in."
The first soldier turned his shoulders and jiggled again. "Let 'em in. But no livestock."
The stage began to fill with every shape, size and form of wooden life I could imagine, and 

probably a few I couldn't imagine. Trotting and clopping, jumping and dancing on little feet, their 
assorted heads bobbing and wobbling, they mumbled and muttered and as the numbers grew the 
sound became a raucous tumult. The rabble pushed and shoved and assembled in the confined space



of the stage, leaving just enough room in front of me. Satisfied they were in position, they 
acknowledged me with nods and M'luds and how-do-you-dos and never once questioned my height,
my dress sense or fleshy organic appearance.

The spectacle, the success of the spell, forced me to laugh. The puppets laughed . . . out of 
politeness, I think. I was surrounded by accountants carrying books, spectacled old ladies in aprons 
and clogs, butchers carrying sides of ham and bloody meat cleavers, a couple of violin players 
guarding their little instruments, a pilot with goggles perched on the top of his head, and a black 
faced chimney sweep whose brush hung over his shoulder and tickled the chin of a nobleman's 
wife. She sneezed, her husband offered her a silk handkerchief and admonished the chimney sweep 
who swung around and knocked the mitre off a bishop's head.   

An argument broke out and the soldiers tried to intervene. "He knocked my hat off."
"I couldn't help it. It was these two. Lord and Lady Mindyermanners."
"You nearly poked my wife's eye out."
"She shouldn't stand so close to me, should she?"
"Oi, show some respect in front of the judge," the soldier shouted and everyone calmed down. 

What followed was the kind of embarrassed silence that only happened in human company. (Or so I
thought.) The puppets waited for events to proceed. I waited with them, ignoring the self-conscious 
coughs and glances towards the empty auditorium. 

Someone (something) spoke out of the corner of its mouth. "It's your line. M'lud, it's your line. 
Bring in the accused."

"Oh, sorry." It was my line! "Bring in the accused."
The crowd erupted, booing and hissing, arms raised, fists formed. A small wooden pitchfork 

appeared above the yelling heads, and a man dressed in a postman's coat and hat was dragged into 
the space in front of me by two more tubby soldiers.

"Villain."
"Chop his legs off."
"He pinched my paying-in book, the swine."
"Chop his legs off."
"Someone's already said that."
I was called into play again when a barrister wearing a dusty grey horsehair wig and ominous 

black gown stepped forward. "The accused, Josef Yurtalink, has ransacked the town's post and 
abused his position of trust by steaming open the envelopes and reading everyone's letters."

"I haven't. M'lud, I don't own a kettle."
"Then how do you brew your tea?" The crowd behind the barrister shouted, 'answer that.'
"I don't drink tea. I prefer ale."
"Drunkard."
"Ask him to walk in a straight line."
"Wait, wait," I called for calm. In the silence someone mumbled 'chop his legs off.' "No one is 

going to have their legs chopped off." Disappointment rippled through the crowd. "Justice must be 
seen to be delivered."

"Rubbish."
"Who said that?" Dozens of little heads stared at dozens of little feet. "What's your defence?" I 

said to the postman.
"Scurrilous lies, M'lud. It's a vendetta to tarnish my name and have me sacked."
The crowd didn't agree. I raised my hand to shut them up. "Who's making these accusations? Can 

you name them?"
"Pietr Zgorda."



"Shame."
"Lies. Shocking lies."
"The bare faced cheek of him."
"Chop his legs off."
"Stop going on about his legs."
"Well he can't deliver the post if he's got no legs, can he?"
My intervention was needed again and I began to worry I might soon lose control of the 

proceedings. "Is Pietr Zgorda here to defend himself against the counter-accusation?"
The crowd shuffled about. A man wearing a long red coat, and two identical twin girls with 

enormous freckles, moved aside as an old man stepped forward. His jutting chin appeared first 
followed by a face with hollow cheekbones and his head topped off with a stovepipe hat. Dressed 
head to foot in black and with his leather bag he was either a doctor or an undertaker.

"Are you Pietr Zgorda?" I said.
"Aye."
"And have you been spreading rumours about Mister Yurtalink?"
"I have not."
"What do you do for a living Mister Zgorda?"
"I run a telephone and wireless business."
His answer took me by surprise. I suppose his outfit was contemporary with early telephone 

technology, but standing in front of a medieval princess threw me a little. "Is it in your interests to 
see the postal service go out of business, Mister Zgorda?"

He twitched, hopped about with discomfort and tried to avoid answering.
"If you rubbish Mister Yurtalink's character and lose him his job, there'll be no postman, no postal

service and everyone will have to communicate by telephone. Won't they, Mister Zgorda?"
"That's your opinion."
"And if the telephone is the only means of communication you'll have a monopoly and be able to 

increase your prices."
"He already charges too much."
"And he listens in when you're talking. . . ."
"I do not. . . ."
"Yes, you do. I caught you. That's why your ears are so big. . . ."
"They are not."
"Nosy bugger."
"Crook."
"Charlatan."
"Chop his legs off as well."
"That won't stop him listening in, will it?"
"Chop his ears off then."
The makeshift courtroom erupted again, with defenders and accusers yelling for both sides. I 

waved my arms and a hush fell on the proceedings. "I have a decision. Mister Yurtalink is free to 
go. . . . " Before I could finish the crowd went berserk and the man who was initially threatened 
with the loss of his legs was carried off shoulder high. Mister Zgorda was also engulfed; 
disappearing into the crowd which closed around him until he was swept away. Justice served, 
correctly I hoped, I found myself alone on the stage.

"Bravo." A single voice spoke from the auditorium. I blinked and recognised the old man from 
the workshop. 

"Oh, hello. Sorry, when I saw you in the workshop I thought you were one of the puppets."



"You're not the first to make that mistake. I'm Milan. I'm the caretaker here when the others go 
home."

A feeling of embarrassment came over me. Not because I mistook him for a puppet, but because 
he had sat through my private performance. 

"I've never seen that done before. It was quite impressive."
"Just a little party trick," I said.
"A little party trick. Do you know any other little party tricks like that?"
"One or two. You don't sound too surprised to have seen any of that."
"Puppets running around all by themselves?" Milan relaxed in his seat and crossed his legs. "You 

see all sorts of things in here when the place is empty. Last month, for example, they all got 
together to discuss wages."

"Wages? The puppets are paid wages?"
"A puppet's gotta eat," Milan said. He grinned at me. Rob Wallet wasn't the only one who could 

catch me out. "Why the trial?"
"I didn't plan that. It just sort of happened."
"Must be a subconscious thing. Do you try people in real life? Do you hold judgement over 

others?"
"No. I don't suppose so."
"The power of life and death? Come on, your secret's safe with me."
"I don't have the power of life and death, no." I did once. I suppose I still had, but I was lying to 

myself denying it. 
Milan wasn't convinced. "Well, they seemed to respect you. Maybe it's because you're twice as 

tall as them."
"I guess I'm not supposed to be here."
"No, you're not. It might be a good idea for you to leave before they come back." Milan 

approached the stage and took my hand to help me down. He walked slowly and carefully out of the
auditorium and through the lobby to the theatre entrance. "Don't make a habit of it. They have to be 
up early in the morning." He opened the doors. "You think it's unusual I don't find any of this 
strange? You of all people?"

I suppose he was right. After the events in Rotterdam and my previous life of spells and 
broomsticks, my surreal world had become second nature, tricking me into believing it to be unique.
But it wasn't. There were others like me, thousands, possibly millions. "I see your point." 

Milan smiled from the other side of the doors and returned to the darkness of the theatre.
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Expecting the transaction to take place in one day I hadn't booked a room in Prague. Forced home I 
roamed my own house like the ghost I was and noticed some minor disturbance. A telephone 
shifted a centimetre, the cup left on a kitchen shelf put away in one of the cupboards, the pillows on 
my bed plumped. I rushed to the loft and the door I knew to be locked was still locked. . . . The 
intruders had to be my parents and whilst they were always welcome, their daylight incursions 
would be problematic. 

Standing among the assortment of items in the loft, the spreading collection, three pieces away 
from completion, I had an idea. In several easy steps I travelled to a DIY store, stole a door chain, 
returned and attached it to my front door. Now I could come and go without undoing the chain, but 
no one else could get in without a struggle. Such simple solutions to major complications. Even if 
someone attempted to break the chain, the noise would be an early warning to me sleeping during 
the day.

And now the image of Natasha returned to haunt me. I assumed it to be her image; it might have 
been that of the puppet in Druba's lounge. They were, after all, indistinguishable. The only 
difference being movement and Natasha's voice as delicate as the dexterity she used to create her 
little wooden children.

I tried to relieve the agitation by checking my bank account, and checking it again every ten 
minutes until a growing anger forced me to turn off the phone. The payment didn't go through until 
six in the morning, Bamberg time; too late and too bright to return to Prague. But with my house 
secure and the deal finally complete I could settle down and look forward to seeing again the 
beautiful contents of Druba's apartment.

When the sun descended behind the wooded horizon of Bamberg, it left behind a celebration of 
golden clouds scattered loosely across a crimson sky. With hardly any preparation I left the house 
and arrived in Prague, landing beneath a group of heads and shoulders hanging over the walls of 
Charles Bridge. I don't think they saw the darkly dressed figure added to the shadows of the bridge's
Gothic parapets. I would have heard the cries. On Kampa Island Druba's apartment windows were 
open, but the rooms behind filled with darkness. I hadn't warned him I was on my way, so it was no 
surprise he didn't answer the intercom when I buzzed.

Druba must have been at the workshop feeding his wife or on stage manipulating her creations. 
The choice before me was a serendipitous search of the apartment and another meeting with the 
Wondrous One, or head down to the workshop and meet it, him, her in person. I assumed the puppet
to be male, but he was the image of a woman. One and the same, and I loved them both. Would my 
parents love me, the woman who was also a monster? It shouldn't have mattered; wood or flesh, 
human or inhuman, I was still the same person.

The temptation was too great. The square virtually empty. No one would see me enter. Inside the 
lounge the wooden crowd sat around in the darkness of the room. Their extended features pointing 
at one another; chins and cheeks; legs dangling over the edges of shelves, limp limbs draped across 
walls lined with the sharp shadows of the window frames. I found him where I last saw him and 
decided he shouldn't be hanging from the wall like an unwanted coat. I took him down (paused for 
the expected protests from the other puppets, but Druba wasn't here; they had no one to speak for 
them) and held his head to mine.

For five wonderful minutes he tucked his nose under my chin and the glow of a street lamp 
danced with delight in his wide brown eyes. He sat in the fold of my arms and let me carry him, 
carry him like an obedient pet. And all the time his enormous smile, so wide his face could barely 
contain it, competed with my own uncontrollable grin charged by the spark of life in his features 



and in the way he fitted my caress with such precision he could have been made specially for me. I 
stood by the window and turned to allow him to see the street outside and the world he deserved to 
explore.

The evening could only get better. First the Wondrous One and now his maker. With no sign of 
Druba or his wife returning I headed for the workshop. The journey could have been a short one, 
but I chose to walk and relive Druba's route over bridge and along alleyway, through hidden square 
and down quiet street until I found the doorway to the workshop.

There was no sign of Natasha inside. Technicians supported a noisy rehearsal hidden beyond the 
stage curtains. Carrying used props and backdrops they waited for a cue to head out with a wooden 
horse pulling a flamboyant carriage, or prepared the wires of a bizarre flying machine built to carry 
a brave wooden adventurer.

Over in the corner of the workshop by the steps down to the stage, Milan snoozed in his chair. I 
took a deep breath and chose to move quietly, not wanting to wake him and have him tell everyone 
about the previous night's private performance. Unless, of course, he had already briefed everyone 
about my ability to control the puppets without pulling the strings.

I approached a technician standing around with nothing to do. "Hi, I've come to see Tomas or 
Natasha. Are they here?"

"No." He kept his eye on the busy technicians. "They don't come here during rehearsals."
"Oh. Are they in the theatre?"
"No, they'll be shopping, I guess. They were here earlier."
An older man heard us talking. "Are you Frieda?" he said and shook my hand.
"Yes. He must have told you about me buying the hat."
"The fake hat, yes. He was quite angry about that."
"Takes his hats very seriously does he?"
"His collection of film items, yes. He was very excited to be offered Robert Redford's hat. It 

doesn't happen every day."
"No. It was my father's originally. I'm trying to buy it back for him, but I don't think he knows it's 

a fake either."
"Why does he want it back if it's fake?"
"It reminds him of me." The urge to smile came and went in a flash and the words upset me. I 

didn't want to be so candid with a stranger, but this unknown man saw my discomfort straight away.
"Well, you should do everything to get it back. Tomas is quite easy going. I'm sure he'll let you 

have it."
"We've already agreed a price. I'm here to collect it. I was surprised to come across all the 

marionettes. They're so intriguing."
"Yes. Have you seen the ones in Tomas's apartment?"
I think he knew what he was asking. "All of them. Some are more eye-catching than others."
"Ah, so you've seen Natasha's effigy."
"Effigy?" 
A boat floated by, pushed along not by a plywood current, but the steady hand of a technician. A 

second technician walked alongside controlling a puppet fishing from the boat. The puppet, a young
woman dressed in a modern waterproof coat and baseball cap, caught a fish and tugged at the rod. 
The boat swayed as the fish resisted and then, without warning, lurched away from me and pitched 
the fisherwoman over the side.

The older man studied me as much as the impromptu performance. A third technician holding a 
cloth decorated with fish and crabs and shells crouched in front of the upturned boat where the 
fisherwoman floated in the air pocket between the cotton water and the plywood hull.



"Twenty minutes she was stuck there," said the older man to me. "Twenty minutes and gasping 
for air, the torrid waters flowed and carried her downstream, no one knew she was there, not the 
people stood on the roads watching the racing boat swept along the river, muffled screams unheard. 
And only when the sea opened its mighty mouth ready to swallow boat and girl did a friendly 
sandbank snag them both. The tide reversed and fishermen caught her just in time and pulled her 
out, weak and wet. Her husband wept and took her home."

Every word prompted a change in action: the boat upturned, carrying the puppet fisherwoman 
along; the cotton water swelling and heaving more violently until the technician flipped it over with 
a single movement of his hands and the lifesaving sandbank appeared. . . . 

"That's the story of Natasha," said the older man.
Until I could make sense of the narrative I could only conclude the puppet beneath the boat 

looked nothing like Natasha or the Wondrous One. And there was another question. "The Vltava 
doesn't flow into the sea?"

"Who said it was the Vltava?"
"But the story's true? Natasha was almost swept away like that?"
"Yes. A French river. They were on holiday. Only been married a year. She was okay in the end. 

We obviously dramatise it for the audience, but it shook her up. She never went fishing again."
"No. But how is that related to the effigy?"
"She made it when she came home. A gift for Tomas to remember her if she did die in some 

tragic accident."
The gesture fascinated and disturbed me. Such an expression of joy created in the aftermath of 

dying. I wondered how my father would feel to have a wooden effigy of me hanging on his office 
wall, laughing like a drain as he ransacked everything he owned and threw it all out. Laughing from
beyond the grave. I knew from personal experience, experience more acute than Natasha's upturned 
boat, that death was nothing to smile about.

But then, the alternative for Tomas would be photographs full of Natasha's expression from 
happier times, and ephemeral memories of her laughter, her voice, her spiky black hair and wide 
face struggling to hold together one of her beaming smiles.

The older man left me and the boat was put away. I called Druba's number to let him know I was 
here.

"Hi, Frieda," he said. "Apologies, I didn't know you were coming back so early. We're catching 
up on some shopping and I have to take some stuff round to my mother's house. Natasha can meet 
you at the apartment. . . ."

I didn't hear the rest of his sentence. He may have mentioned ten minutes and some reference to 
the hat. I didn't know and didn't care. After spluttering something about catching up later and 
ending the call, I said goodbye to the technicians and was about to leave the workshop when I 
noticed Milan.

He was lifted out of his chair and carried over to a table towards the middle of the workshop. Two
technicians lay him flat on his back, dismantled his left leg and replaced it with a new wooden one. 
Then, after replacing his strings, the technicians lifted Milan off the table to test his new mobility; 
stepping him this way and that, standing him on a bucket, and with a final complex flourish of the 
arms, bowing to the puppet wife of a puppet sergeant. The technicians then picked him up and 
stuffed him into a large box.

I left the workshop, trying to ignore what I just witnessed and how it influenced our conversation 
the night before. Milan, the man asleep in the chair, spoke to me, he watched my performance with 
his wooden colleagues. . . . I stood outside Druba's apartment and asked myself if he and his wife 
were puppets too. Perhaps they all were. Perhaps everyone in my new life was made of wood, 



including my parents.
The possibility of being flesh and blood in a wooden world distracted me from what I was about 

to do and who I was about to meet. The Wondrous One, who I'm sure was made of wood, and his 
maker, who I hoped was not. I had a choice: to hold his wooden face against mine and feel the 
energy released by his gorgeous smile or enjoy the gentle sensation of Natasha's skin . . . her warm 
skin chilled by my deathly features. 

How could I hold her without the need to explain why I'm as cold as a Prague pavement in 
December? 

The drone of a scooter echoed down the street. Natasha arrived and in one fluid movement of well
practised parking pulled up next to me. She wore a lime green open-faced helmet which framed her 
perfect features in a soft luminous square. Her dark eyes flashed and she pulled the helmet off to 
allow an erupting smile to spread across the full width of her face.

"Hi, sorry about this." She chained the scooter to the bike racks and fussed with a storage box, 
pulling out several bags of groceries. I took them off her to let her deal with the locks and keypads 
of the apartment and then handed them back when she led me through the lobby towards the stairs. 
She turned the most mundane activity into a fascinating display of quick fingered artistry: turning a 
door catch, undoing her coat collar, pressing a light switch. I would need an eternity to watch and 
enjoy every conceivable task she could carry out with those extraordinary hands. 

An eternity I had at my disposal.
"Were you waiting long?" she said on the stairs. 
"Couple of minutes."
"Oh, that's okay."
She moved without strings. The one flaw in puppet construction was the movement: the staccato 

way of walking, the embellished grasping of arms, the concavity of the puppet's back as if gripped 
by arthritis, the jiggle and wiggle and clickety click of uneven footsteps. Natasha had none of those 
limitations. "Tomas told me where he left the hat." She unlocked the apartment door and ignored 
the waiting audience in the hallway.

"I'm sorry he was disappointed with the purchase."
She dropped her handbag on the lap of the farmer in the old chair in the lounge. "Works to your 

advantage though."
"Only in that I'm on a mission. If I could do anything to help him replace it."
"Oh, don't worry about it. He'll live."
Yes, he would, but only for so long. And where was his effigy to comfort Natasha when he was 

gone? "I was at the workshop earlier and someone told me about your fishing trip to France."
Natasha laughed, a loud hearty gasp of surprise. "God, did they? Oh no. I think they'll write that 

episode on my headstone. Finally, death took her and please make no mistake, she's gone for good, 
and covered with mud, with no chance to escape." She could laugh at her own death, but I couldn't. 
The choice between a wooden puppet and the real thing was becoming easier. "Would you like a 
drink?"

"Yes, thank you." I wanted to ask her to give me coffee in the biggest bucket she had, anything to 
prolong my visit. Not only was I in her apartment, in the same room, a kitchen small enough for me 
to put my arms around her without the need to step any closer, but I had two versions. One, silent, 
hard and indestructible (unless you took a saw to it), the other lively and tender, but mortal. The 
version of me who walked the earth before my trip to Rotterdam would have taken them both 
without too much thought. Natasha filled the kettle, put away the shopping, prepared two cups and a
large cafetière, and did it all with concentration, focus and organisation. An attention to detail as if 
she loved the challenge of every second of life and the need for perfection before those seconds ran 



out.
With the cafetière filled she offered to find the hat. I watched her go taking off her coat as she left 

the kitchen and revealing her bare shoulders beneath a black vest top. I ordered myself to take the 
puppet, steal it, kidnap it, buy it, lease it, borrow it, anything to distract me from delivering any 
form of action that might harm Natasha. After all, the attraction started with the effigy. But my 
thumping heartbeat stirred again and my lips dried in anticipation of the bloody lubrication stored in
Natasha's veins. 

