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A denim-clad butt perched in the huge, ancient oak just underneath the north wing of the castle. Legs attached to that butt were busily in engaged in grasping tree limbs in an attempt to remain balanced in the branches.
I strolled over to the bottom of the tree and stood in silence until an entire flesh and blood body appeared on the limb some ten feet above my head.
Then I called out, “Pruning time? Or am I interrupting a burglary in progress?”
The butt, and the body, landed with a less-than-gentle thud right at my feet.
I smiled serenely down at the wannabe burglar. “Oops. So sorry. Did I startle you?”
Red hair in bad need of a trim. Stupidly sexy Irish green eyes. Currently glaring into mine. I’d just witnessed what had to be a painful, but most entertaining, performance involving an ungraceful descent from a tree. Since that fall had ultimately landed the acrobat on his backside, laughter was my immediate, if admittedly juvenile, response.
After a good thirty seconds of silence and stares, he spoke. “Excuse me, but is there some reason your hair is partially green?”
My smile changed to a scowl. “Yes, damn it. There is. This past Christmas I ran out of decorations but wanted to get a huge jump on next year’s festivities, so I figured chestnut and green was the way to go. You know…that whole concept of roasting over the open fire and fir trees. I’m convinced green streaks will be the style for holiday ornamentation the world over in a year or two, don’t you?” I took a breath. Is there some reason you’re being rude? Aside from the fact that my appearance caused you to stop your nefarious deeds, and ultimately land on your behind?”
He jumped to his feet. “Rude? Rude? Me being rude? How about you? Sneaking around, scaring the crap out of a guy and causing a near-fatal accident. How’s that for rude?”
I raised the pitch of my voice just a notch without changing volume. “ I was not sneaking around. I have a perfect right to be here and I’d lay odds that you most definitely don’t, because otherwise you wouldn’t be the one climbing out of treetops. Not to mention that if a truly klutzy tumble from the bottom branch can be labeled a near-fatal accident, you’ve obviously led a sheltered—albeit crime-laden—life.”
We continued glaring each other. Finally he winked at me. “We seem to be at an impasse. Tell me, are you planning to use that phone you’re clutching so tightly in those delicate hands and giving the Prague authorities a buzz? I’d appreciate a head start if I’m about to become a fugitive.”
I unclenched my fingers from around the cell. I had no ideas whether a call to 911 in Prague would fetch the cops, the animal catchers, or the kolache delivery guys.
And really, what could I say once I reached the local authorities? “Yo! How’s it goin’? Uh, sorry to bother you, but Mr. Johnny Gerard, whom I haven’t seen in three damn months because of his stupid soap opera filming way the hell out of town, now seems to be engaged in a felony, and has fallen out of a tree at Kastle Kouzlo Noc just under the north tower where I swear I heard Mozart only moments ago except no one is around and I have this strange gift of second sight so I’m not really sure if what I heard was an auditory premonition or a ghostly serenade but I’m kind of spooked and no, I don’t see anything like the Hapsburg Crown jewels peeking out of his pockets, I’m really sorry to call—but while I have you on the line could you just transfer me to Kolaches-to-Go? I want to place an order for two cream cheese and one apricot-filled.”
Johnny whistled. Doubtless he’d followed that entire fictitious call through my entire thought process. He’s good at that. He ran his fingers through my bangs.”I apologize about the hair comment, Abby. Honest. I’m curious though. Last time I saw you, your lovely locks were one color. Was this a deliberate dye job? Going for a retro-punk garage band look?”
“Remember I told you about the Starlight Express debacle in that theatre in Kansas??”
“Oh yeah. I was very jealous. Always wanted to play the Pumping Iron Elvis part. Although you did make it sound like the production staff was less than stellar.”
“You would have been wonderful. You always are. And believe me, they could have used your exceptional talents because less-than-stellar doesn’t begin to cover the idiocy I endured. Intense and constant diva dramas. I’ll reveal all some night when we’re not otherwise occupied. Where was I?”
“Kansas.”
I shuddered. “Yeah. Nice state. Stupid theatre. Anyway, what I didn’t tell you was that fool director, Bryce, decided all of the dancing, roller-skating characters should have exotic hair colors to represent the different types of trains. He sent me off to a demonic hair-stylist who chose green. Excuse me while I gag. Why the idiot didn’t just order wigs is beyond my comprehension.”
“Okay. Demonic hair-stylist. We’ll get back to that because what I really want to know, Ms. Fouchet—why are you here in Prague?”