She called from the living room. "Here it is."
I found her wearing the hat. It fell over her eyes with the brim, curved the same shape as her silly 

grin, propped on the end of her nose. "The lights have gone out."
Gently, I lifted the brim from her nose and found myself staring into those eager brown eyes. 

Natasha's smile hesitated for a fraction of a second, long enough to measure another thud in my 
chest. "It suits you . . . even though it's ten sizes too big." I took the hat and turned away.

"Is everything okay, Frieda? Has Tomas damaged it?"
"No." The Wondrous One continued to laugh, but he must have been accusing me of all sorts of 

duplicity. "It's when I look at it I think of my father."
"I didn't know. I'm sorry."
"Oh, he's not dead. No. He threw it away because he thought I was dead."
"He must be relieved to be wrong."
"That's the problem." When I turned she had approached and stood face to face with me. I wanted 

to push her away into a safe corner of the room. "I haven't told him yet. He still thinks I'm dead."
A new expression crossed Natasha's features and the skin between her eyebrows knotted. "Why 

don't you tell him?"
"Because I've changed and I'm not sure how to explain it. I have this crazy idea that bringing 

together his collection will somehow make me complete like the person I was before." 
Natasha scanned me as if looking for evidence of an artificial leg or some form of tangible 

damage. "What happened? No, that's intrusive." She touched my arm. "Forget I asked."
My lungs inflated, full to bursting, and yet I couldn't breathe. A single barely perceptible touch 

travelled through the layers of my sleeves. Her shoulders glistened. I pulled her to me and felt her 
warm skin on my face. She shivered.

"You're very cold, Frieda. Are you ill?"
"No. I'm not dressed for a Prague spring." The temptation offered by her shoulder increased, but 

where my eyes wandered not the usual erogenous zones, but areas of skin covering an artery or a 
visible vein. Natasha's fingers touched the lower strands of my hair. The inside of my head 
exploded and a ferocious bloodlust pulled my lips apart. I had seconds to stop myself, to find the 
strength to pull back from a bite that would change Natasha's life story.

"Natasha," the name floated from me. . . . "I want something."
The door to the apartment rattled. Druba was back. Only the hallway separated us. . . . I thought 

of Milan and the Wondrous One and living puppets. . . .
"Is Frieda here?" Druba entered the lounge and found us wrapped together with my gaping mouth 

hovering above his wife's shoulder. I waited for his reaction, not to me, but to the sight of his wife 
caressed by the living form of the Wondrous One, caressed by her own puppet creation, her own 
effigy.

"What. . . ." He stepped back, grabbed for the wall and pulled several tiny blacksmiths off their 
hooks. "What is that?"

"What is what?" Natasha said. "Tomas. . . ." She let go of me and ran after her husband lurching 
down the hallway. 



I gripped the hat and vanished. In the urgency to escape I barely thought about where I'd go and 
landed on the fly bridge of Rob Wallet's boat. He must have heard the commotion and appeared on 
the steps.

"Oh, it's you. Groovy hat. Didn't know you listened to country and western."
I sat down to catch my breath and Rob's brevity diminished.
"What have you done now?"
"I nearly killed someone."
"Well, you are a vampire. It's sort of what vampires do if you're not careful."
"It's not funny, Rob."
"No. Sorry."
"Now I'll have to go back."
"To finish them off?"
"I said it's not funny."
"No. Sorry."
I explained the events, the hat, Druba, the puppet, Natasha, Milan and the private performance. 

Rob listened and pretended to care, but I could see by the way his jaw tightened he was trying not to
laugh.

"Good job you can think on your feet," he said when I told him about taking the form of the 
puppet. "If you weren't a witch you wouldn't be able to do that."

"I need to explain to them what happened."
"No, you don't." He sat down next to me. "They live in Prague. Weird things happen every day in 

Prague. They're surrounded by weirdness. They never found the golum after it escaped, you know."
"The what?"
"Go back later and find Natasha. Druba will think he was dreaming or on acid or something."
"She's beautiful, Rob."
"I take it you're not talking about the boat."
He groaned when I poured out my feelings for Natasha. He called it vampiric lust, a common 

affliction and that I'd have trouble trying to bite a wooden puppet. Eventually, against all my 
attempts to resist his humour, he made me laugh. 

"If you do tell your parents what you are they probably won't notice the difference. Daughter 
rolling home at all hours in the morning. Lying in bed all day."

"I'm not like that. I never was."
He found a couple of beers. "From what you've told me so far you're one of the most evil goody-

two-shoes I've ever met. You're a puzzle."
"She'll be on her own again. I'll be back soon."
I left him alone with the beer and returned to Natasha's apartment. She was sitting on the edge of 

the bed, dolefully controlling the strings of the Wondrous One. He stepped this way and that, 
swinging out a tiny foot to kick Natasha's ankle. She stopped when she became aware of me in the 
doorway.

"Tomas has gone out to calm down," she said.
"I'm sorry for all that."
"It gave him a shock, but he'll live."
"I didn't know what to do."
She looked up at me, her eyes still red from crying. "He would have understood. We live in a 

make believe world, Frieda. Whatever you are, ghost, phantom, fairy. . . ."
"Vampire."
"Vampire. We're all part of a big inexplicable universe."



I sat on the bed and stroked the Wondrous One's spiky artificial hair. "I didn't finish my question. 
Would you make me a puppet just like this? Just like you?"

Natasha lifted him onto her knees. Her lips moved when his small head wobbled. "Sure, Frieda. 
But only in exchange for a kiss." 

Druba was right, he was better at doing the voices. Natasha was a hopeless ventriloquist. I cupped
her face in my palm and kissed her lips. "We have a deal," I said and waited for Natasha's smile to 
fill the room with light.



13

A spring downpour scoured Bamberg and carried away its dirt to the river. Outside Lothar and 
Gabbys' house the water poured across the stableyard cobbles to a pile of rubble. Refused access to 
the sodden ground the rain formed an enormous puddle ankle deep. Gabby, waterproofed by layers 
of coats and trousers, waded through the water with a wide broom that made no impact on the size 
of the puddle.

"Do you need help?" Tollmann scurried beneath the canopy of the stables.
"No. Leave it to me. Leave everything to me. I'll bring the horses in and feed them and tidy up 

and get rid of this water that my husband's act of vandalism has caused."
Only then did Tollmann notice the empty space where Lothar's office once stood. An ugly pile of 

broken bricks, roof tiles, deformed window frames and splintered guttering formed a jagged 
pyramid. Gabby stopped sweeping.

"When did he do this, Frau Schoenhofer?"
"Two days ago. He says a skip is arriving tomorrow, but he won't need a skip he'll need a barge. 

God, look at this place."
Tollmann took the broom off Gabby and led her back to the shelter of the stables. The horses kept

their heads away from the violent raindrops blasting the yard and the open doors. "Where is Herr 
Schoenhofer? Why isn't he here helping you?"

"He's gone into town. Gone to see a business friend, but he wouldn't say why."
"I wanted him to be here, Frau Schoenhofer. . . ."
"Oh, stop calling me that. Gabby."
"Sorry, Gabby. Well, if he isn't here he can't share the news."
"News? About Frieda?"
"Yes. She's been spotted in Prague. And this time there are no doubts."
Gabby grabbed Tollmann and soaked the outer layers of his clothing. "You're sure it's her?"
"It would seem so, yes."
"My Frieda. Why is she in Prague? She has visited the city, but she didn't have any connections 

there. What was she doing?"
"I don't know. She was seen near Charles Bridge, but we don't know why. The important thing is, 

Gabby, we can try to piece together her movements, maybe anticipate where she'll go next."
"Why don't you arrest her, bring her back?"
"It's not that simple. We're not physically following her. She's not within arm's reach."
Gabby's face dropped and the rain continued to bounce off her head and shoulders. "I should ring 

Lotty."
"Where will I find him? You can ring him, but I'd like to speak to him in person."
Gabby was already on the phone. "Frieda has been seen . . . In Prague. . . ."
Tollmann mouthed the words, "Put the phone on conference call."
"I don't know how. . . . It's Oliver, he came here to tell us, but instead he found me up to my neck 

in water trying to clean up your mess. . . .  He wants to speak to you." Gabby offered Tollmann the 
phone and went back into the rain with the broom. 

"Herr Schoenhofer," said Tollmann.
"Prague? What is she doing in Prague?"
"I don't know that yet. But we can follow her now."
"Don't follow her, bring her back. If she's really there."
"Why do you say that, Herr Schoenhofer?"
"Because I don't believe you."



"Why have you demolished your office? What good will that do?"
"It's none of your business."
"I'm making it my business-"
"It's nothing to do with you, Tollmann-"
"Where are you, Herr Schoenhofer? I want to talk to you in person."
Lothar paused and said, "I'm near a bar in the city centre. Die Rosen."
"I know it. I'll meet you there."
Tollmann gave the phone back to Gabby. One minute in the downpour left his coat and trousers 

saturated. "I'm meeting Lothar in town. Do you want me to tell him to come home?"
"No, don't bother."
"Gabby, you both need to give each other some space. Let him react in his own way. Let him take

out his anger on the office instead of you."
Gabby stopped sweeping. "Is she really in Prague, Oliver? You're not just saying that to pacify 

me? I'd rather know the truth."
Tollmann nodded and squirmed when heavy raindrops found a gap between his collar and the 

back of his neck.
"I suppose I should accept she's a grown woman, not a child. It's difficult to stop thinking of her 

as a child. Do you have children, Oliver?"
Tollmann grinned. "No. You ask me every time I come here."
"Sorry. Get out of this rain, Oliver. You're already freezing cold. You'll die of pneumonia."
"I'll speak to you again. Gabby. Please take care of yourself." He pulled away before the rain 

raced the tears down his face.
When Tollmann walked into Die Rosen Lothar was sitting himself down at a table next to the 

window, daubing his head with a handkerchief and flattening his wet hair. He was astonished to see 
Tollmann drop down into the chair opposite. "You drive here with the sirens on?"

"No."
"Takes me half an hour to get here in the car."
"Police training."
Lothar smirked. "Police training my ass. What's going on, Tollmann? And don't give me any shit 

about contacts and people who know people. Frieda has not been seen in Prague. Is she dead or 
not?"

"The way you're destroying the world around you anyone would think she was dead."
"I made a few enquiries of my own, Tollmann." Lothar turned his beer glass on the table top and 

studied Tollmann's cautious reaction. "They knew all about the Malandanti's corruption. The tricks, 
the bribes, the pay-offs. You know it was in front of me all the time."

"What do you mean?"
"I worked as a solicitor for twenty-five years. I represented businesses and every time they tried to

take legal action against late payments, contractual disputes, shoddy goods, whatever the complaint,
we were frustrated time and time again. I thought it was the system, a corrupt system. I gave up in 
the end. But now I know the truth. It was them. It was their thieving corrupt network, wasn't it?"

"It affected us too, Herr Schoenhofer. Bamberg police, Bundespolizei, Europol, Interpol. Wasn't 
just the local business community."

"You said I was a conman."
"When did I say that?"
Lothar leaned across the table. "In the mortuary of all places. When I was waiting to collect the 

body of my dead daughter."
"I said a lot of things there, I'm sorry."



"Well that was the only way to take them on. Play the bastards at their own fucking game. I didn't 
want to do it. I put myself at risk. Put my family at risk. And look where we are now. I brought 
Frieda up the same way, to trust no one, and she ended up part of the problem."

"She was doing what you were doing. Playing them at their own game. In fact, she infiltrated 
them, not as an informant, but to take advantage of them. Don't blame yourself for something that 
didn't happen."

"They ruined a lot of legitimate businesses. Ruined a lot of decent people. And Frieda became one
of them."

"No, you're wrong."
"You said yourself she was mixed up in it."
"To take advantage of them. . . ."
"You don't see it, do you? She took advantage of them taking advantage of others."
"Smart woman if you ask me."
"I wish they'd keep these doors closed." Lothar poured another shot of beer into his glass. The 

door was behind him, but hadn't opened since Tollmann arrived. "I hired a private detective to ask 
around for me. A few of my old clients. I was speaking to him tonight. None of them knew about 
this."

"Be careful who you speak to, Herr Schoenhofer."
Lothar whispered again. "There was talk of Satanism, for Christ's sake."
"Frieda wouldn't be involved in any of that."
"How do you know?"
"They were the specialists I told you about. Don't go there, Herr Schoenhofer. For the love of god,

don't delve into any of that. There weren't many of them. Less than a hundred."
"You sure of that?" Lothar sipped his beer.
"Yeah, I'm sure. You don't forget people like that." Tollmann turned on his phone and scrolled to 

a gallery of images. He presented a photograph of a hotel in Munich evacuated after fire engulfed 
the rooms. Paramedics and police surrounded the guests, escorting them away from the blazing 
building. "The Munich attack. Look at her," Lothar studied the photograph of a young woman 
covered by a large blanket. "Her name is Jennifer Enzo. She assassinated Adrian Mellor in London, 
the MI5 informer, an explosion which killed scores of innocent people. She was at the hotel in 
Munich when the top levels of the Malandanti network were murdered, and there she is walking 
away from it all. 

"She, Herr Schoenhofer, is a very dangerous individual. She is on the opposite side to your 
daughter. She is part of a system that has killed two colleagues of mine in Bamberg, killed the wife 
of an Interpol investigator in Belgium and driven insane a second investigator in Lyon."

Lothar held the phone for a closer look at the woman beneath the blanket. He took a long swig of 
beer straight from the bottle. "She looks . . . she doesn't look human."

"She's a psychopath, Herr Schoenhofer. Your daughter's only chance of avoiding this woman and 
her colleagues is by lying low and if she has the power of witchcraft, she needs to use it."

"Witchcraft?"
"Witchcraft, yes. There are Cabbalists in Prague. Maybe that's why she was there." Tollmann took

his phone back.
"Look me in the eye and tell me Frieda was in Prague."
Eye contact was made and Tollmann's intensity made Lothar tremble. He glanced behind him at 

the door just as it swung shut and two customers dashed away. The rain came down heavier.
"She was in Prague, Herr Schoenhofer, and I'm not going to tell you how I know. However," he 

sat back and brushed a few stray raindrops off his lapels, "I want to make Frieda's house a crime 



scene. Secure it. Make sure no one can enter."
"Gabby and I go over there now and again. Have you been going there?"
"Why do you ask?"
"Someone is going there. Things are left lying around as if Frieda still lives there." Lothar 

shivered again.
"I went inside a couple of times."
"And slept on the bed?"
"No, I didn't do that. . . ." 
"You're a curious individual, Kriminalkommissar Tollmann."
"We live in a curious world, Herr Schoenhofer. I'm trying to find someone who is dead."
"Yes. You are, aren't you?"
"What will you do with the space where the office stood."
"Level it."
"And then what?"
"I don't know." Lothar looked at his beer bottle for the answer. "The memories had seeped into 

the walls, so I knocked them down, but they've seeped into the ground. And now they'll start to 
grow. Every blade of grass, every pernicious weed, every spore and seed, her memory will 
multiply . . . What am I supposed to do, Tollmann? The only solution is to get her back, but even 
then I have a new set of memories gathering, memories I never knew existed. . . ." 

"Ignore the new memories, Herr Schoenhofer."
"Memories cannot be removed so easily. God knows I've tried."
"I have to go." Rain hosed the bar window and Tollmann decided he couldn't wait all night for it 

to ease. He said goodbye and stepped out, passed the window, and through the distortion of the 
raindrops saw Lothar slowly place his glass on the table and examine the apple that wasn't there 
before. Tollmann waved and walked away into the storm.



14

Grand houses, the semi-palatial homes of the semi-aristocratic, always inspired and impressed me. 
And in some respects made me giggle, the way they stretched out from either side of their entrances
without ever quite achieving the width of real palaces owned by real aristocrats. I stood outside one 
now, a multi-windowed Baroque monument to one family's accumulated wealth; wealth that wasn't 
quite enough to build the wings as wide as Versailles or the Herrenchiemsee or the Schonbrunn in 
Vienna. So close and yet so far.

The villa also reminded me that Turin was one hundred kilometres from Lake Maggiore. . . . My 
visit here would be brief. (I know I said that about Prague, but this time I meant it.) Natasha's 
features followed me everywhere and I was daydreaming about her when the door to Villa Sbariotta
opened and a young housekeeper stared out at me.

"Hi, my name's Frieda Schoenhofer and I would like to speak to Signore Sbariotta." 
"How did you get in here?"
"I flew." I think the joke was lost in translation, but the truth was even more absurd.
The housekeeper struggled for an answer. "You can't have flown in here. Who are you?"
"I just said. Frieda Schoenhofer. I've travelled from Germany to meet Signore Sbariotta. He has 

something he wants to sell me."
"Wait there." She slammed the door in my face.
Tall ground floor windows grew out from behind short laurel hedges around the base of the villa 

walls. To one side of the entrance I noticed a room and a man dressing. He was in a hurry to pull on
a black jacket and fasten a black tie. The housekeeper entered the room and spread confusion into 
the preparations of the man I assumed to be Sbariotta. He turned to the window. I smiled and waved
at him.

When the front door wrenched open Sbariotta stood in front of me, out of breath and still 
struggling to achieve a satisfactory knot in his tie. "Who d'you say you were?"

"Frieda Schoenhofer."
"Never heard of you. Who are you?"
"Frieda Schoenhofer."
"Yes, yes, I know your name, you told me that."
"But that's who I am. I don't have any other names."
"What are you doing here, signora? And how did you get in. The gates are locked."
"No, they're not."
"Aren't they?" He peered across the formal garden in front of the Villa lit by concealed lights and 

smelling of jasmine. The only presence was his car, a solitary intruder in a soft landscape tickled 
and teased by jets of water from birds carved out of granite.

"Where's your car?"
"I walked."
"You told Olivia you flew."
"Olivia shouldn't believe everything she's told."
"Get out." And he slammed the door in my face. I knocked again. He opened it.
"I've come to buy the overalls."
"Overalls?"
"From The Italian Job. You bought them off Norbert Spinoza in Germany. They were part of my 

father's collection and I want to buy them back."
"They're not for sale."
"Everything is for sale if the right price can be agreed."



Sbariotta shuffled about on the top step of the entrance, huffing and puffing, unable to decide if he
was staying in or coming out. He called for Olivia who was stood right behind him. "My tie. . . ." 
She fiddled with the knot and adjusted the collar. Satisfied he was decent he came down the steps 
and approached his car. "I don't know what time I'll be back, Olivia." His alarm bleeped and the car 
doors clicked open. "What d'you say your name was again?"

"Frieda Schoenhofer."
"German?" He paused before getting into the car and studied me. "I suppose you're already 

dressed appropriately. At least in colour. You'll have to come with me if you want to talk."
I joined him in his car and he zoomed off down a long avenue of pleached lime trees and out of 

the gates swinging open as he approached. 
"Where were you going, signore. . . ."
"Michaeli. Don't bother with all that formal stuff. I'm going to a funeral."
"Funeral? At this time of the evening?"
"They're not burying him. That was this morning. No, the funeral party is this evening. Been 

going on all day, but I had to come back. See to some business affairs, meet some people."
"Wash your overalls."
"Pardon?"
"How much do you want for them? You can name the price."
He patted the dashboard of the car. "I've always liked Jaguar. British engineering. Italian cars are 

fine if you like repairing things, but a good British sports car is hard to beat."
"Is that why you bought the overalls?"
"Partly. Great film. Not sure about Michael Caine getting one over on the Italian police, but . . . 

Do you know the Mini was designed by an Italian?"
"No."
"Alec Issigonis."
"Doesn't sound Italian."
"Trust me."
I didn't trust him. My phone told me Alec Issigonis was Greek. When Sbariotta finished his 

speech on British engineering I said, "Born in Smyrna. Originally a Greek port, but now part of 
Turkey."

"Well aren't you the killjoy. Anyway, it makes no difference. Italian, Greek, Turkish. We're all 
European now. The overalls are not for sale."

"Not even for a silly amount of money?"
"I don't need the money. . . ." He struggled to remember my name.
"Frieda."
"Frieda. I'll have the bragging rights. The last laugh. Most of my friends were in Turin when they 

filmed The Italian Job. They were used as extras and I missed out. But they don't have what I have. 
And before you make a silly offer, I don't need the money. And besides," he studied me again, "I'm 
not sure you could afford to make a silly offer."

The phrase wasn't arbitrary. Silly offers had been a running joke in my family since the day I 
came home from school when I was seven years old and found my parents looking at the details of 
a large house three or four times bigger than our own. They told me they were planning to buy it, 
which surprised me because the coat I was wearing had been bought second hand a couple of 
months before.

And yet there they were checking out a house with five bedrooms (we only needed two), with 
stabling and paddocks (we didn't have any pets), and garaging for four cars (my father was the only 
one with a car; an eight year old Volkswagen). They didn't tell me where the money came from, but



I learned a year later that my father had developed a financial investment scheme with virtually 
unlimited profits; all he needed were enough greedy mugs to fall for it. He used his experience as a 
lawyer to keep everything legal and his experiences of being ripped off by rich clients to suppress 
any sense of guilt or ethical responsibility. At the same time, I also learned of my mother's 
indifference to what my father did.

They placed a bid for the house, but it was turned down, so without any hint of irony my father 
laughed and said to my mother 'we can afford to make them a silly offer. No one ever turned down 
a silly offer.' And the sillier the offer, the more effective it was in securing a sale.

My father was correct. Sbariotta was wrong. In spite of his house and his Jaguar and his newly 
acquired bragging rights he would be swayed by a silly offer? He just didn't know it yet. "Was the 
deceased a friend of yours?" I said. 

Sbariotta contained his emotion, gulped and rubbed his mouth with the back of his hand. 
"I'm sorry. I didn't mean to upset you."
He squinted and shook his head. When he cried he sounded asthmatic. A hand on his shoulder, in 

my limited experience of comforting people, would have made the situation worse. Grief's many 
manifestations had always fascinated me, from wailing hysterics to morbid depression. When I 
followed my parents round the house they displayed a new expression of grief: denial. A refusal to 
acknowledge reality and continue daily life as if they were in a play, a badly scripted and badly 
directed play, so bad the audience had walked out.

We arrived at the location of the funeral party and a sense of deja vu overcame me. The villa was 
identical to Sbariotta's, as if he had driven round the Italian countryside for fifteen minutes before 
taking a different route home. The grounds were full of cars, some of them British (Sbariotta parked
next to a Bentley), and the villa house lights shone down on a very well attended gathering.

"Your friend must have been very popular," I said. Sbariotta filled up again and jumped out of the
car. 

"Frieda, may I request that you are discreet this evening? I understand you want to know about 
things, but please try not to ask any questions."

"Okay."
Sbariotta laughed and then abruptly stopped himself. "I'm sorry. The circumstances are very 

difficult."
"You thought I was dressed appropriately for a funeral? Thank you."
We walked into a boisterous reception, quite jolly in some parts. I had never been to an Italian 

funeral and wondered if the convention was to celebrate the life rather than mourn the death. But 
even in this context some of the shrieks of laughter seemed inappropriate.

"Michaeli, welcome back." A silver haired man with a bone structure as sharp as the black 
handkerchief sticking out of his top pocket grabbed Sbariotta and vigorously kissed him on both 
cheeks. "So this is why you went home." He held my hand and kissed the back of my fingers. 
"Signora." I felt conspicuous in my black leather jacket and black jeans, appropriately dressed as 
Sbariotta mentioned, being kissed on the back of the fingers. . . . 

"Your name, signora?"
"Frieda. . . ."
"Frieda. That sounds ravishingly Germanic."
"It does, doesn't it? Heaven knows why my parents chose it."
"So, you're not German?"
"Oh, yes, I'm German, but my friends always thought the name was quite old fashioned. Some 

names can be quite embarrassing. . . ." Sbariotta turned away. His shoulders wobbled and I could 
see the emotion overtaking him again. The silver haired man choked and left us in the hallway. 



"What did I say?"
"Nothing." Sbariotta took out his handkerchief to dry his eyes. "Don't worry about it."
For the next hour or so, Sbariotta mingled, exchanged small talk and navigated a variety of 

subjects, none of which made any reference to the deceased. My curiosity began to boil and I 
became desperate to know who the mystery corpse might be: someone famous being buried in 
secret; someone important being buried in disgrace? The effort needed to hold my tongue was too 
great so I asked for the bathroom. 

At last an opportunity to eavesdrop. I left the bathroom unseen and mixed with the mourners 
without them knowing I was there. (The occasional shiver gave away my presence, but everyone 
shivers at funerals and wakes.) The mourners talked about Greece, about olive crops, about 
Pavarotti and people booing at Covent Garden. They talked about money, about having too much 
and having too little. They rubbished their relatives and praised their grandchildren. One old boy 
achieved a great deal of merriment with an anecdote about Mussolini, and another old boy killed a 
conversation dead when he told a middle aged woman how beautiful her mother looked after plastic
surgery.

One of the guests, a nervous man with hunched shoulders, gripped a brandy glass with both hands
and avoided contact with everyone around him. He looked through me, took a sly sip of his drink 
and crept away from the gathering. I followed him out onto a terrace at the back of the house where 
he pulled up when he saw a small group of people standing around a large telescope. A man was 
explaining to several children how to find the Pleiades low in the sky and then, shifting the 
elevation of the telescope, began to explain the various areas of the moon.

"Why is the moon red, signore?" said a girl with a long pony tail.
"That is a blood moon," the man said pressing his eye against the viewfinder. 
The mystery man with the brandy glass studied the moon, the gathering and glanced back into the 

house where the jollity rolled and bubbled like some tectonic magma about to spew out through the 
patio windows. He emptied his glass and returned to the noise.

Around the telescope the children gathered and one by one took their place at the viewfinder to 
stare at the blood moon. The temptation to produce some phantasmic visual treat for them was too 
hard to resist. A boy pointed at the sky. "The man in the Moon!"

The children squealed when the blood red features of the Moon smiled the gentlest hint of a smile.
They rushed into the house, leaving the solitary adult to wait for the trick to explain itself. He 
looked through the viewfinder, checked again with his own eyes, back to the viewfinder and finally 
surrendered and followed the children. I was about to go with them, but the sneaky man with the 
empty brandy glass had been hiding behind a curtain. He crept onto the terrace and adjusted the 
angle of the telescope, pointing it across the dark trough of the valley to a solitary distant light.

The children bounded back into view, trailed by several impatient grown ups who dismissed the 
lunar fantasies, and disturbed the brandy glass man who jumped and almost knocked the telescope 
off its tripod. 

"It was a face," the girl insisted.
"And it was smiling, look." The boy pointed again and distracted the adults who ignored the 

brandy glass man struggling to repoint the telescope at the sky. He gave up, offered a weak smile to 
the adults and took himself back into the villa to top up his drink.  

Other than the dominant black clothes, there was no indication of a death, of grieving, of sorrow 
or regret. Death was an absentee. Whoever had died must have been a comedian in life. I noticed 
Sbariotta whisper and nod to the brandy glass man and then continue to look around the crowd, 
searching for me. He asked a woman, "Have you seen a young German girl, leather jacket, jeans, 
plain looking girl with jet black hair?"



"No, sorry."
He pushed through the various groups asking the same question and describing me in the same 

words until I was sick of hearing them. I ducked under the stairs and reappeared from the other side 
without drawing any suspicion. Sbariotta found me. "Frieda. I've arranged an extra place at dinner 
for you."

"That's very kind of you. . . ."
"Hopefully they won't sit you on a stool or a crate of oranges."
"Signore Sbariotta, can I make an offer for the overalls? Will you accept fifty thousand euros?"
"No. I told you, it's not the money."
"One hundred thousand."
"No. . . . "
"Two hundred thousand. . . ."
He laughed. "Signora, stop. They're not for sale." And with his final word he took my arm and 

followed the progression into the dining room.
I whispered to him, "If you don't sell me the overalls I'll start asking people who has died."
Sbariotta snorted and shook with hysterics. But he wasn't crying he was laughing, and within 

thirty seconds everyone around us laughed with him; tear-inducing laughter, body shaking guffaws 
and belly laughs, the whole collection of guests, young and old, male and female, bawling with 
uncontrollable laughter and me in the middle, stony faced and unaffected by the joke.
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The dining room table, as big as a road bridge, held forty-seven. I counted every occupied chair, 
including my own, and the number troubled me. It was a number symbolic of a life I wanted to 
leave behind and yet here I was trying to recreate the collection in order to recreate myself, my 
former self. But still, forty-seven, some memories persisted stronger than others. Two more arrivals 
and there'd be a Satanic forty-nine, seven by seven and the diabolical potential it contained. We 
were surrounded by bored servants patrolling the room, pushing and pulling chairs, wheeling in a 
variety of starters and topping up glasses. Several small dogs dashed around the ankles of the 
servants and between the chair legs. Remove the electric lights and replace the clothing and we'd be
guests at a medieval banquet.

I sat down on a proper chair next to Sbariotta and waited for him to introduce me to those diners 
in the immediate vicinity, but he forgot my name again and told everyone it was Fiona. 

"It's not the first time people have made that mistake," I said and introduced myself properly.
The woman next to me shivered throughout the first course, but thought it might be the 

extraordinary temperature of the sorbet. To the right of her the man with the empty brandy glass 
was now gulping down his wine and exchanging shifty glances with Sbariotta. Before I had the 
chance to ask who he was an even more detached character strolled into the room and joined us. I 
leaned towards Sbariotta. "The old man who just walked in, the big guy at the head of the table, 
who is that? Or am I not allowed to ask?"

"Leopold Brancona. He's the owner of the house."
At the far end of the room, where the table diminished in size and the diners were mere specks 

distracted by their soup, the old man positioned himself at a peculiar angle to the table and rested 
his left arm over the back of his chair. His outline, with a head seemingly too large for the body, 
came and went in a fog bank issuing from a cigar which, from this distance, looked like a salami 
sausage. He belched out his smoke without any concern for those eating around him whilst his own 
plate remained empty. For the duration of the meal he ate nothing, but continued to smoke his cigar 
and watch the assorted guests feed on roast chicken, fish, medallions of spring lamb and a chocolate
pudding glazed with raspberry sauce.

He pointed his cigar at me. "Who is that? I don't recognise you."
"Frieda Schoenhofer. I was invited here by Signore Sbariotta."
"Really." Brancona sat forward and leaned both elbows on the table. He examined me through his

cloud until a second question occurred to him. "German, are you?"
"Yes." The noise of eating hushed and Brancona seized everyone's attention, directing it towards 

me.
"Mm. You've heard the joke about heaven and hell," he said. "In heaven the French bring the 

wine, the Italians bring the passion, the bankers are the Swiss and the Germans are the mechanics. 
In hell, the Italians are the bankers, the Swiss bring the passion, the French are the mechanics and 
the fucking Germans bring the wine."

Snorts of laughter flew at me like aggressive birds. Brancona's own chest jumped as if his chair 
had rolled over a bump in the carpet.

"And it's all paid for by the Greeks," said another man half way down the table.
"You're not laughing, Frieda. You don't think it's funny? I guess that would be another version of 

hell. The fucking Germans are the comedians." Servants kept their mouths shut and their eyes to 
themselves as they took away the plates and cutlery.

"But we're all Europeans now, I guess, so we must welcome everyone into our homes and our 
dining rooms and our bed chambers, regardless of how barbaric they may be. My electrician is 



Polish. He can wire a fuse, but ask him about anything else and he's as dim as one of his faulty 
bulbs. And yet whenever we want an opinion we ask the Poles. The Poles suggest this, latest Poles 
suggest that. . . ." He paused for the polite response. "And all that from a country that abolished 
vowels in 1745."

Brancona's self-satisfaction swelled with ever larger puffs on his enormous cigar, each plume of 
smoke bigger than the last. "I say we're all Europeans, of course I'm excluding the British. If only 
the central bank would finance a group of Dutch engineers to sever the tectonic plate that connects 
Britain to mainland Europe. Let them float off across the Atlantic so they can wedge themselves 
securely up the Americans' arses."

"All the Anglo-Saxons connected together," said a young man with hair as curly as the smoke 
coiling above Brancona's head. "Prick to butt."

"Here here," Brancona said chewing his cigar. "Can't be nothing more boring, Frieda, than a Brit 
reminding you Bosch who won the bloody war, what! Apart from 1966 it was the last thing they did
win, didn't they?"

The diners agreed. A voice mentioned Agincourt and sarcastically asked if there was anyone here 
who was there at the time.

"Perhaps you can tell us, Frieda, why Germany is still hell bent on controlling Europe? You've 
tried it twice and failed. Can't you take a hint?"

"I thought fascism was invented by the Italians?"
"Yes, it was, but you lot perfected the formula. You only lost the war because you left a bloody 

Austrian in charge. Ask them to write you a symphony and you're in good hands. Invade Russia and
you can barely make it to the other side of Romania."

I sat upright and made room for a servant to take away my dessert bowl.
"Sorry, I don't mean to embarrass you, Frieda. It could be worse. You could have been born in 

Belgium." The volcanic yells of laughter rattled the cutlery and I felt excluded again from some 
hidden joke. Brancona bowed his head and chortled. "The fucking Belgians. . . ." Perhaps they were
mourning the burial of Europe.

Another man asked, "Which part of Germany are you from, Frieda?"
"Bamberg." I answered quickly and another hush, a nervous hush, fell across the diners. A few 

lips pouted, a silent whistle blew. . . . My chair began to feel like a throne and I detected a shift in 
power away from the head of the table. 

"Now there's a curious place," Brancona growled. "Quite a hotbed of mystery. How safe are we if 
we were to visit Bamberg at this time?"

"That depends on who you know and what you know. Mixing with the wrong people will get you 
killed."

A woman asked, "Did they ever solve the Cathedral murder? The body on the spire."
"No, but I know how they did it." I screwed the tip of my fish knife into the table top. Brancona 

waited with his cigar balanced between the fingers of his right hand, smoke glazing the front of his 
frozen expression. "There are Satanists in Bamberg. They help, or rather, they helped the 
Malandanti assassinate their victims using a fifteenth century spell from a grimoire called the 
Abramelin. They can summon demons and it was those demons that carried the body to the top of 
the spire." The diners remained still, their cutlery silent, food unchewed. "And incidentally, one of 
the Satanists involved comes from a villa just south of Ancona on Lake Maggiore. . . . "

"Witchcraft?" said Brancona. Two puffs of cigar smoke plumed across each syllable of the word.
"No. Something greater than witchcraft. Something much more powerful. More ancient." Perhaps 

they would appreciate a demonstration, but at that moment I wasn't in the mood. Brandy glass man 
twitched and tried to attract Sbariotta's attention.



"Bullshit," said Brancona. 
Sbariotta stood and left the dining room with the brandy glass man.
"No, it isn't," I said. "You have no idea what exists all around us, even here among us."
Brancona's eyes never left me; two large dark voids veiled by his personal cloud. He cocked his 

head and in the chilly silence of the dining room, with the waiting staff backed against the walls like
furniture, we heard the soft pitter patter of footsteps approach along the corridor. Brancona watched
an enormous black Dobermann step into the room. One by one we were studied, and the dog, 
shining in the candlelight, waited for a signal to get out or stay and sit down.

Without taking his eyes off the beast Brancona said carefully, "Whose dog is this?"
It began to rumble like an ominous distant storm gathering over the nearby hills. The guests 

around the head of the table stiffened, expecting Brancona to take control of the dog, but its 
shoulders bristled and its haunches began to lower ready to pounce.

Without moving Brancona spoke again. "Would a member of staff remove this animal." 
I clicked my fingers and the dog blinked. 
"Is this your dog, Frieda?" Brancona said.
"No." The dog reversed from the table and left the room. "It must have wandered in through an 

open door. Perhaps Michaeli and that other man left a door open somewhere."
Two servants who went out after the dog came back nonplussed. "It's gone, signore."
"Gone? Did you look upstairs?" Brancona heaved himself out of his chair. "It was a German 

dog. . . ." he grumbled. "Even the fucking dogs are evil. . . ." 
I followed him. He stumbled up the staircase and pushed into a large study shutting the door 

behind him. When I walked through it he startled. "I'm not frightening you, am I, Signore 
Brancona?"

"Who are you?" He didn't say keep away, but I could see his mouth trying to form the words.
"Everyone keeps asking me that and I'm getting sick of repeating the same answer. Frieda 

Schoenhofer from Bamberg. Germany."
Brancona backed away from me, bumping around the furniture, dislodging a pair of Neapolitan 

figurines and bringing down several watercolours along the wall. I matched him step for step until 
we came to the mirror. Unable to take his eyes off me he caught the frame. Grabbing his arms I 
spun him round and stood next to his dizzy body, posing like a tart next to her panting sugar-daddy. 
The cigar sprayed ash when it hit the carpet launching ghostly serpents of smoke coiling upwards 
where my reflection should have been. Brancona wheezed like an ancient wind instrument, lungs 
and heart struggling to supply enough oxygen to hold his crumpling body upright. His weight 
finally settled in a gasping heap at my feet.

"Ancient forces, signore. All around us and here among us. Even me with all my German 
intelligence and fabulous Franconian brain can't explain it. You don't look at all well. I'll call for 
help." I turned back at the door. . . . "Do you have a preference for the nationality of the medics? 
I've heard the Swedes are very good, but it's a long way to come from Stockholm. The Portuguese 
are also very good, but the ambulances are quite small." I stood to go, then hesitated. "Does the 
colour matter? If say, Estonian ambulances are red or maroon. . . ." Brancona gargled. "Maroon. 
Okay. I'll see what I can do."

I chose not to panic, taking my time instead to avoid falling down the stairs. The news of 
Brancona's condition met the indifferent attention of the party goers drifting out of the dining room 
and an ambulance was called. It arrived ten minutes later, white and Italian. Brancona, purple 
around the gills and his shirt torn open from the resuscitation procedure, was bundled into the back 
and carted away with all the haste of a couple of sightseeing tourists.

Sbariotta was one of the few who didn't see him off. He could only be in one place and I found 



him and his shifty friend out on the terrace glued to the viewfinder of the telescope. They had no 
idea Brancona was on his way to hospital. They had no idea I was on the terrace listening to them.

"There, now, look, look," said the brandy glass man. "Didn't I tell you?"
Sbariotta shut his left eye and checked the telescope. Even with my eyesight, keen as a hawk's, I 

couldn't make out anything more than a bright house lamp glowing from a garden on the other side 
of the valley.