“The other thing I didn’t tell you since you were roving around the world in communicato—and why the hell was Endless Time filming in Africa—and why doesn’t Kenya seem to have cell coverage?”
“I have no idea. Wouldn’t have mattered. Remember I hate all phones but especially any device that can reach out and touch me anywhere anytime. Africa. Simple. Can we say, soap insanity? Somebody saw some PBS channel special on safaris and decided Gregory Noble and his merry band of murderous wives, mistresses, fellow cops and assorted hangers on—or hanger ons—whichever—should hunt down a neo-Communist spy while riding around in an open Jeep across lion country. I barely escaped being fed to a hippopatamus. And I’m truly sorry that they scrapped your part of Vanessa after Christmas. You were supposed to to come with me and I was miserable without you. But,go on. Prague—why?”
“Okay. Three days into rehearsals, I took a major header roller skating off a ramp that wasn’t supposed to have a bump in the middle. I broke that same ankle that got wrecked back when I first met you when we were doing Superstar, so I came back to Manhattan and managed to rest up for about three weeks, and saw no need to distress you since I couldn’t reach you anyway. I’m glad I didn’t die. You’d’ve missed the funeral.”
“Prague,” he prompted.
“Ankle. So I’m enjoy lying on the couch in the apartment with Cherry and Guido, who are supposed to be getting married but that’s another story, and we’re watching all the soap operas Johnny Gerard is not starring in and I get this phone call from Shay who’s in Germany choreographing The Merry Widow for a light opera company. She ran into a friend of ours. Ms. Bambi Bohacek. Bambi is owner of Headlights Productions which is an indy film company and she was looking for a patsy to play location scout. Voila! Enter Abby to roam the Czech Republic looking for a place for Bambi’s Gothic movie musical that Shay is going to direct which is why I’m at Kouzlo Noc since it looks perfect as a creepy castle. Anyway, I’ve been hacking away at it—my hair that is—not the scouting—which is why I have this lovely long shag cut with the mixture of my natural chestnut and garish green. Satisfied?”
Johnny howled, “Damn, darlin’. A simple, ‘dye job gone bad’ would have sufficed.” The twinkle in his eyes quickly morphed into a glint I recognized. “I’ve missed you.”
“Me too.” I sniffed and dabbed at my eyes.
He grabbed me and proceeded to curl that lovely long shag cut with a classic Johnny Gerard kiss that landed us both under the tree Johnny had plopped out of. Damn nice kiss with extras. It almost made up for his absence the last three months. Stinkin’-sexy-soap-star-smart-ass.
We broke apart and stared at each other.
“So, now that my presence has been explained, what about yours? Whacha doin’ at Kouzlo Noc?” I snickered, “Burglar.”
“Let’s just say I had a good reason for being in the north turret.”
“Ha. Knew it. You were breaking in and you weren’t quick enough to come up with a cover story. Is this research for some other crazy stunt for Gregory Noble, supercop?”
He shuddered. “Gad. I hope not. Then again, I wouldn’t mind Endless Time funding some filming in Prague.”
“Stalling, Johnny, stalling.”
“Fine. I’m restoring a mural for Veronika Duskova, who is one of the owners of Kouzlo Noc. It’s in very bad condition and in no way ready to be seen so she and I are a bit touchy about it.”
“In the north turret?”
Pause.
“Well, actually, I was muraling in a different area.”
“Not the north turret.”
“No.”
Pause. “Wait. This is new. ‘Muraling.’ Um. Is that a word?”
“No. Neither is ‘muraled’ although I’m sure both will now become part of the Abby vocabulary. Anyway, I got into sketching ages ago during breaks on the soap. Restoration was a logical step up in my artistic repetoire.”
“Oh -kay. Should I even ask how you met the Duskova family?”
“Guess.”
I pondered the question for about twenty seconds. “Yolanda Barrett. Our prolific head writer for Endless Time. Right?”
Johnny gave me a thumbs up. “You got it. I have yet to meet someone truly interesting whom Yolanda hasn’t managed to make a friend sometime in her life. We did a little filming in Prague a couple of years ago and she met Veronika Duskova at a grocery store or something ridiculously mundane. They kept in touch. Veronika asked her if she knew someone who’d restore a mural for cheap. Yolanda said Johnny Gerard will do it for free.”
“That’s nice of you.”
“Well, Yolanda also had an agenda.”
“Duh,” I smirked. “Which was?”
“There’s a circus training facility about twenty miles outside of Prague.”