"You can't handle tits like that on your own, Vincenzo. I can offer you a hand. . . ."
Vincenzo shoved Sbariotta away from the telescope. "What time is it?"
"Just gone ten."
"Time to go. I said I'd get away for eleven. She'll be getting cold standing around like that."
"Lucky you. I guess I have to take that ugly German back home."
"She's not so bad."
"Not so bad," Sbariotta was itching to get at the viewfinder again. "Her nose looks like the front 

end of a jet fighter. You could dig up a road with it."
I pinched the tip of my nose. It wasn't so big; a slight prominence of the bridge, but. . . .
"Right. It's all yours, you dirty bastard." Vincenzo left Sbariotta to gaze at the distant heavenly 

body. Curious to know where he was going I trailed him to the front of the house where the guests 
mingled, still shocked by the disruption to dinner and a half-dead Brancona on his way to hospital.  

I noticed two of the children who had been using the telescope earlier and persuaded them to 
follow me into the garden. "Do you want to see a magic trick?" They nodded and grinned. I 
produced an apple from behind the ear of the girl with the long pony tail. "Who was the funeral 
for?" I asked.

"Signore Curtins," she said staring at the apple as if she had never seen one before.
"Signore Curtins. That doesn't sound very Italian. . . ." Vincenzo's car was leaving. I produced a 

second apple from behind the boy's ear. 
"Are you a wicked witch?" he said with an uncertain frown.
The question troubled me. For ten lurid minutes, spurred on by intimidation, I had returned to my 

old self, a cruel and quick to anger woman encouraged by her dark Bamberg ancestry to scare a 
man half to death. The look of fear on the boy's face, a look any member of the Malandanti would 
be familiar with, induced in me the guilt I wanted to feel outside Sepp Jurgen's house over a week 
ago. At last, some humanity was re-emerging, tangled up with remnants of the monster I used to be.

"No, I'm not a wicked witch." I emphasised the word wicked even though the boy wasn't old 
enough to understand the subtlety.



16

Vincenzo drove through the dark unaware of the hidden hitch-hiker sitting in his passenger seat and 
forcing him to turn up the heating. We arrived in the arid forecourt of an illuminated house at the 
end of a dusty track. The door opened and a naked woman stood waiting. Vincenzo clambered out 
of the car, lifted the woman off her feet and carried her inside. I'm no prude, but events were getting
ahead of me. After a moment I followed them indoors and found them humping and wrestling like 
two breathless apes on a table in the hallway. Vincenzo paused, stroked the hair off the woman's 
face and before resuming his exercises muttered something about closing the window. I don't think 
it was meant to be a euphemism.

In the lounge a number of framed photographs populated a huge writing desk. Several volumes of
academic textbooks sat in a pile, all of them authored by Doctor Vincenzo Della Bruni. I read the 
flyleaves and variations of his biography, his research, his eminence, his leading role in the study of
microbial trends in agriculture, his family, his wife . . . his wife of forty years: Carmen, his 
mysterious consort, who was herself something of an influential civil servant in Turin.

She certainly had influence over a distance and a short memory. The grunting and groaning 
blundered through the house like Genaro Gui's faulty plumbing. I left them to it until I heard more 
voices joining the ecstasy. Remaining unseen I peeped into the bedroom on the first floor and found
them alone wrapped in a knot and watching a DVD. 

"There he is," Vincenzo said. On the screen a man stripped down to a pair of rubber shorts lay 
spread eagled inside some kind of urban dungeon as a hooded dominatrix stubbed out cigarettes on 
his chest. The ghoulish performance ran on for several minutes inciting Vincenzo and Carmen to 
lubricate each other until they stopped spellbound . . . and the dominatrix removed her hood. 
Suddenly there were two Carmens in the room, but her on screen subject was not Vincenzo. 

"Here he goes." Vincenzo coiled his arms around the real Carmen's body, fascinated by his 
partner and her human plaything. The bed began to squeak. . . .

In the film the man wailed, called for more, worked himself up into a frenzy, followed every 
whack of the bat with a melodramatic howl and gnashed his teeth when Carmen shoved the heel of 
her boot into his groin. She began to speak, seductively, teasingly, provocatively, repeating the 
man's name over and over again: "Signore Curteens, Signore Curteens, you filthy bastard, filthy 
Signore Curteens. . . ." 

 But something happened, something involuntary. Without warning I found myself stood at the 
front door to Sbariotta's villa. His Jaguar was here. He must have left the funeral party without 
waiting for me. Behind the long window above the laurel bushes, the room where I first saw him 
arguing with his own tie lay in darkness. I rang the door bell and was confronted by Olivia waving 
the remote control of a television.

"Signore Sbariotta is not here."
"His car's here," I said.
"Signore Sbariotta is not a car."
I couldn't argue with the flawless logic. "Do you know where he is?"
"Of course not."
"Can I come in and wait for him?"
Olivia leaned through the open door. "No. Wait in your own car." She slammed the door in my 

face for the second time.
By now, reeling from the porno film starring a dead man flogged by a living man's wife, my 

nosiness (and I told myself never to use that word again) lured me into Sbariotta's house. Olivia sat 
in the kitchen watching a noisy game show on television. Most of the other rooms in the villa were 



virtually empty, sparsely populated with contemporary furniture chosen more for its form than its 
function and sharing white space with self-conscious exotic plants glossed like green rubber until 
they looked as abstract as the art. Every element of the house was artificial and lifeless; literally. 
There wasn't a single photograph or representation of a human being.

Sbariotta's office possessed the clean precision of a showroom, a shining whiteout except for the 
dull black of his leather chair. I sat in it, spun around and tugged at the locked drawers of his desk. 
Placing my fingers across the tiny keyholes I recalled  Agrippa's spell for controlling complex 
mechanisms, repeating the chant until the internal clockwork of the lock cracked and clicked and 
the drawer floated open.

It was a digital treasure chest filled with discs and memory sticks. I examined one out of curiosity.
The iMac buzzed into life and presented a list of spreadsheet files. Another stick, another set of 
files. An SD card contained Word documents, a DVD stored office furniture catalogues of a 
company named Sbariotta. Sbariotta's office furniture company.

Restless and ready to move on I tried one more SD card and found a long list of video files. My 
heart raced at the possibility that this was Sbariotta's own compendium of pain; his private 
catalogue of private performances in the very un-officelike environment of Carmen's dungeon. I 
clicked on mov-03-13-black.mp4. . . .

One hour later Sbariotta arrived home and poured himself a drink in his lounge.
"You left without me," I said.
He jumped. The ice cubes rolled out of his tumbler. "I thought you had left on your own," he said.

"You disappeared. . . . How did you get in here?"
"Olivia let me in."
"I find that hard to believe. She never lets anyone in."
"There's always a first time. She's very rude."
He tried to retrieve the ice cubes, but one had slipped underneath his settee. "You're not still 

determined to buy the overalls, Fiona, I told you-"
"Can I ask you a personal question?"
"What?"
"Do you think I have a big nose?"
The blood drained from his face.
"You don't really think I'm ugly, do you?"
Sbariotta abandoned the ice cube and spluttered. "That . . . it was just words, two men behaving 

like kids. Of course I don't, Fiona."
"Frieda."
"Sorry, Frieda."
"You could show me the courtesy of getting my name right now and again."
He nodded.    
"Who was he?"
"Who?"
"Signore Curtins."
Sbariotta winced. "Leopold's brother in law. Signora Curtins was too embarrassed to attend the 

funeral."
"Too embarrassed?"
"He had funny interests. They separated last year. . . ."
"I want those overalls."
"You won't take no for an answer, will you?" 
"Was he Italian? Signori Curtins?"



"What? No, Belgian, but I think his grandfather was Irish or something."
"Why was everyone laughing? There's nothing funny about his name."
Sbariotta stared up at me. "Leopold was right. You Germans don't have a sense of humour, do 

you."
"Don't give me an excuse, signore."
"For what?"
"I was a nice person once. It lasted for ten days, but I can feel a change coming over me. I seem to

adapt to the company I keep, signore."
"What does that mean? Is your sense of humour like mine now?"
"Brancona's description of heaven and hell was quite a mouthful. Have you heard the one about 

the traveller entering the village?" I circled Sbariotta who stayed down on his hands and knees. "He 
asks an old man by the side of the road what are the villagers like here? What are they like where 
you come from, says the old man. Oh, quite good, very friendly and amenable. Well, I think you'll 
find the villagers here are just like that."

"Okay. We're a bunch of assholes. . . ."
"I haven't finished. Another traveller arrives outside the village and asks the same old man the 

same question. What are the villagers like here? What are they like where you come from, says the 
old man. Oh, they're a bunch of assholes. Well, says the old man, I think you'll find the villagers 
here are just like that."

"Very profound, Fiona."
"Being amongst monsters makes me a monster, signore, and I'm the biggest monster in the room. 

In the past I've mixed with worse people than you and your friends. They taught me a lot."
"In Bamberg?"
"In Bamberg, yes. We do things a certain way in Bamberg. I'm going to take back those overalls, 

Signore Sbariotta." I knelt down. Now we were nose to nose with my right hand in my pocket and 
the memory card in my right hand. I wanted to close the deal, but I also wanted the mischief to 
continue for a few more minutes. "Let me see them, signore, I beg of you. Oh, signore, do let me 
see the overalls that belong to me. Signore, signore. . . ." I pushed myself against him and stuck the 
tip of my tongue between my teeth. "Be a sweet boy for me. . . ."

A bead of sweat ran down the side of his forehead. "What are you up to?"
I produced the SD card. He tried to grab it, but wasn't quick enough for an arch-conjurer like me. 

Off he went, darting through the house, turning left and right, right and left, up the stairs and 
straight ahead until he clattered into his office and raced to the computer. A well aimed jab of his 
thumb turned off the machine and his acrobatic video performance. 

"You're quite supple for a man of your age, signore."
"Fuck you."
"The overalls, signore." I grabbed his throat and he decided to co-operate, leading me to another 

room furnished like a garage mechanic's workshop. We stepped into a motoring shrine packed with 
old petrol station signs of Shell and BP and Elf and posters of famous races: Le Mans '58, Milla 
Miglia '54, San Marino Grand Prix '81. There was so much stuff compressed and cluttered in no 
particular order as if the roof had been removed to allow it all to be dumped from above. 
Mannequins squirmed in badly fitting Cinzano and Porsche race outfits, others wore dislodged 
leather skull caps and driving goggles slipping down their faces. . . .

"I haven't prepared them yet." He pulled the overalls from a box on a table top. I held the light 
blue fabric and stroked the two stripes down the left side of the chest, and pushing the sleeves 
against my face I could smell the air freshener my father used in his office. 

"Do you want to see my silly offer now?" I won't forget Sbariotta's expression, his fleeting 



attempt to understand the forces in front of him, the world he inhabited. A world in which life and 
death coexisted, a world in which superstition was not the mumbo jumbo some liked to believe, but 
solid and real, and in my current form and state of mind more vicious than he could ever 
comprehend. 

I jumped forward, dragged him across the table, snatched the shirt away from his neck and bit so 
hard my teeth met either side of his fleshy shoulder. Blood showered my face and the evening's 
tension evaporated with every gulp allowing me to reflect on death and its peculiarities, its ability to
present itself in so many forms including humour. If one could call Curtin's death humorous, which 
I didn't. But at least now I understood the funeral laughter having seen Sbariotta's video collection 
and the spectacle of him and Vincenzo Della Bruni and Carmen and several unidentified perverts 
surrounding Signore Curtins as he hung from a hoop, struggling and kicking until the strangulation 
took his life. 

Signore Curtins: death by hanging. I was the only one who didn't see the funny side. I was a 
fucking German; no sense of humour, we Germans.

Hoping to prove Brancona wrong I licked my lips and held up Sbariotta's pale face fading further 
towards permanent sleep. "Did you hear about the overambitious vampire? She bit off more than 
she could chew. Why did the vampire take up acting? It was in her blood." Sbariotta didn't laugh, 
didn't even crack a smile. I had to try harder. "Never become friends with vampires. They're a pain 
in the neck." Nothing. "When I go to a restaurant I don't mind eating meat, but I always avoid the 
stake." 

Perhaps Brancona was right: I would never have a sense of humour. But as Sbariotta slumped to 
the floor of his makeshift workshop I had his overalls, my overalls. My father's overalls. I also had 
Sbariotta's blood all over me and the dirty memory of Signore Curtin's final moments of life. 
Studying the workshop, the signs and symbols - the detritus - of motoring heritage, it occurred to 
me that I should feel at home here. The Germans make the best mechanics, according to Brancona? 
Sbariotta's workshop should have been a little piece of heaven, according to Brancona. Brancona 
should have been here to see it.
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The slow transformation of the stableyard continued. In the void of his demolished office Lothar 
leaned on his shovel like a grave digger. Tollmann thought twice about continuing any farther, but 
Lothar pivoted on his shovel and saw him. 

"What are you waiting for?"
Gabby was nowhere in sight and half the stables were empty. Two foals with two mares 

remained, but all the rest had gone. "Where are the horses?"
"She sold them. They went this morning. She's keeping these two young ones for now. One 

reminds her of Frieda, one is a reincarnation of Frieda. I don't know who the mares are supposed to 
represent."

The outline of the office had been turned over and raked level, but Lothar had more work to do 
before the piled up lumps and jumble of the ground in the middle looked presentable. He stared at 
the mess, uncertain or unwilling to carry on.

"We must be honoured. Two visits in two days," Lothar said.
Tollmann sniffed. "Yeah. You should use a rotavator on this. You'll never level it with a spade."
"I don't care. I might leave it like this. I feel like I'm digging Frieda's grave. Or trying to dig her 

up, I can't decide which is worse."
"You have to stop thinking like this, Herr Schoenhofer."
"Herr Schoenhofer. What happened to Lothar?"
"I'm sorry."
"I told you yesterday, call me Lothar."
Tollmann rubbed his eyes. "Yeah, sorry. I didn't sleep at all last night."
"You get more peculiar every time you visit. I thought you were unconscious with your eyes open

yesterday. Perhaps it was the sunlight." Lothar pushed his spade into the rubble. . . . "Oh I give up 
with this. Come with me." He threw the spade down and headed for the car. 

Lothar didn't speak again until they were approaching the outskirts of Bamberg. "So they gave 
you the third degree, eh?"

"Who?"
"Who? Your commanding officer, your boss. That officious arsehole as you described him."
"Yeah, yeah. Third degree."
"You have to see his point though. Creeping around here, allegedly undercover. How you thought 

you'd get away with it I don't know, but then I didn't believe a word of it from the start, you fucking 
liar."

"I'm sorry. Yes, I know I keep apologising. . . ."
"You didn't apologise yesterday. Have you ever seen Twelfth Night?"
Tollmann laughed. "You suggesting I have an identical twin?"
"I don't know what I'm suggesting, but I'm getting tired of your games. Frieda's dead isn't she? 

Why won't you admit it?"
"Because she isn't dead."
"Right. And the apple in Die Rosen. That was a joke wasn't it? You ask me about Frieda and 

apples and the next time we meet you leave one on my table."
"What do you want me to do?"
"I want you to decide what you're up to. I told you yesterday I'll be making a formal complaint 

about your behaviour, your actions, your response. Why, for example, you didn't tell me that 
Bamberg police had been in touch with the German embassy in the Netherlands or that police here 
had been liaising with police in Rotterdam. Or that you were busy investigating the attack of a man 



called Mathauser. You forget about all that? Does your memory come and go, Tollmann, because it 
seems very selective."

"I won't respond to that. I have my reasons. Things change every day."
"Fuck me, the game goes on. Gabby is selling all the horses and we'll be moving away eventually.

We'll take our memories and our mourning with us and conclude that we'll never be able to bury our
daughter. And that flat patch of ground next to the house will continue to be the grave she never 
had. In fact, I should go back to the house and dig that grave and bury you in it, Tollmann."

"I don't blame you for thinking that."
"The police haven't sealed Frieda's apartment, have they?"
"Where are we going, Lothar?"
"I don't know how you fixed a chain to the inside, but I'll put that with the rest of your weird 

behaviour. You said the Malandanti have infiltrated the police. That means you could be part of it."
"Yes."
"And all this could be a clever way of concealing Frieda's disappearance, the pretence of an 

investigation, the confusion."
"Yes, it could. Where are we going?"
"To where it all started, Kriminalkommissar Tollmann. To see if I can jog that memory of yours 

before I beat the truth out of you."
The journey ended at a derelict set of iron gates blocking a track which continued through thick 

bushy undergrowth and dense tree cover so thick it was impossible to see more than ten metres.
"You recognise this?" said Lothar.
"The Ransahlhof."
"According to your colleagues this is where the Bamberg coven met. You almost caught them 

here, but," Lothar turned off the engine, "your report led to a disciplinary hearing, did it not?"
"It was difficult to explain what happened here."
"Explain it to me."
Lothar climbed out of the car and stood at the padlocked gates, staring through the bars like a 

prisoner.
"Simon Frenzel was in danger of being exposed. We wired him up. He led us here. The rest of the

coven were here with him, including Frieda. When support arrived the building was on fire."
"So why didn't you write a proper report? Sounds pretty straightforward to me. What was it? 

Negligence." Lothar listened to Tollmann's voice over his shoulder. "What did you see, Oliver?"
"You wouldn't believe me if I told you."
"Try me. I promise not to laugh."
"The way they escaped. Twelve of them. They flew from the bell tower . . . flew away to the 

northern end of the forest. How was I supposed to include that in a report. Ten men lost their lives 
in that fire. It was an ambush and I was expected to explain the escape by saying they flew away on 
broomsticks."

"Is that how they got away with everything? Black magic?"
Tollmann joined Lothar at the bars. "Ninety percent is explainable. Hypnosis, suggestion, 

chemicals, drugs, intimidation, violence. But the other ten percent, well I guess it's physics we don't 
understand yet."

Lothar produced an apple out of nowhere. "Don't forget sleight of hand. Frieda was very good at 
sleight of hand. It would help you to be the innocent victim, wouldn't it? The inept detective 
hamstrung by black magic. Losing track of his criminals because their broomsticks are faster. Is that
why your colleague was killed the year before? Kriminalkommissar Albrecht Korminsky? Another 
fall guy?"



"As a matter of fact he was corrupt." 
Lothar's frustrated footsteps crunched across the stony ground. He paced about, considering his 

next question. Tollmann gazed through the only gap in the tree cover and saw rushing clouds 
heading south. "The day was similar to the one we had today, Lothar. When they flew from the bell 
tower she came down low over my head. Threw me off my feet. There was a burst of static 
electricity as she went by. Took the wind out of me. Arms ached for two days after that. And she 
laughed. As she flew away I could hear her laughing."

The flat evening light cast no shadow against Lothar's face. Nothing to exaggerate his expression 
or reveal his thoughts. The gates groaned when Tollmann leaned against them. "I don't care if you 
don't believe me. It's what I saw. I know what I saw."

"We only asked her once," Lothar said. "We were round at her house one weekend and Gabby 
being Gabby, she had to poke around in the cabinets. She found a book full of numbers. An old 
book. It wasn't like Frieda to take an interest in things like that. She was always the scientist, more 
interested in how the clock worked than how time travelled. We asked if she was religious or 
spiritual and she laughed. And witchcraft? Do you see a broomstick anywhere, she said. But it was 
the grin, the way she grinned when she lied. It was there from the age of five like a challenge. Like 
a clue. I thought about that grin for years, but she was good at hiding things, Tollmann. Except for 
that book."

"Maybe she wanted you to find it."
"What else was she up to we didn't know about? If she could lie so easily. I never liked that grin."
"It's the art of the long con. You made a living out of it, Lothar. Don't start getting all holier than 

thou. Frieda learned from you. She superseded her tutor. Isn't that what you wanted? Isn't that what 
all parents want? A better life for their children? She discovered the science, the extra ten percent."

Lothar's glance and the contempt thrown from it rejected Tollmann's suggestion. But Tollmann 
wasn't wrong. He had seen it for himself and Frieda made a point of letting him see it. She knew he 
could do nothing, tell no one. She knew it would never appear in any of his reports. It was all part of
Frieda's cruel game. "Are we finished here, Lothar?"

"Yes."
"Do you still love your daughter?"
"Why do you care?" Lothar turned away.
Tollmann grabbed his arm. "Please answer the question."
Lothar snatched his arm away and rubbed it hard. "What? I don't have to answer any more of your

questions."
"Do you want her back?"
"Of course I want her back."
"Do you still love your daughter, Herr Schoenhofer? After all this?"
Somewhere beyond the gates, beyond the maddening forest and its overgrown history, Tollmann's

secret lived on; the unreported memory of being dropped to the ground by an agonising burst of 
static electricity and the sound of laughter that haunted him even now. He climbed into the car and 
said, "Frieda will be back before the end of the week."
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I was hoping the idiots were behind me when I stood on Flachgasse in Vienna with the address of 
Gert Breitling on my phone. In spite of his surname I assumed this particular Breitling was not an 
heir to the watchmaker's empire. He wouldn't be living on the shabby side of Flachgasse if he was 
rich. Breitling answered the door on the ground floor and my instincts told me he lived here alone.

"Hello, are you Frieda?"
"Yes."
Breitling stooped slightly, a nervous look of deference as if his visitors were in some way 

superior. He invited me into the hallway where I recognised Eine Kleine Nachtsmusik playing in 
another room. I also recognised the Wondrous One; Breitling had the same spiky black hair, a wide 
face ready to smile and bright lively eyes darting around.

"Do you like Salieri, Frau Schoenhofer?"
"You can call me Frieda."
"Frieda."
"I thought this was Mozart?"
Breitling grinned (a smile not quite as gleeful as Natasha's or the puppet's) and held up his index 

finger. "Ah. . . ."
My heart sank. Breitling showed me into a large high ceilinged sitting room. With wood flooring 

and few soft furnishings the acoustics sparkled, clear and uninhibited, and the music swirled like 
droplets free to show off every instrument with incredible clarity and precision. 

"I'm glad you contacted me about the sheet music, Frieda, because I had some questions I wanted 
to ask you."

"Really? You're still prepared to sell it all back to me?"
"Oh, yes, yes." Breitling walked with the same rhythm as the music. He turned down the volume 

and took the memorabilia - sheet music from the film Amadeus - off a shelf at the far side of the 
room. The item had already slipped through one pair of hands between Spinoza in Bamberg and 
Breitling here in Vienna. I could find myself staring at a pile of photocopies. Breitling studied the 
sheets as he stepped back across the room.

"It's the handwriting," he said. "The written notes across the staves and in the margins." He 
handed the bundle to me and continued over to another set of shelves next to an old baroque table 
where a second bundle waited. He sat on the chair arm next to me to compare the two examples. 
"Can you see any difference? Tell me it's not my imagination."

The difference was obvious, (and they weren't photocopies) not only in the writing, but the quality
and weight of the paper. Breitling's sheets were old, antiquated and curling at the corners. My 
father's sheets were dog-eared and knocked about, but not crumbling to dust.

"Your sheets are much older than mine, Gert."
"Yes, there is that, but you can see the difference in writing."
"Yes, they're completely different."
"Yes. Your sheets are not the work of Salieri."
I was about to agree, but realised Breitling didn't know what he was looking at. I tried not to make

my impatience obvious. "Does this affect the sale, Gert? I'd like to buy them now and get back to 
Bamberg, present them to my father. It's a surprise."   

"Yes, the sale's still on, no problem with that." He hesitated. "The terms of the sale, Frieda, did 
you understand them?" The phone in the hallway rang. "Excuse me." He left the room, 
accompanied by Eine Kleine Nachtmusik.

Yes, the terms of the sale. He wouldn't explain the reasons to me when I called him, but I planned 



to ask when I arrived (after I had the sheets in my hand). I heard Breitling's voice in the corridor and
found him trying to conclude an angry exchange with someone.

"Well, you won't have that satisfaction. She's here already, you're too late. . . ." He slammed the 
receiver down.

"Who was that?"
"A rival collector. Nothing for you to worry about. Yes, the terms of the sale."
Breitling's terms were that the sheet music, when my father took possession of it, should not be 

displayed in public or where any of the pages could be viewed. Preferably, the sheets should be 
stored in a locked container away from admiring eyes.

"Why is that, Gert?"
"Because it isn't Mozart, Frieda. It isn't Mozart." He waved his own pages. "None of it is by 

Mozart."
"Yes, I know."
"Do you?" He swooped onto the settee next to me. "Do you think so? When I tell people they 

either ignore me or think I'm crazy. You're the first person I've met who agreed."
"Am I?" Agreed? With what?
"I want to show you something."
Oh, god. I prepared myself for another display of armoury or puppets or home movies. Breitling 

set off from the sitting room, totally out of rhythm with the music which diminished as we trotted 
down a long depressing hallway.

"Up here is where I keep the collection. You're the first person, apart from my girlfriend, who has 
seen it." He unlocked the door to a flight of stairs where a second door, two steps up, waited for him
with a hefty looking keypad. After the second door clicked open he turned on the lights and we 
ascended to a world of archives. Row upon row of shelves and drawers from floor to ceiling, 
columns of boxes and files; all of it opened and closed by wheels and levers. Breitling skipped 
between the shelves, coming and going in the dim underground light, undecided which amazing 
secret to produce.

"You said your girlfriend knows about this?"
"Yes." He tugged at one of the shelves.
"Does anyone else know, like your parents?"
"No."
They'd have a field day up here, and how he'd explain it to them I had no idea. The whole 

paraphernalia of secrecy reminded me of the moment my parents confronted me about witchcraft. 
Their question came out of the blue and my only response was to ask if they had seen my 
broomstick. I insisted the whole witchcraft thing was business, networking, openings and 
opportunities, and after they were gone I reflected on how easy it had been to lie to them; to look 
them in the eyes and lie to them. They were atheists, secular and rational. They wouldn't have 
believed me anyway; I didn't believe it myself at first until the coven leader in Bamberg taught me 
to shapeshift and produce fire out of thin air, tricks my father would have given his film collection 
to learn. But he would have regretted the explanations: the spells, the grimoires, the black magic 
and all its threat and danger.

Yes, the witchcraft taught me a lot. It taught me how to lie. Someone tapped me on the shoulder. 
"This one, I think. This, Frieda, you'll be amazed." Breitling turned a wheel in the frame of the 
shelving and a concealed storage space slipped open. He drew out a shelf with a box packed with 
sheet music. "K551, The Jupiter Symphony. You've heard it?"

"I've heard of it?"
He hummed the tune for me. My imagination began to play tricks, but up here in the confined 



space and the strange lighting Breitling's juvenile hair looked thicker, as if growing from the energy
of his excitement. He tapped the sheets with his finger. "Supposedly written by Mozart in 1713." He
smiled and shook his head. "No, he didn't. It was Salieri."

"Salieri?"
"Salieri."
"What do you mean, Gert?"
"It was written by Salieri."
"Really?" This was one conspiracy theory I hadn't heard of. . . . "How do you know?"
"The writing, the notation, subtle similarities as if Salieri was using Mozart's music to experiment.

To try new ideas. Ideas he would never have been allowed to try at the court of Joseph II." Breitling
waited for me to speak. "I can see you're astonished, Frieda."

"Words fail me, Gert." I could feel the weight of my cheque book, but Breitling wasn't finished. 
He flew from shelf to shelf, winding the wheels with increasing fervour, the shelves shooting out 
like tongues. K263, K73m, K158, the Requiem, a suite of compositions for the oboe, an 
uncatalogued piano concerto no one had ever heard of. All of it with Mozart's name on it, all of it 
written by Salieri. I cast a worried eye over my own sheet music wondering how it fitted in to 
Breitling's peculiar collection. 

"And this," he waved the papers at me catching the tip of my nose (which I still didn't think was 
that big). "K271k. An oboe concerto written in 1777. Everyone thinks it's lost, but it isn't. It's here. 
Every copy of K271k ever made. Here." He had four versions of the sheet music. 

"Where did. . . ." I looked up, but he was gone.
He appeared behind me. "Here's a good example of what I mean." Pushing his way forward he 

placed a book on a shelf and opened the pages at an illustration of Salieri posing against a sheet of 
music. "Look at the shape of the semi-quavers." He dragged a loose sheet of music from a nearby 
box. "And there, supposedly by the hand of Mozart." The two were similar. "Obviously one 
swallow doesn't make a summer."

"No, it doesn't." 
"But I can show you example after example of this. Mozart's work identical to the music in that 

illustration."
"But it's only one illustration. . . ." Breitling shook his head, "Or are there more like this?" He 

nodded. I held up my own sheet music to compare it to the illustration. The notation was totally 
different. "Wait, what am I doing? Of course this is different, it's a film prop."

"Pardon." Breitling's smile weakened.
"It's a film prop. This sheet music is from the film Amadeus. Didn't you know that?"
He grabbed the pages off me. "The handwriting, Frieda, the style of notation on the paper, it isn't 

Mozart."
"No, I know. It's F Murray Abraham."
Breitling's lower lip quivered. He spun round and released a muffled groan that grew to a yell. 

"The bastard."
"Who?" He started to shake. I saw he was crying. "Gert, what's wrong?"
His debilitating emotion twisted his face into a mask of pain. "That bastard, that cruel bastard. He 

won't leave me alone, you know."
"Who are you talking about? Was it the same person on the phone?"
Breitling chewed his fist and nodded, shaking another flood of tears down his face. "He won't 

leave me alone. It's a game to him. Humiliate Breitling. He's turned everyone in Vienna against 
me."

"Everyone?"



"He has contacts in the local press. He tips them off, sends them silly stories. Slanderous stories."
The setting didn't help Breitling's cause. His twilight tomb had one purpose: to keep Mozart's 

work out of public view and ultimately destroy it. Destroy Mozart's memory. I wanted to feel 
sympathy for Breitling, but I wasn't quick enough. He noticed my hesitation.

"You think I'm mad too, don't you?"
"I've come to accept the unusual, Gert. I don't think you're mad. I just don't really understand what

you're up to."
"Up to? I'm not up to anything. I want people to know the truth. This lie cannot stand, Frieda. A 

great wrong has been done to a great man."
"Are you related to Salieri?"
"He died in 1764."
"I mean are you a descendent?"
"No." He dried up and blew his nose on a handkerchief extravagant enough to have belonged to 

Salieri. Breitling pinched it between his fingers. "The film did nothing to enhance his reputation. 
Agh, how did I fall for this? They must be destroyed, Frieda."

"The music from the film?"
"Yes."
"Over my dead body. I haven't come all this way from Bamberg just to set fire to them. What will 

you do next, campaign to have the film banned?"
"I thought you understood, Frieda."
"I do understand, Gert, but the film music goes home to Bamberg. This isn't about Salieri's legacy,

it's about my father's film collection."
"But you can see what I'm trying to do?"
"The impossible. You can't bury a memory, Gert. Trust me. You can't bury it, throw it away, lock 

it up. Mozart is everywhere."
"I think you're wrong, Frieda. When the corpse is buried it must remain buried. The dead must 

sleep, Frieda. We can't, I can't allow the memory of Mozart to live on. It's a lie." Breitling's 
deferential stoop lowered into a dejected hunch. "Will you help me?"

"To do what?"
"Revenge. Salieri's revenge."
"Revenge?" The film was one of my favourites. F Murray Abraham sitting in a bath chair plotting

the murder of Mozart and asking how does one kill a man? "What did you have in mind, Gert?"
His eyes widened, he stood upright and closed the shelves of his hidden hoard. "I've got 

something here I'm sure he'll want. Something that might finish him for good."
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On pain of death Breitling promised not to destroy the film music sheets. I smiled when I demanded
the promise, but he didn't know I was speaking literally. My father's collection was complete again. 
We agreed a price of fifteen thousand euros, which included a premium allowing Breitling to obtain
a set of handwritten notes by Mozart owned by a collector in Innsbruck. (And by now I wasn't sure 
exactly what he meant by the term Mozart; the man himself or Salieri's impersonation of him or 
even if Mozart existed as a tangible form in Breitling's world).

He offered to explain his plan on the way to a cafe where he played the piano several evenings a 
week. "It gives me a vicarious thrill to play Mozart's piano concertos knowing who actually wrote 
them."

I nodded politely. I'm sure he would have got more than a vicarious thrill if he had seen my 
missing reflection in the shop windows, but he was so absorbed by his plan he didn't notice, didn't 
bother to look at the world around him, concentrating instead on the pavement.

"My girlfriend signed up with him to have piano lessons."
"Signed up with who?"
Breitling couldn't bring himself to mention the name and stuttered violently with the initial letters.

"Karl Ungermeier."
"Karl Ungermeier? He bought the sheet music off Norbert Spinoza in Bamberg. You mean Karl 

Ungermeier sold it to you?"
"The bastard."
I knew another Karl. He left me alone in a hotel in England and when I found the empty bed and 

his belongings gone I took a moment to decide if I missed him. Looking back, I realise now I did 
miss him. I can remember the heaviness of the frown pulling on my cheeks, and forgetting why I 
was in England, why I was searching for something, why I was on a mission. None of it mattered; 
the sight of the empty bed in an empty room saddened me. I still don't know what happened to him.

At a pedestrian crossing I heard Breitling's voice again. "Of course, when he realised who she was
all hell broke lose. Why doesn't that boyfriend of yours teach you to play? Too wrapped up in his 
collecting, too absorbed by his agenda. It's not an agenda, Frieda. Too interested in his mission to 
teach his own girlfriend to play the piano. So, what did he do? What do you think he did next, 
Frieda?"

"Laid her?"
A car horn blared when Breitling stopped in the road. "How do you know that?"
"It's obvious. It's what all male antagonists do. Lay their opponent's women. It's so imaginative, 

don't you think?"
"Imaginative is not the word I'd use. He seduced her. He tried to take her from me, but I forgave 

her, Frieda. That's the kind of man I am. That's the difference between Karl Ungermeier and me."
If Breitling was under the control of a conductor the baton must have been swinging with 

increasing vigour. He was almost running. "Are we in a rush?" I said.
"No. Sorry. Getting a bit worked up again."
Before arriving at the cafe we stopped on the edge of a small park in a narrow street. The route 

was suspiciously indirect and now I knew why. The sound of a piano drifted from the first floor 
window of an apartment, dull and disjointed, played with clumsy thuds and horribly jarring wrong 
notes.

"I take it that's his pupil playing?" I said.
"Sometimes it's hard to tell the difference."
"What are you going to do with your collection, Gert? Hidden away in your apartment. It must be 



worth a lot of money."
"It will stay where it is, Frieda. Until the end of time. I'll keep on collecting Mozart's work until 

there's nothing left for the public to hear. And maybe one day, the truth will come out and I can 
release it all again knowing that Salieri has at last received the recognition he was denied for so 
many years."

His terrible strategy was augmented by a terrible soundtrack wafting along the street. Vienna, the 
city of music, had at least one dissonant spot and we were stood in the middle of it.

"Come on," said Breitling. "Let me show you how the piano was meant to be played."
We arrived at the cafe. "I've performed in Legnago," he said opening the door for me.
"Where is that?"
"Salieri's home town. There's a festival every year. I've played there every year for the last four 

years." He entered the cafe unseen, which surprised me. For a man whose reputation in Vienna was 
mud thanks to a cruel adversary I expected the clientele to start hurling cream cakes at him, but he 
slipped in, quietly ordered two glasses of mineral water from the bar and took his place at the piano.
Breitling closed his eyes and used his warm familiarity with the music to find his gentle way around
the keys.

And when he finished playing he neither expected nor received any applause. Leaning on the edge
of the keys he said, "You can be Schubert."

"I don't think so. I can't sing."
"No, no, no. Salieri's pupil. Schubert."
"My mother likes Schubert. I didn't know he was a pupil of Salieri."
"Not many do. So was Beethoven. And Franz Lizst."
"Well I never. . . ."
"Name me one of Mozart's pupils."
"I couldn't name you any pupils of any composers, Gert."
An elderly man approached and Breitling's expression became defensive. "Wait for it," he 

whispered out of the corner of his mouth.
"We enjoyed that," said the elderly man. "'May I make a request?"
"Yes."
"Do you know Brahm's 1st Piano Concerto?"
"Yes. He only wrote the one. Would you like me to play it?"
"My wife loves Brahms and it's our anniversary."
"I'd be delighted." 
I sat at the nearest empty table and with the rest of the cafe clients listened to an extraordinary 

recital, a half hour of exquisite playing and a man at one with his passion for music. We were all in 
the presence of genius, a musical genius, but a genius who walked the line that bordered insanity. 
Maybe it was Ungermeier's seduction of his girlfriend that tipped him over the edge, but if I 
understood correctly, the Salieri obsession and the plan to annihilate the memory of Mozart 
predated the seduction. So, the question was: from where did Breitling's obsession originate? 

When he finished playing Breitling was rewarded with a bottle of wine, courtesy of the elderly 
man and his wife. I expected the piano lid to be full of bottles by the end of the night.

"Is there anyone else with your opinion of Salieri?" I said. "I mean his authorship of Mozart's 
work." 

"As a matter of fact there is. Several of us, to be precise. We all go to Legnago once a year and 
discuss how to rehabilitate the great man."

"But you can't obtain and hide everything to do with Mozart. It's on the internet. People can 
download and print out his music."



"I admit it's an ambitious plan, but the message, Frieda, think about the message it sends. As the 
world's supply of original sheet music dries up, people will start to ask questions. Where has it 
gone? Who is taking it? Why? Consider it a promotional exercise."

"A stunt?"
"If you like, yes. A guerilla campaign. Long term. We will get the message across eventually."
Another request came over for Schumann and Breitling began again. I strolled around the cafe 

admiring the prints and photographs of old Vienna in black and white and sepia. Blurry images of 
people long gone, streets transformed, Vienna in its pre-war glory and its post-Mozart fame. . . . 
Breitling played a wrong note. The error was so unexpected I swung round and saw a young man 
enter the cafe. He walked deliberately slowly around the piano and Breitling who stiffened as the 
new guy watched him playing. His position at the piano stool took on the same stooped deference 
he had when he opened the front door to me earlier in the evening.

From a table on the far side of the cafe I listened to the exchange. The new guy spoke to 
Breitling's back. "Schumann. Is it Schumann or are you going to claim it's one of Gluck's?"

"Go away." 
"Once you've hoovered up all of Mozart's work you could make a start on Stravinsky."
"I'm busy."
"So you are. Not disturbing you am I, Breitling? I don't mean to disturb you. Let me know if I'm 

disturbing you."
"You're disturbing me."
Breitling looked up to see where I was, but I didn't want this other guy to know we were together, 

not if Breitling's plan, his revenge, was to succeed. I guess his girlfriend had entered the enemy 
camp for some duplicitous reason, but Breitling had become so wound up telling me about the 
seduction he forgot to tell me how I figured in his new devious scheme. It would be dead in the 
water if this other guy saw us together.

"I saw Yvonne yesterday. . . ."
Breitling stopped playing. The final notes crashed into one another as he sprang from the piano 

stool. "Don't push me any further." The other guy stepped away with his hands up. "That music you 
sold me, it was a film prop. You owe me a refund."

"Sorry, I didn't know." 
"You didn't know? Peace offering, you said. Yeah, I was a mug falling for a peace offering from 

you."
"Caveat emptor, Gert. We were both fooled." He patted Breitling on the shoulder and strode away

to the bar. I watched him grin. Breitling gathered his jacket and his bottle of wine and left the cafe. 
The guy, Ungermeier obviously, spotted me sitting alone with my mineral water and brought his 
drink to an adjacent table.

"Evening," he said.
"Hello." He kept himself to himself and checked his phone. "You scared away the piano player. I 

was listening to him." 
Ungermeier laughed. "I could play for you if you like."
"Really? Go on then. Impress me."
He rose to the challenge and took Breitling's place at the piano stool. Ungermeier played with the 

same easy calm, if anything with a subtle touch of flamboyance; a flick of the hand, a twist of the 
shoulders. He glanced at me and smiled, and I have to admit he had a sweet smile. If he hadn't 
confronted Breitling earlier. . . .

I placed my glass on the piano lid, sat next to him and said, "Teach me a few notes." 
Ungermeier's eyes wrinkled at the corners and he shuffled across the stool. "Do you live in a 



fridge?" he said.
"Oh, I know. I have a rare blood condition. Makes my skin very cold."
"Does it? And what's the name of this condition?"
"Sub-thermal cardiomylar. It affects one in a hundred thousand people."
"Is it infectious?"
"Only if I bite you."
"Am I safe sitting this close to you?"
I relished the next few words. "No one's safe sitting so close to me."
And the lesson began.
An hour later we were done and we left the cafe together. In the traffic-free silence I could hear 

Breitling breathing. He was hiding behind a street advertisement, watching us stroll away arm in 
arm. I asked Ungermeier if he could play Mozart.

"Yes. Everyone in Vienna can play Mozart. Well, everyone except one guy I know, but that's 
another story."

"Go on," I said. "I'm all ears."
"The guy in the cafe who walked out when I walked in and deprived you of such beautiful music."
"He was playing Mozart before you came in."
"No, no. He was playing Salieri." Ungermeier adopted Breitling's hunch. "Don't you know, M-m-

mozart wasn't M-m-mozart. It was Salieri."
"Don't mock him like that. It makes you look cruel."
"I'm sorry. I don't want to mock him. His ideas are crazy, but underneath all that he's a brilliant 

musician. Better than me."
"Is that why you mock him?"
"No. I mock his ideas." He sidestepped to nudge me, but the chill deflected him. "What was that 

cold skin condition again?"
"But what if he's right? Just for a moment, Mr . . . what is your name?"
"Karl."
"Karl, what if this mad idea is right? Maybe not everything, but some of the music was Salieri's. 

What if the impossible turned out to be true?"
"Show me proof." He hopped onto a street bench. "I won't dismiss or accept an idea until I see 

proof." He hopped off the bench. "I teach music history here in Vienna, Frieda. The VMI. I can't 
write about anything until I have my sources verified. Three years ago he came to me with his 
theory and I sent him away. He didn't like it, but he's a crank, Frieda. He has a vendetta against me 
now because I wouldn't give him a moment to listen to his crazy theory."

"So you sold him the sheet music from the film. What was that supposed to do? I saw his reaction 
when I told him."

"I thought the joke might make him lighten up, but obviously he took it the wrong way."
 Attention to detail, a quality I was most proud of in my previous life, a quality others envied, had 

just slipped. I waited for Ungermeier to make the connection between Breitling and me. . . .
"Oh, of course," Ungermeier said, "You're trying to buy it back. Your father's film collection?"
"Yes."
"You're Frieda Schoenhofer." He stopped. "Didn't you die in Rotterdam?"
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Ungermeier's apartment was the one that broadcast horrible music to the street below. In addition to
his work at the VMI he offered private tuition. "So that explains why you're so cold. You're a 
corpse."

"Nothing gets past you, does it, Karl? Now do you believe me when I suggested the impossible 
might be possible?"

"Yes, yes. I do."
He offered to give me a free lesson.
"At the piano," I said.
"Of course. Unless you had somewhere else in mind."
"Such as?"
"The kitchen sink, the dining table. . . ."
"You're not one of those perverts who seduces his female students are you?"
"No. They come willingly. But I'm not a necrophiliac." He grinned his wrinkly eyed grin and 

prepared coffee. His apartment was a large open plan space with the piano positioned next to the 
window. 

"Is the bathroom private or is every room on display?"
"No, it's private. I do have some standards."
Once inside with the door locked, I sent a text to Breitling's mobile number.

What do you want me to do? I'm with KU in his aprtmt

I hoped Breitling hadn't taken offence at me walking away with the enemy. He replied.

What do u mean?

The plan?

What plan?

Ungermeier could come knocking at any minute.

I thought you wanted to take revenge on KU?

Yes. It's begun.

What do you mean?

You, Frieda. You're the revenge, the thing he wants.

Thing? Ungermeier called. "Are you okay, Frieda?"
I opened the door and smiled. "Fine. I sometimes go a bit light headed when I'm excited. It's not 

easy being a corpse."
Two cups of coffee sat steaming on the piano. Ungermeier sat down and waited for me to join 

him. "You want to learn Mozart?" he said.
"Yes." He squirmed again when I joined him. "But tell me about Gert Breitling. Where does he 



get his money from to buy all the Mozart music?"
"You tell me." Ungermeier blew on his coffee. "God knows. I wish I had the money to waste like 

that. His parents are rich. They live on the edge of Vienna. Hedge funds. I don't think they were too 
keen to give birth to a musician. You've seen his house. He isn't too keen on money. Must be heart 
breaking for hedge fund managers to have a son like that." He placed his cup on the piano lid and 
played a few notes. "What I find strange is how he thinks buying everything to do with Mozart will 
somehow make the man cease to exist."

Some people think the answer is to throw everything away. For several weeks I ceased to exist, 
but now I had the sheet music along with all the other items, I was whole again. I could go home. 

"Yes, that's the usual reaction," said Ungermeier. "Stunned silence."
"You seem to know a lot about his parents."
"They're not exactly publicity shy."
"Is Gert dangerous?"
Ungermeier took his time answering. "He sent his girlfriend round here to set me up. I think she 

was going to photograph me in an uncompromising situation, go to the press, inform my employers 
at the Institute; look, fraternising with his students. But she's as mad as he is. Got carried away. He's
devious, Frieda. They both are."

I prodded the keys and ruined his gentle rendition. "What happened?"
"She enjoyed her mission a little too much. He blamed me for that too. Still, he can't keep 

everything to himself. The man's a social deviant."
Deviant or not I felt no attraction to Breitling, knowing now I was his thing, but Ungermeier was 

different. The priceless invite of his mouth, the gentle form of his lips when he smiled. His cologne 
contained the soft scent of fruit and I suspected his blood would taste the same. That one simple 
thought was enough to make my heartbeat race. I poked the keys again, harder. Ungermeier 
responded by playing quicker, more aggressively. I couldn't play a note, but he didn't care and 
carried on playing, shuddering and bouncing as he rammed the keys, barging into me. I pushed 
back, the music grew louder, cacophonous. . . . My phone rang.

"Would you believe it," I said. It was Breitling. "Sorry, this is urgent. I'll come back to bite you in 
a minute."

I left him tickling his piano keys. "Does that mean I'll catch your condition?"
The landing outside Ungermeier's apartment was a safe space to talk. "What do you want?"
"The plan," Breitling said. "Sorry. I forgot to tell you. But he's seen you now." 
The size of my nose was becoming an obsession. The wall tiles outside Ungermeier's door were 

dark brown and without a reflection to reassure me I kept stroking the outline of my nose, trying to 
understand the shape and profile using touch. 

"Are you still there, Frieda?"
"Sorry, yes. So, I'm your thing, am I?"
"Pardon?"
"Did you want me to come in here like Mata Hari, spread him out and send the photographs to the

newspapers?"
"No, no. . . . "
"You know Karl thinks you're a better musician than he is."
"Oh, it's Karl now, is it? Did he really say that?"
"Yes."
"He's lying. That's what he told Yvonne before he seduced her."
"Well, she shouldn't have been here, should she? Sending her round here to set him up. You two 

deserve each other. Why don't you live and let live?"



"He started it."
"No, he didn't."
"Yes, he did."
"Stop. This is turning into a pantomime."
"He started it."
"Be quiet."
"Anyway, I've altered the plan, Frieda. I want my money back. If he gives me my money back I'll 

forget all about it. And I want an apology. And, and I want him to stop harassing me and following 
me around and trying to intimidate me."

"Anything else?"
"Like what? Persuade him, Frieda. I'll be in the Salvador at the end of the street. An apology, all 

those other things and if he wants I'll accept a cheque, but if it bounces. . . ."
"There's one thing you've overlooked."
"What?"
"I've bought the sheet music, remember. It belongs to me. Karl isn't going to give you a refund for

something you've sold." I heard the groan and imagined Breitling hunching into a ball in his 
hallway. "Let me speak to Karl, see if he'll pay something, a token gesture. There's all the other 
things. The apology, the cease and desist notice, the anti-harassment promise. By the way, I charge 
a commission for all this arbitration."

Ungermeier's door opened and the man's head popped through the gap. He beckoned me with his 
own phone. "Come and take a look at this," he whispered. He led me to the window and pointed 
down the street. "Behind the tree, you see it near the bollards."

Gert Breitling lurked in the shadow cast by the canopy of the tree. "I'll be five minutes," I said. 
Breitling hung up, put his phone in his pocket and scuttled away.

"You see," said Ungermeier, "you see what he's like. Now he's stalking me. That was him on the 
phone, wasn't it?"

"Yes. He wants his money back, an apology, for you to stop harassing him-"
"Me harassing him-"
"Stop harassing him and stop intimidating him."
"He wants me to stop harassing him? Look, there's your proof. Who's harassing who?" 

Ungermeier threw his phone onto the window sill. "He wants money? A refund? I thought he sold 
the music back to you?"

"He did."
"I'm not giving him money for it. Did he make a profit?"
"Possibly. He wanted to buy some manuscripts from a dealer in Innsbruck, so I paid him a little 

extra to cover the costs. . . ."
"You're encouraging him. He feeds on that kind of thing. The man's a vampire. . . ." Ungermeier 

paused. "But . . . if that's what he wants." 
"It is." Ungermeier's phone, a sleek little iPhone, all modest and innocent, listened to us.
"What? Why are you looking at me like that?" he said.
"I want to bite you."
Ungermeier placed his hands on my hips and stroked me. "Metaphorically speaking, you mean?"
"No, literally." I dragged him across the keys onto the piano lid, scattering the coffee cups. His 

bare neck momentarily appeared and I bit. He moaned, stiffened, his back arching as my weight 
bore down on his shoulders. With the first surge of blood in me I relaxed and I felt him resist a little
before settling below me. The raucous piano clattering beneath us calmed down and sounded the 
occasional note as I sucked and swallowed. I was right about his blood; it tasted of citrus fruit and 



white wine with a hint of caffeine. His right arm fell across the lower notes of the piano.
He'd be awake in half an hour, weak and wobbly, but no worse than visiting a regular walk-in 

transfusion centre. I turned on his phone and checked his contacts and recent calls. Mona Schiller, 
eight minutes ago; he would have been talking to her when I was out on the landing. What was he 
up to, if anything? My suspicion was formed by the drip drip of incidental phrases: you were 
murdered in Rotterdam, the man's a vampire, I'm cold because I'm a corpse, and when I'm out of the
way for five minutes he's on the phone to Mona Schiller. She could be a medium, vampire hunter, 
another crank. (God knows I was surrounded by them in Vienna. I was attracting weirdos like the 
Pied Piper attracted rats.) Or she might be a journalist, Ungermeier's contact in the press when he 
wanted to ridicule Breitling. 

I left Ungermeier unconscious on his settee and travelled to Monaco for advice from a publicist; 
another vampire who was no stranger to being in the news! Rob Wallet stood on his fly bridge as 
usual, except this time he stared at the water around the boat rather than across the marina to the 
open sea. He didn't hear me, but I could see he was upset: the enormous weight of sadness on his 
shoulders, the shallowness of breathing, the unblinking eyes.

"Rob. . . ." He looked up slowly and hardly acknowledged my presence. "Something wrong?"
"Everything's wrong, Frieda."
"Can I help?"
He shook his head and struggled to contain his anguish. We sat down. I explained my problem, 

but it seemed so insignificant, trivial. Sheet music, the mystery of Mona Schiller, two grown men 
arguing like school kids. "It's becoming a farce. . . ."

"Well fucking go home, Frieda. For Christ's sake, wrap things up and go home to your parents. 
Hire a van and deliver your dad's collection back to him."

"He's demolished his office."
"Well there you go. Get his stuff back before he knocks the house down."
"What's wrong, Rob? You're obviously upset."
"She's gone. Veronique's gone."
This was the first time he had mentioned a woman other than Susan Bekker. A woman in Rob's 

life. Was she like him? Like us? "Who's Veronique?"
Rob's weight crushed the upholstery. "I went out with Barny and the others. An empty villa out of

town. They found out it was haunted and went up there to have a look around. I was the only one 
who could see her."

"Veronique? A ghost?"
He nodded and rested his chin on his fist. "We were seeing each other for about three weeks and 

then they went up there without telling me and carried out an exorcism. They didn't know about us."
And that was that. Three men who didn't actually believe in what they were doing, playing hocus 

pocus with a spirit world they had never experienced. . . . "And you haven't seen her since?"
"No."
I wanted to help. The gesture would make amends for my own disastrous impact on the world; an 

act of redemption. I also desperately wanted to go home. 
"Is there anything you can do?" His eyes were red. "Any spells or incantations? Anything?"
"I can try, I suppose. . . . I've still got the old grimoires at home."
"It doesn't matter, if you're busy with something. You think this guy in Vienna is setting you up 

for something."
"Possibly. I don't know. It's not important."
"You need to go home, Frieda. Forget about me, I'll think of something. Get home. Let your 

parents know where you are."



I couldn't leave him like this. He was the first person I turned to when I needed help and now he 
wanted to talk. And my god could he talk! Sitting next to him on the fly bridge, I put my arm round 
his shoulder and he poured his soul out about life, love, the universe and at one point some strange 
gibberish about the Eurovision Song Contest. We both noticed the boat growing brighter and went 
below deck. I didn't expect him to carry on talking in the dark, but talk he did until he fell asleep 
around seven a.m. He looked peaceful when he slept. I suppose everyone is at peace when they 
sleep.

Leaving Rob a note for when he woke up wasn't meant to be cynical, but I didn't want to be 
delayed by him continuing his autobiography and the history of Eurovision. I appeared outside 
Breitling's tatty apartment in Vienna just as a brief shower of rain varnished the street. 

"I owe you, Frieda," Breitling said as soon as he opened the door and saw me. "He paid up."
"Wait, who paid up? Karl?"
"Karl Ungermeier, yes. Can you believe that?" He watched the rain drip off my enormous nose 

before inviting me in.
"Does this mean the blood feud us over?"
"It is if he leaves me alone. He apologised as well. He was quite contrite."
"Quite contrite. Unbelievable. Well, Gert, where's my sheet music?" It was in his lounge. He 

bowed to me when he handed it over.
"Madame."
"Yes, thank you, Gert. No need for any of that. While I'm here, can I ask you a question?"
"Of course you can. Anything for you, Frieda."
"Who is Mona Schiller?"
"No idea." There was an awkward silence, then Breitling dashed to his laptop. "We could search 

online."
He typed in the name and we discovered a grim truth, for me at least: Mona Schiller was a 

journalist after all.
"Oh, fuck. Sorry, Gert, I have to go." I glanced at the address of the local newspaper, memorised 

Mona Schiller's number and vanished. Immediately, I realised what I had done. Breitling still had 
my sheet music. I leaned back against the wall of the newspaper offices and cracked my head into 
the brickwork. It would have to wait. I rang Mona's number.

"Mona Schiller."
"Hello. My name's Frieda Schoenhofer."
The silence lasted for as long as Mona could make sense of the unexpected call and the caller. 

"Frieda Schoenhofer. I'm in my office, Frieda. Why don't you come up?"
The newspaper was called WienerVolken and the night staff concentrated on the following day's 

edition, ignoring me as I met Mona in reception and followed her to an empty meeting room. 
Blushes of heat pulsed from Mona's skin and her words stumbled over nervous breaks in her voice. 
"You have an interesting story, Frieda. Is it okay to call you Frieda?"

"That's my name."
Mona sat at the head of the table where its defensive solidity shielded her from my 

unpredictability. The buttons and settings on her mobile phone suddenly became too big and 
cumbersome for her nervous fingers and shaking hands. The hesitant performance gave me a 
sadistic fizzle of satisfaction. . . . "You're in Vienna to buy some sheet music. A film prop that 
belonged to your father?"

"Yes."
"That's an interesting life story."
"Did Karl tell you about me?"



"Karl?" She knew who I meant. "Karl, yes. Karl. He told me about you buying the sheet music."
"What else has he told you about me?"
"Is there something else to tell, Frieda?"
"He was having a bit of a dispute with the guy who bought the sheet music. It was all getting a bit 

silly."
"Yes. He might have said something about it." Mona didn't know where to place her hands. On 

the table, side by side, fingers knotted, unknotted, hands on her lap, one hand back on the table.
"Are you nervous, Mona?"
"No." She blushed and another wave of heat drifted towards me, carrying an expensive scent, 

possibly Gaultier. "Should I be?"
"It depends on what Karl has been saying about me. Did he mention Rotterdam?"
"Possibly." The word was barely audible.
"Sorry, I can't hear you."
"He might have mentioned something about Rotterdam. You having an accident there."
"I was murdered, Mona."
She glanced at her phone. The door to the meeting room edged open and Ungermeier slipped into 

the room. He shared a worried look with Mona and hesitated before choosing a chair on the other 
side of the table. "I got your text," he said.

"I was just telling your friend about being murdered in Rotterdam."
He flapped his hands before speaking and continued to fiddle with the collar of his jacket. 

"Strange behaviour," he said eventually. "I thought Mona might be interested to know you were in 
Vienna. The connection to Susan Bekker and everything."

"What about it?"
"Her reputation. Vampires. . . ."
"And me, as cold as a corpse."
Mona's chair shifted a couple of millimetres towards Ungermeier.
"Did Karl tell you about my life before Rotterdam? About the witchcraft, about summoning fire 

and shapeshifting? Did he tell you about the time I flew over a police detective knocked onto his 
backside by the boom of my broomstick, the supernatural shockwave. I thought it was hilarious, but
I don't think he did. I don't think he found it funny trying to rescue Simon Frenzel's dead body from 
the spire of Bamberg Cathedral. I caused so many problems for him. And he wasn't the only one. 
There were others, other victims of violence and intimidation and murder. We stopped at nothing.

"Did Karl tell you I belonged to the Malandanti? We didn't call ourselves that, the name came 
from Interpol. The irony being, the Malandanti, the original Malandanti, weren't witches, didn't 
practice black magic. It shows how much the authorities understood us. But we were everywhere, 
still are. Even though the Satanists killed the leading coven members in Munich . . . did Karl tell 
you I knew the leader of those Satanists? Jennifer Enzo? We used to have bets on the methods of 
killing people and she always won. The last two murders cost me six thousand euros. But I could 
afford it because I was, still am, a millionaire. Did Karl tell you how I made that money? Through 
criminality and threats and persuasion. It made me what I am and to some extent what my father 
became.

"I've got a lot to answer for, Mona. And now I'm a vampire. Coming and going, disappearing, 
reappearing. I can make myself invisible. Did Karl tell you that, by the way? The invisibility is 
great. You can do a lot of things when you're invisible."

Throughout my monologue Mona's body settled like a pudding and at one point I thought she 
might turn off her phone. When I mentioned the invisibility her eyes rolled towards Ungermeier and
her expression darkened. Angry at him, not me, angry that she might have found herself on the 



receiving end of a hoax. Yes, a hoax. If vampires in Europe were good for one thing, it was a 
publicity stunt. Susan Bekker and Rob Wallet and the rest of the Toten Herzen crowd had seen to 
that.

But it wasn't a hoax and the truth lanced my brain when Mona leaned forward to pick up her 
phone. I hadn't told her about the travelling and vanishing in front of Gert Breitling's eyes. Forget 
the sheet music. Mild mannered Gert Breitling insisting on Antonio Salieri being the author of 
everything with Mozart's name on it had witnessed a woman disappearing from view.

"I'll just delete all this shall I, Karl?" Mona said.
"Why?"
"What else have you told me that was bullshit?"
"What? Nothing. . . ."
"Vampires, Satanists, fucking broomsticks. And that guy collecting everything by Mozart. . . ."
"No, wait, that was true," Ungermeier said. "It's still true. Frieda, tell Mona. You've met Gert 

Breitling, tell her what he's like."
"Collects film memorabilia," I said. "What's so strange about that."
"No, hang on," Ungermeier jumped out of his chair to stop Mona leaving the room. "Gert 

Breitling is real."
"Is he a vampire too?" Mona ripped the door open. "Fuck you, Karl. This isn't the Alex Jones 

show. Take your crackpot jokes to someone else in future."
She left alone, Ungermeier abandoned like an unwanted toy.
"You could always try another newspaper, Karl." I tried to mimic his accent. "She was as strong 

as four and twenty men, gripped us by the throat, bit me on the neck she did. The Vienna Vampire. 
Attacked by the Vienna Vampire. But I had a witness. Gert Breitling. He thinks Antonio Salieri 
wrote everything by Mozart, so how reliable is he as a witness?"

Ungermeier's eyes wrinkled above a widening smirk. "You've got scepticism on your side, Frieda.
It won't always be that way."

"I'll worry about that day when it comes, Karl. May I. . . ." I stepped towards him,  carefully 
pulled his upper lip towards his nose and examined his teeth. "You'll live." I pinched his chin and 
returned to the pavement outside Breitling's house. When he opened his door he almost squatted on 
his haunches, cowering as if I was waving a meat cleaver. 

"I've come for my sheet music, Gert." I wanted to reassure him with a smile, but with my teeth, 
the same teeth Ungermeier didn't see coming (or Sbariotta, distracted as he was by the size of my 
nose). "Do you have the sheet music?"

Breitling nodded. He backed away forcing me to close his front door. "You vanished," he said 
watching my ominous presence fill the high ceilinged lounge of his apartment. "How did you do 
that?"

The sheet music lay on his settee, the pages gathered together, the unmistakable hand of F Murray
Abraham and no one else. I was complete. My journey back to humanity at an end. Satisfied 
everything was in order I answered. "Don't ask how the trick is done, Gert. The enjoyment is in the 
magic, not the explanation. My father always told me the joy is the mystery, not the solution. Enjoy 
the mystery, Gert. Welcome to the real world." I placed my hand gently on his face, kissed his 
cheek and vanished again.
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Lothar and Gabby arrived home at seven in the evening. Tollmann leaned against the end wall of 
the stable, sheltering from another light downpour. The puddle that formed every time the rain came
down now had the chance to drain into a levelled seeded patch of ground where the office had 
stood.

Lothar checked his gardening, nothing more than green stubble, and left Tollmann in the rain. 
"You stand there long enough you might take root." He paused and pointed at the infant lawn. "I 
give up, Tollmann. Let the grass grow. Frieda will be everywhere, all around us. The paint, the 
walls, the foundations, the soil, the ground. There she is. A million subdivisions growing, reaching 
for the rain. Our daughter multiplied. She'll be as tall as me this time next year. Gabby will have 
something to measure again instead of measuring that foal."

Gabby couldn't decide whether to follow her husband who waited at the kitchen door. His 
deliberate impatience ordered her to follow him, but she needed Tollmann's news whatever it might 
be. "You said she'd be home before the weekend. Is she here? Is she coming home, Oliver?"

Lothar called. "Come into the house, Gabby." He came back and was about to tug his wife off her 
feet when Tollmann, looking ready for a fight, stepped into the rain.

"What are you waiting for?" Lothar said. "Is she coming in by broomstick?"
"Lotty."
"Ignore your husband, Frau Schoenhofer."
"Go into the house, Gabby. The detective and I have unfinished business."
"I'm going nowhere," she said. "You two owe me an explanation. Your secret conversations. 

Every time you come round here, Oliver, Lotty is like a madman."
"Is that my fault?" said Lothar. "Promises, sightings, accusations. Every time he shows up there's 

a little bit of hope countered by another slander. You know what he told me last time we met." 
Tollmann had been expecting this, the crazy speculation, the bizarre experiences. "Flying out of a 
belltower. . . ."

"What?" Gabby looked for an explanation.
"Yeah, weird activity. The belltower of the Ransahlhof. Frieda, a witch. Black magic ceremonies. 

Our daughter, some kind of sorceress. You sticking to that story, Tollmann?"
He raised his chin as if he wanted Lothar to punch it.
"And what if she is?" said Gabby.
"What?" Lothar pulled his arm away from Gabby's shoulders. 
"I don't have a closed mind like you, Lotty. I tried to tell you about the foal."
"A reincarnation. And I listened to you. . . ."
"You listened, but you don't believe me."
"Of course I don't believe you. You don't believe yourself."
"I had to have something to hold on to. I wasn't prepared to give her up so easily."
"I know. . . ."
"And you, you threw everything out the minute you were told she was dead. Lucky the nights are 

dark otherwise you would have flattened your office in twenty-four hours."
Tollmann backed away to allow space for the anger.
"I didn't want to believe she was dead," Gabby said. "The hope kept me going. And I don't care 

what she is, witch, wizard, sorceress, I don't care. I want her back. I want my Frieda back." Gabby 
started howling and shrugged off Lothar's attempt to comfort her.

"Gabby, I want her back too. Of course I want her back."
"Why don't you mean it when you say it?" Gabby's rage increased. "Whatever she did you 



encouraged her, you taught her. You should take her back whatever she is or was or will be. If she's 
a monster you created that monster. Take responsibility. . . ."

"I know, Jesus, Gabby. . . . I regretted what I did the minute I threw it all out. I couldn't stop 
myself. I had nothing to hang on to. I threw it away. I wish I hadn't. Gabby, I wish to god I hadn't. 
Gabby, I want her back. . . . I want Frodo back. . . ."

"Mama, papa. . . ."
My mother lifted her head first, staring over the bulk of my father's shoulder and for a moment 

unable to cry. My father looked across the yard at his lawn and shook his head. They remained in 
each other's arms for what felt like hours; time halted by my appearance. What my father said the 
evening before at the gates of the Ransahlhof was wrong; I was curious about time, not the science, 
but its cruelty. How it shortened when you wanted it to last forever and stretched during unbearable 
moments of pain like this.

I grabbed my mother to stop her sobbing and my father's arms wrapped us both. "Frodo. . . ." He 
uttered the name, the secret name we shared, but I wasn't Frodo any more. I wasn't the daughter 
contained in his abandoned collection; I was the woman captured by Genaro Gui's photograph.

"Frodo. . . ." He shook and I heard him choke on his anguish.
My mother's tears streamed down my face. "Where have you been?"
"I'm sorry."
"You don't need to apologise, Frieda. My god, you're so cold. Come inside." She guided us both 

to the house, scanning the yard as we went. "Where's Oliver gone?" Pulling away to the gate, she 
stared down the track towards the road, eyed the stables and gazed at the new lawn. My father 
closed his eyes as if listening for footsteps, but when he opened them he looked intensely at me for 
the answer.

We found the warmth of the dining room. My father had a long list of questions, but every time 
he opened his mouth he shuddered and the tears welled up again. 

Only my mother could talk. "What happened to you, Frieda?"
"I was scared to come home. After everything in Rotterdam and the events in Munich I didn't feel 

safe coming back to Bamberg. I would have told you, but . . . I was scared people would know I 
was still alive, maybe come here. I didn't want to put you in any danger. I can explain everything, 
but it's complicated."

"Well, you're here now, that's all that matters." She started to fuss. Rattling about with cups and 
coffee pots and boiling water and producing plates from cupboards and rummaging in the fridge for 
cake and biscuits. And all the time she kept a running commentary on what had been happening: the
horse sales, the new foal, the yard flooding, the office demolition. The information poured out of 
her and as she spoke and dashed in and out of the dining room I felt the eyes of my father on me 
again. She stopped. "Did anyone hear Oliver drive away?"

"Have you ever heard him drive away?" my father said. He left us alone in the room and went to 
stand at the head of the track, staring into space.

"Are you sure you're okay? Have you been eating?" my mother said.
"Yes."
She grabbed my hand again. "You're absolutely freezing. You'll warm up. You're staying here 

tonight. You can't go home."
"No."
She looked at me the way she always did when I was ill, peering into my eyes as if a cure could 

be found in them. "Your eyes are red. Have you been crying?"
"No." I made no attempt to hide them.
"Your eyes used to be so brown." She gripped my hand again. "Where did Oliver go? He should 



have stayed. How did he find you?"
"So many questions, mama. I think he knew where I was all the time."
"I think you let him find you. . . ."
My father came back and interrupted her train of thought. Walking heavily now, his initial 

emotions were transforming into something darker. A few moments alone outside in the rain were 
enough to provoke that analytical mind of his, and he criticised me for being inquisitive!

"Has Oliver gone?" my mother said.
My father expected me to answer. "Was he here at all?" 
"Why did you throw out your collection? Why demolish the office?"
"I don't know."
"You must know. You never did anything without a plan or a reason."
"I don't know. Nothing makes sense any more."
"What do you mean?"
"Everything. You. Rotterdam. Disappearing like this. These threats? Who are you afraid of?" He 

ignored the table and the spread that had materialised thanks to my mother's burst of activity. "I 
don't know what the hell's going on. He was there and then he's gone and you're standing there. . . ."

"Can we sleep on it?" I said. "I've been travelling around a lot. I'm very tired."
The clock chimed eight, my mother agreed and began another round of preparations; running me 

a bath, preparing my room, shifting all the soft toys and other bits and pieces. Before we all settled 
for bed I had one final request. "If I sleep in tomorrow, just leave me. Don't try to wake me or 
anything. My sleep patterns are upside down."

My mother agreed, but my father wasn't so sure and couldn't resist one final intrusion. The magic 
trick mystified him. How was any of it done?

"What happened in the mortuary? Tollmann said you vanished from the mortuary in Rotterdam, 
scared people to death?" I could see his mind working its way through various intellectual moves 
and connections. "The director of the mortuary in Bamberg said it might all be a hoax."

"I wish it was."
"It's not a hoax?"
I shook my head.
The game continued for a minute or two and I nearly smiled at his inability to figure things out. 

But this wasn't like our old games. I didn't want him to figure out the answers. The witchcraft I 
could explain, the Malandanti I could justify, the disappearance I could apologise for, but there 
would still be the one final trick he didn't even know about.
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I could say I slept like a log, but I tossed and turned in bed all day. My mother opened the bedroom 
door every hour and I waited for her to come in, adjust the curtains and blast me with direct 
sunlight. At one point she asked if I wanted anything, but my dozy dismissal was enough to send 
her away and she left me alone until the sun went down at six o'clock.

Having checked on me all day she turned to the yard and the foals received her unstoppable 
attention. I recognised the veracity of her mucking out, the breathless energy of hauling blocks of 
hay from the feed store to the stables, and the sweeping brush, its bristles almost worn down to 
nothing more than a texture in the wood, polished the concrete ground until it shone like a table top.

My father joined me at the kitchen window.
"Can we go for a drive while she's busy?" I said. "It won't take long. There's something I want to 

show you."
He agreed without question or suspicion and collected his coat. We told my mother we were 

going to the shops and wouldn't be long. So consumed by the return to normality and jobs to catch 
up on, she thundered around the yard and suddenly stopped to produce a verbal list of tasks.

"While you're out we need coffee, but don't get the decaffeinated, it isn't decaffeinated, they're just
reducing the levels of artificial sweeteners. I read about it in Bild. And if you're going anywhere 
near Mani and Elsa call in to ask about the haylage surplus. They'll be glad to see you back, Frieda. 
I'm sure they'll have as many questions as we have, but don't feel obliged to answer them. It'll be all 
over Bamberg this time tomorrow evening." My father held up his hands in surrender, but it made 
no difference. "Actually, if the store has any in stock, I need a new brush. . . ."

"Would a broomstick be better?" I said and straight away regretted it when my mother threw me a
look of absolute shock.

"Don't be trivial. You've only been home five minutes, look," she lifted the bald brush in front of 
my face. "I can't sweep anything with this."

After ten shell-shocked minutes in the car I realised my father knew where I wanted to go. He was
driving to my own house. "You've been going back there, haven't you?" he said.

"Yes."
"Why didn't you stop by? At least give us a clue to let us know you were okay."
"I'm sorry. When we get to the house I'll explain. Not while you're driving."
My father's eyes left the road. For a moment he drove on autopilot, glancing towards me in the 

passenger seat, and I think at that moment he was on the verge of revealing some theory he had 
been cooking up all night and most of the day. He must have known his world was no longer the 
one he recognised or thought he knew. He began his career as a solicitor and in some cases made it 
his job convincing people Monday was Tuesday and two plus two equalled five. When he quit the 
legal system to become a player in the long con game he perfected the art of persuasion and was 
able to convince people beyond doubt their world was an illusion. That they lived in his world and 
played by his rules. He didn't like it any other way.

But not any more. He didn't speak again and I wondered if the collection, bringing it back 
together, had been a good idea. Maybe Gert Breitling was right: the dead must sleep. I had an idea, 
a pre-emptive tactic to undermine any potential suspicion. We stood outside my house and the front 
door where the chain was attached on the inside. "Here's a little trick for you," I said and drew the 
fob of my car key across the door. We both heard the chain unhook itself. "Magnet," I waved the 
fob. "In case you ever take up house breaking." I chose not to mention the additional use of 
Agrippa's 16th century spell to control metals.

"You're a curiosity, Frodo," he said following me up the stairs to the loft. "An enigma wrapped in 



a curiosity contained by a series of bafflingly obscure questions." He held up his hand. "How did 
you attach the chain before leaving the house?"

He was keen, as sharp as ever. I opened the door to the loft and stood to one side. He had seen so 
many films in which the hero discovered a treasure chest, a hidden cache of wealth or a pile of 
rumoured loot, and now he was starring in his own adventure. When he stepped into the loft and 
saw his entire collection together again he stood for a moment as if he didn't recognise it: the hats 
and coats and models and toys, the replicas and props, the scripts and cells. He gathered up the 
prints two at a time, counting them, passing his amazement from hand to hand, touching the objects 
carefully like touching a hot surface.

He turned the pages of Donald Pleasance's passport and I remembered Genaro Gui posing proudly
in his ridiculous suit of armour, unaware of the invisible woman standing next to him. He lifted the 
overalls from The Italian Job and I spared a thought for Signore Curtins and his public suicide, his 
public death. When he tried on Robert Redford's hat I said, "I need to talk to you about that," and a 
vivid image of Natasha's enormous smile filled me with a coincidental glee. And when my father 
held the sheet music from Amadeus and examined the pages, unable to believe they were all there, I
sat down and remembered my promise to Rob.

"Is this what you were doing? All this time you were running around trying to find this stuff?"
"It's not stuff, papa. It's part of your life. It's part of me. You threw away a part of me when you 

threw it out."
He started to cry again. I found the helmet from Gladiator and squeezed it on. (It was still too 

small for me.) He wobbled, an awkward hybrid of tears and laughter, and hugged me again.
"I'm sorry, papa. I wanted it to be a surprise. I knew you'd regret throwing it out."
"How did you know? You must have been back to the house. You must have known."
"Yes, yes. I could keep on saying sorry, but I know you don't like people who keep saying they're 

sorry."
"You're still so cold, Frodo. How is that possible? I've never heard of an illness that makes you 

cold."
"Hypothermia?"
"It's not hypothermia." He sat down wearing Redford's hat.
"That's a fake, by the way."
"This? How do you know . . . It's not a fake."
"A man in Prague told me it was."
"You went to Prague to get it back? How did it get to Prague?"
"A man sold it to a man who sold it to a man who sold it to another man. The stitching on the 

label gives it away apparently."
The revelation made him think and he studied the other items, newly suspicious of their 

provenance. "Tollmann said you were spotted in Prague."
I wanted to delay the moment a little longer and let him enjoy being repatriated with his 

collection, but there would never be a right time to find out. "Tollmann said a lot of things. He 
never understood me."

"He said you were a witch. He said you flew over him on a broomstick." There was a time when 
such an idea would have doubled him up with laughter, but now he considered the possibility. "Ten 
percent science, ninety percent. . . ."

"Ten percent physics we don't yet understand." The conversation came back to him. "Papa, 
remember you always told me not to go looking for how magic is done?"

"Yes. . . ." He turned his head sideways. "If it's the trick with the apples. . . ."
"No. It's not the apples. You were so angry when I learned how to perform your magic."



"I couldn't stop you. I suppose I'll never be able to stop you. But that's a good thing. Never accept 
things at face value, especially what people tell you. Half the world are liars and the other half are 
misinformed by the liars."

"I'm sorry for everything I've done. Whatever Tollmann told you, it was all true."
He removed the hat and sat open mouthed. "No." He shook his head. "When he came to see 

us. . . . I didn't believe any of the shit he told us. Not a word. I didn't want to believe it, but he could 
be quite convincing." He stared at the label inside the hat. My father never lied to himself. Another 
tear ran free down his face. "He wasn't here yesterday, was he?"

I shook my head. "I didn't know what else to do. I wanted to see you, keep an eye on you, but you 
were both getting worse." 

He shut his eyes and waved his hand at me. "It was all true what he said . . . That was you. How?"
"You have to be in my position, papa." I went to sit next to him, but he flinched. I grabbed his arm

to stop him recoiling from me. "It's only hypnosis, a form of auto-suggestion, papa. I can turn it on 
and off." I offered him a glimpse of me in the form of Tollmann. His hand shot out to grab the box 
behind him. "It's nothing, papa, no great mystery. Just a magic trick." I changed back. "I could even 
teach you how to do it. . . ."

"I don't want to know how to do it, Frodo. I don't want you to do that in front of me again, or your
mother. She must never know about this."

"Okay."
"Everything he said to me, that was you?"
"Yes."
"The witchcraft, the crime, the murders, everything?"
"You didn't answer my question, papa."
"What question. . . ." The conversation at the gates to the Ransahlhof came back to him. "Of 

course I love you, Frodo. I wasn't going to admit it in front of him. I didn't know it was you. Why 
didn't you tell me it was you? We were on our own."

"It wasn't the right time."
His anger began to bubble. "You tricked me. Hiding yourself like that and asking a question like 

that. That was devious, Frieda. Even by your standards. . . ." He moved away and handled the 
objects piled around him, studying them with bitterness. "You were suspected of murder." He 
waved a replica gun at me. "When I bought this you had just taken over a business near Nurnberg. 
Who did you hurt to obtain that?"

"No one, papa. . . ."
He dropped the gun into a cardboard box and snatched a wooden Viking shield. "Your friends in 

the Malandanti forced so many businesses to the wall. Some of them were my friends."
"I'm trying to leave all that behind me."
"But it's too late now. They're ruined. Are you going to put all that right too?"
"I can try. I'm not part of any of that anymore. The Malandanti are not what they used to be."
"No, they're worse according to Tollmann. . . ." He gasped and dropped the shield.
"That isn't me anymore." 
"What I became was because of you." He roamed around the boxes of prints, carefully avoiding 

items lying on the floor. He picked up a bell from Fahrenheit 451. "It makes sense now. Fighting 
the system, I wasn't fighting the system, I was fighting you and your friends, your corrupt network. 
The day after I bought this bell you hung a man above the north entrance of the Cathedral, for 
Christ's sake."

"That wasn't me."
"But you knew who it was. You knew who did it. You and your Bamberg coven must have 



commissioned that murder. You, Frieda. You knew the victim?"
"Yes."
"Give me a reason why I shouldn't burn all this?"
His anger would peak, but not for a while yet. "You've already tried to get rid of it and it made no 

difference. I'm still here. The past is still there in the past. Burning all this won't change that. You 
must give me a chance to make up for what I've done." Every item in the collection was stripped of 
its mask and the happy associations. I realised my mistake. 

He stepped alongside the sheet music and heard me crying. "He's determined to arrest you, if it 
was him. At the mortuary, was that him or you?"

"That must have been him."
"The nose. That's why. . . ."
"What nose?"
He poked the tip of my nose. "I gave him such a whack and the day after his face was as clean as 

a baby's. I should have known all along it was you. I should have known. If anyone understands 
how you function it's me. . . ."

"I left you the apple in the bar. Didn't it occur to you?"
"I still don't know why you couldn't just appear as yourself."
"I wasn't ready to tell you what I was."
"Well, now I know. And I'm not happy. And I have to rebuild my office to put all this stuff in it. 

Unless you want to keep it here. Keep it as a reminder of what you were, stop you from going back 
to all that. You're better than that, Frodo. You don't need all that shit. You never needed to go in 
that direction. Murder, intimidation. I didn't teach you to be like that."

"No."
"But your mother's right. Sorceress. You were the sorcerer's apprentice, what else would you 

grow up to be." He rummaged in another box and either deliberately or accidently pulled out a film 
poster of Boris Karloff in Frankenstein.

"No, don't even think it. . . ."
"Well, it's true isn't it? What you were, what you became, it was my fault."
"It wasn't." I tried to hold him, but the cold made him so uncomfortable. "I made those decisions."
 I felt his arms around me. "What do I say to Tollmann? He's looking for you, the real Tollmann is

actually looking for you."
"You spoke to him recently?"
"He showed up one day. He didn't have a clue what I was talking about . . . so many clues, you 

left so many clues."
He hated being outsmarted - not that it was deliberate - always looking for the solution to the 

magic trick. Oh, yes, he didn't like it when others explained his magic he didn't like it at all. "Say 
nothing about it to your mother. I don't like secrets, but she doesn't need to know."

"She knows about the . . . you know. . . ."
"The witchcraft? She believes in reincarnation too. The new foal reminds her of you, apparently."
"Me? How? Is it my teeth? I don't have big teeth do I?" I almost smiled and stopped myself. My 

heart raced forcing me away from him.
"It's not your teeth," he laughed. "There's nothing wrong with your teeth." 
"Oh god, it's my nose, isn't it? Someone said I have a big nose. . . ."
He caught up with me and gave me another bear hug. They were growing stronger. "Who said 

that? I'll kill the bastard."
He held onto me all the way to the car. "I'll have Redford's hat examined," he said at traffic lights 

south of Bamberg. "I'm not convinced." Then he turned to me again. "Look me in the eyes and tell 



me you've changed."
"I've changed, papa."
The rain left a shine on every surface and beneath the streetlights Bamberg twinkled and glowed, 

shifting and separating the light into beautiful constituent colours. I had grown to enjoy the 
attractions of night time. It wasn't all darkness and shadow, it had atmosphere, an extra dimension 
bleached out of existence by sunlight. It also had its dangers, not that they concerned me any more. 
If anything, I suppose, I was one of those dangers if I chose to be.

"Lights have changed," I said. My father was miles away, staring at the shop window next to the 
junction. I looked around him and saw what he was staring at. 

A car, a driver, an empty passenger seat.
He opened his door and stumbled away from the car. Horns blared behind us, angry motorists 

skidded, wheels screeching as they passed the abandoned vehicle and the driver wandering towards 
the shop window. I followed and tried to pull him away from the window where he stood alone, 
whimpering, transfixed by the impossible reflection.

"Don't ask how it's done, papa," I said. "You're supposed to enjoy the magic, not go looking for 
how it's done. The joy is the mystery, not the solution. That's what you always told me."

"It isn't magic. It's the ten percent. This isn't magic."
"Get back in the car, papa. It's still me. . . ."
He held my head in his hands and studied my eyes. I had never seen this reaction in him, this 

terrified concentration. I took advantage of the moment and the open window of his mind: we stood 
in the stableyard watching my mother lock the feed store, walk past us, enter the house and shut the 
kitchen door in our faces; we stood in the loft again and I gave my father a moment to gaze at his 
collection, no longer the benevolent set of memories he had thrown out, but a representation of what
I once was and what I had become; and then back to the pavement outside the shop window with its
unwitting revelation and the angry traffic building up behind the car.

"I'll drive," I said, but he ran, ran away from me, a clumsy uneven escape. And the farther he ran 
the easier it was to keep up with him. Every reappearance a few steps ahead made his condition 
worse, his panic and anxiety greater, until he was unable to escape his creation and surrendered, 
collapsing on the damp cobbled street he had stumbled into.

"I am what I am, papa." I cradled him as he had once cradled me whenever I was frightened 
(which wasn't very often). "There's no one who can stop me now. I'm not afraid of anyone anymore,
papa. You don't have to be afraid of me. This is what you wanted wasn't it? Something better, some 
indestructibility. There's no one who can touch me now. You taught me to take advantage of every 
opportunity and I have.  Think about the opportunities now. They're limitless." 

He began to talk to himself, but I wasn't sure what he meant. "She was in the dust, in the paint, in 
the walls, in the ground, the grass, the growing grass. She's inside me. This isn't real, Lothar, this is 
a projection. This is grief." Grief that broke him down into a desperate huddle.

"It is me, papa." He squeezed his hands against his ears. "I'm not a figment of your imagination, 
papa. I'm real. I'm here. This is me, it's what I am now." He could see me, hear me, touch me, even 
smell my perfume, but it wasn't enough for him. "If mama can see me, I must be real, yes? You 
can't both be imagining me at the same time. You'll come to understand."

"No, I won't?" 
I was releaved to be acknowledged. "If I know you, you'll come to envy me. Trust me. I'll always 

be part of your life." I smiled and he saw everything my smile contained, physical, emotional, the 
sharpness, the threat. The power. "This is real life, papa, and it's amazing. I'll teach you. You taught 
me everything, I'll teach you everything. You became what you are because of me, I became what I 
became because of you. Don't you love the symmetry of that?"



On those damp cobbles he sat comforted by the cold corpse of his daughter, his memories 
deformed, his future unknown. I could understand why he didn't see the world in the same way, but 
he would change over time. He always adapted. He would accept me for what I was now, and not 
what I may have been, he would look behind the magic and find the truth and congratulate himself.



Epilogue

The Agnetha had set sail into a light Mediterranean drizzle. Rob sat at the helm of the fly bridge, 
unmoved by the warm mist blowing around his face. I think the sudden drop in temperature alerted 
him.

"Off to Portofino," he said without looking at me.
"I've never been there."
"You're not trying to hitch a lift are you?"
"No. I thought you wanted some help. . . ."   
The boat heaved when Rob snatched the engines into reverse and a great bothersome wake 

washed forward upsetting smaller boats moored around the edge of the marina.
"You think you can do it?"
"I can try. I had a look at some old grimoires last night. I mean, she's already dead, it's not like 

trying to raise a body."
Rob studied the marina. "I've told them I'm going tonight. How long will it take?" 
"Couple of hours, I'm not sure."
"Bollocks to it. No one's gonna arrive tonight. If they get stroppy about it I'll give 'em a slap." 
He returned to the berth and secured the boat. We stood on the stern and travelled from there to 

the house formerly haunted by Veronique. Exorcised and abandoned it looked distressed as if the 
building mourned the loss of its one remaining resident: mould weeping from the corners of walls; 
flooring shrivelled and broken in despair; the pain captured in the jagged edges of collapsed stair 
rails and shattered glass in rotten window frames. Light fixtures without bulbs, bathroom fixtures 
without water; all the necessary requirements of life gone. Now, only darkness and decay. The 
house had become the corpse.

We wandered the short corridors, peering into empty bedrooms and a lounge where the mist blew 
in through an open window. "This is where she first appeared," Rob said. "Looking out of that 
window. Her husband left her in 1963. She loved him. Never recovered from it. Never found the 
answer to why he left."

"I can't feel anything in here. I suppose the exorcism cleaned everything out." 
Rob headed towards another room, a dining room looking out to a garden over run with weeds 

and waist high grass. "How do exorcisms work anyway?" he said.
"I don't know. It's all physics to me." Uncertainty overcame me as if I was about to meet someone

I didn't want to meet. "We can start in here."
"What does it involve?"
"A magic circle designed by John Dee," I said marking it out on the dusty floorboards. Rob told 

me Veronique's full name, Veronique Helene Dusolierre, and I marked the letters around the edge 
of the circle. "The idea behind the spell is to transfer the spirit from the place to a person. Attach 
Veronique to you, not this house."

"Will it work on someone who isn't human? I mean me, not her. . . ."
"I know what you mean. The spell doesn't say, but you'd better make sure you like her because 

you'll be stuck together until I break the spell." He didn't respond. "Forever is a long time. No 
chance for divorce."

Rob Wallet would usually have a response, pithy, off hand, facetious, but not this time. His 
devotion, his deep desire to get her back forced me to pause a moment and I thought how lucky he 
was to feel like this; to know someone so special he wanted to be trapped with her! 

The ritual could start after completing one final set up. Using a compass I tried to establish east, 
but something interfered with the needle. 



"It must be me," Rob said. "I interfere with everything."
"We're the same thing, so we must both be affecting it." I had to establish east for the spell to 

work. "How do we do this?"
"How far away do we need to be to stop having an effect on it?"
"I don't know. . . ." I placed the compass on what was left of the window sill. We stepped away, 

almost out of the room, but the needle, still affected by our presence, struggled to focus. 
"North star," Rob said. He took his phone out and opened an astronomy app. "It has a map 

showing what is directly above us at the moment and it's not fucked up by me holding it. . . ." He 
stood in the centre of the circle and rotated until he knew where he was in relation to the north star. 
"It's to the right of that light socket, which means east is that way." He pointed his left arm at a hole 
in the wall where exposed wooden lattices hung over a cobwebbed void.

I marked a triangle at the eastern point of the circle. Rob joined me and I uttered the first part of 
the spell. He watched me place four candles on the four compass points, repeat the words and then 
place a cup of water in the centre of the circle and sprinkle it with salt and oil. When the oil ignited 
I stood in the triangle again.

"I call on Veronique Helene Dusolierre to join us, to leave this place and find a new home with. . .
. What's you're full name?"

"Rob. Just say Rob."
"I call on Veronique Helene Dusolierre to join us, to leave this place and find a new home in the 

soul and spirit of Rob. I demand the reversal of any prior ceremony," the flames grew in height, 
"and reinstate the order of things, spiritual, physical, natural and supernatural. . . ." The oil in the 
cup belched, firing a cloud towards the ceiling. We waited as a shimmer emerged and solidified in 
front of us. Rob held his hand to his mouth, but after a moment the cloud thinned and we found 
ourselves staring at the far wall of the derelict dining room. 

"Is there any more?" Rob said.
"No, that's it. I think she was supposed to appear in the cloud."
"Well, at least the cloud appeared. Maybe east is in the wrong position."
"Maybe I should have used your full name. We'll have to try again-"
Rob placed his hand on my shoulder. "No. Unless you're sure it'll work, we could be here 

forever."
"I'm sure it'll work. Don't give up so easily." I rubbed out the triangle, redrew it and tried again. 

Nothing. No fire, no cloud. (Robert Wallet made no difference.) We moved the triangle around the 
edge of the circle and made six or seven new attempts, but the first attempt remained the most 
productive. 

"I don't know what else to do," I said. "We've been all round the circle."
Rob nodded. "Exorcisms . . . bastards." 
"I could take a look in some more grimoires, see if there's anything more effective."
"I don't want to impose on you, Frieda. Of course I want her back, but I've got plenty of time to 

come up with something."
We checked the lounge window where Veronique first appeared. We ran through the rest of the 

house, but the anxious feeling I experienced in the dining room was absent. After an hour Rob 
conceded defeat and we returned to the boat.

"Your parents overjoyed to have you back?"
"I think so. Mama's gone back to ignoring me, and papa. . . ."
"Papa? Go on, what's papa done?"
"When he saw the collection he dug out a film poster of Boris Karloff in Frankenstein. What do 

you think he meant by that, Rob?"



He offered me a drink and for a split second pulled it away from my hand when I went for the 
glass. "Don't ask rhetorical questions, Frieda."

"Why do you always sit on the fly bridge?" I said.
"It's nice up here."
The elevated position allowed me to look over most of the other boats and out to the line of the 

Mediterranean's horizon.
"You know Lena raised the dead," Rob said.
"I heard she tried. I didn't know she succeeded. It was like an urban myth in Bamberg."
"Oh yeah. She had hidden talents, did Lena."
"Who did she raise?"
"Micky Redwall. The band's first manager. Dragged him out of a grave in Ipswich. He must have 

been in a right old state."
"How did she do it? Were you there?"
"You must be joking. They were armed to the teeth by all accounts. You know she always had a 

small army with her, alongside the coven and all the other goons she had on the payroll. Mind you, 
you're carved from the same block of wood aren't you? Bamberg businesswoman, Malandanti 
headbanger and all that. . . ."

"That's the old me."
"Mm." He drank his drink and faded in and out of the sea mist thickening as the night wore on, 

shrouding the marina until only the lights on the lamp columns had the strength to cut through it. 
Illuminated pools of clarity lay like glowing stepping stones for anyone trying to find their way 
about.

A young woman in a dull floral dress stood on the boardwalk. She looked lost and stared at Rob's 
boat as if it was the only point of orientation. But her expression spoke to me even though I had no 
idea who she was. Watching her come and go in the waves of mist pulsing across the marina I 
began to feel as if she was here for a reason.

"Rob, describe Veronique to me again?" He offered a very detailed description of a tall proud 
woman with dark compassionate eyes and lips shaped by emotion. Long dark straight hair worn 
close to her head, as simple as a sunset, soft as a lover's promise. I stopped him before he became 
carried away. "And what was she wearing when you last saw her?"

He described the dress, the same dress worn by the woman on the boardwalk.
"Rob, come and take a look down here." I turned to him and felt a tremendous thrill in my chest. 

"You have a visitor."



THE ONE RULE OF MAGIC



AND FINALLY...

Thank you for reading The One Rule of Magic. That's not just a platitude, it's a genuine thank you 
for investing the time and a bit of cash. I probably don't have to tell you it's not easy being an author
in the 21st century and having my novel picked from the millions that are out there is gratifying.

Thank you.

Can I ask you for one more tiny favour (or two)? Leaving a quick review on a site of your choice 
would go a long way towards spreading the word, either for this book or for me. If you can find a 
few more minutes to leave an honest review I would be doubly grateful.

And if you enjoyed my storytelling and can't get enough of it (I'll pause here until you stop 
laughing) there are several options for you.

The TotenUniverse can be explored here at:

TotenUniverse.com

This is my ambition to create a new mythology around the rock band Toten Herzen and the 
Malandanti network of covens. You'll find more articles, features, interviews and short stories to fill
the gaps between the novels and expand on the issues and episodes contained in the stories.

Don't forget, by signing up to the newsletter you'll get your free ebook The Excitement of 
Solitude...

FREE DOWNLOAD 

To date there are three other novels in the TotenUniverse available and if you haven't already found 
them they're described in the following pages:

https://totenuniverse.wordpress.com/novels/the-excitement-of-solitude/
http://totenuniverse.com/


WE ARE TOTEN HERZEN

Between 1973 and 1976 Toten Herzen sold over eight million albums and toured arenas in Europe 
and the US. In 1977 all four members of the band were murdered by crazed fan Lenny Harper. 
Harper was only charged with wasting police time and the bodies disappeared.

Thirty five years later, British music journalist Rob Wallet's investigation into the incidents of 1977 
led him to discover the band still alive in a remote village in southern Germany.

He persuaded them to make a comeback.

The paranormal dark comedy We Are Toten Herzen is the authorised story of one music journalist's
ambition to bring Toten Herzen back from the dead. From an isolated Dutch farmhouse to the 
teeming chaos of New York, via Suffolk and the Ahoy Arena in Rotterdam, fact and fiction blur as 
the '70s most notorious rock band plan their return, outwitting the modern music industry and 
settling old scores in the only way they know how.

But is Wallet's story a hoax or strange reality? As he uncovers more of the band's past new 
questions begin to emerge. Was lead guitarist Susan Bekker hospitalised in 1974 with Rabies? Was 
the band's first manager Micky Redwall killed by his own dogs in 1977? What happened to an 
original 'fifth member' of the band Peter Miles? And after all this time why haven't Susan Bekker, 
singer Dee Vincent, bassist Elaine Daley and drummer Rene van Voors grown old? Find out in the 
only official account of Toten Herzen's long awaited reappearance.



TOTEN HERZEN MALANDANTI

After the disastrous events in the previous novel 'We Are Toten Herzen,' the band are forced to 
count the costs and the repercussions of their comeback tour. The focus turns to the safety of the 
recording studio and their first album in forty years. Things can't get any worse. 

But this is Toten Herzen, the dead rock band: murdered in 1977, discovered alive in 2013. Guitarist 
Susan Bekker wants to sing, antagonising lead singer Dee Vincent whose catastrophic interview in 
Hullaballoo magazine leads to a multi-million dollar lawsuit. Rob Wallet, the band's publicist, flirts 
with insanity when he isn't flirting with Lena, the seductive former terrorist and leader of a network 
of covens known as the Malandanti. 

The story sets down amongst the isolated mountains of the English Lake District, with excursions to
post-communist St. Petersburg and Bamberg in Germany, scene of the 17th century witch trials. 
Along the way the band are assaulted by an ever growing list of mysteries. Why has a Russian voice
coach arrived uninvited at three in the morning? Why are the Malandanti searching for a book 
owned by Dee Vincent? What is Susan Bekker's Big Lie? And is the valley pictured in a 14th 
century painting the source and home of the first European vampires? 

Blue hair, black magic, talking sheep, murderous bushes, necromancy, alchemy and leather-clad 
litigation. All captured on film by a deafening Dutch director in Toten Herzen Malandanti. Book 
two in the authorised account of the band's astonishing and some would say unbelievable 
comeback.



WHO AMONG US...

Disowned by her family and deranged by anger, Jennifer Enzo views the world as a demonic 
garden, a film script and a list of names to be assassinated. But when she finds her own name on the
list she is forced out of her insular world to counter a sinister threat to her life.

Professor Virginia Bruck’s world is divided between her research in artificial intelligence and 
posing for her husband, the eccentric German artist Earnst Bruck. Suspected of being the source of 
a destructive rumour she decides to do what her semi-aristocratic family have never done 
throughout centuries of rumour, and fight back.

Frieda Schoenhofer, a self-made millionaire, is determined to explain the death of a local witch. 
Police are equally determined to explain a baffling double murder and Frieda becomes their first 
suspect after the body of a man is found hung above the north door of Bamberg Cathedral.

All three women share a common association: the Malandanti, a four hundred year old network of 
covens on the brink of collapse following rumours of a plot to kill the leading members. As the 
conflict intensifies and the familiar world disappears, they will be forced to reassess their own 
ambitions, confront the nature of guilt and innocence, and question how their beliefs explain the 
supernatural forces they each control.

-

Thanks for your support and I hope you can continue on this bizarre literary journey with me.

C Harrison