I held up my hand. “Don’t tell me. Yolanda wants Gregory Noble to develop skills in—what?”
“Everything. Elephant riding, ring-master, fortune-teller, you name it. I love circuses. Considered joining one back when I was about twelve.” He smirked. “You won’t believe this because I neglected to show my process with balance when I fell out of this tree, but I guess high-wire and trapeze are my favorites so far.”
“Makes sense. Great skills for a wannabe cat-burglar.”
“Now, now, Ms. Fouchet. I am an innocent man. Really.” He paused, then stared into my eyes. “What’s freaking you out about the north turret anyway?”
I hoisted my tote bag to a more comfortable position.”Let me ask you a question.”
“Go ahead. You want a list of the other amazing talents lie hidden behind my shining presence.”
“Shining ego,” I snorted. “Johnny, my dearest darling, it’s common knowledge you’re capable of leaping tall buildings and staring down rays of Kryptonite, but I’ll just have to suppress my admiration and curiosity. Back to my question. Did you hear anyone playing a flute in the north turret before you made that incredibly bad descent down the tree? For that matter, since you have some musicianship skills, were you by any chance…uh…flauting?”
He snorted. “Flauting? I’m damn sure that’s not a word. And I can assure you that I was not playing the flute. Mind you, I can, Hon. As well as various brass instruments and a fairly mean guitar on occasion. But you did not hear me. And I didn’t see anyone else in the north wing playing the flute, the harp, the piano or harmonica. No one else was even in that turret.”
“I was afraid you’d say that.”
“Why?”
“Because I’m pretty positive I heard a flute. A very fine flute sounding out more than a few notes from the overture of Magic Flute. And if no one was playing, and no one was in the turret, then the only explanation is Kouzlo Noc has a musical ghost.”
His eyes widened. “A flute-playing spook is haunting the castle?”
“Well, I’m not sure I’d put it in those terms. Common theories say ghosts do not appreciate being called spooks. Kind of like spies, I guess. It sounds rude to them. Where was I? Oh. Yes. Kouzlo Noc is haunted.”
“And you’ve determined this—why? Because, to paraphrase Irving Berlin, you’re ‘hearing music and there’s no one there?’”
“I thought it was ‘hear singing’?”
“It is. I said I was paraphrasing. You weren’t paying attention.”
“I was.”
“Were not.”
“Was to.”
“Were no…what were we talking about and are you going to refrain from singing the refrain? Or beginning the Beguine?”
I realized I was indeed singing a few measures of the song he was referring to. You’re Just in Love. “Sorry.”
“Are you telling me you heard music from a non-living presence?”
“Uh—sort of.””
“Cripes. Care to explain?”
“Remember that little talent I was bequeathed from Granny Dumas?”
“The foreshadowing premonition second sight thingee?”
“Yep. Guess what? It’s more than possible Granny bestowed upon me with a little extra giftie that lies dormant until one is past legal age. Like—uh—hearing music from folks who aren’t with us anymore.”
“Oh crap. This could get dicey.”
“And dodgey. Not to mention possibly dangerous.” I paused. “This isn’t actually the first time I’ve had an experience bonding with the deceased.”
Johnny’s eyebrow lifted. “Do tell. Unless you want to count that premonition about me that thankfully didn’t come true?”
“No,no. That was a whompin’ big vision. This is different. I’m talkin’ ‘bout spook—excuse me- ghost communing when I was six and attending a fine Irish wake for my great-grandfather who was half Irish and half French. Minette’s side of the family which of course is no surprise since the Dumas’ have all the weird voodoo genes. Where was I? Oh yeah. People at the wake suddenly began asking why I was singing the Canticle harmony to “Scarborough Faire.” Not the ancient regular folk song, but the Simon and Garfunkle arrangement from the Sixties. The anti-war version with the really cool lyrics that send chills down one’s spine even at a very young age. Anyway, I explained that Great-Grandpa had taken the melody and I was being polite by singing harmony. Gramps had perfect pitch as well. Even after he died.”
“Why am I not surprised?” Johnny said.
“Because I had visions thirty years into future talking to your father last July?”
“Which I still find fascinating. Of course, I find everything about my petite little Abby fascinating but your Dumas abilities are sort of reality sci-fi tv fascinating. Now we get to add—what? Harmonious trysts with spooks?”
I frowned at him. “Now, now. I won’t let you play ghost hunter with me if you’re going to have a bad attitude about this.”
“I shall be totally supportive. Although, as to flute-playing ghosts, I hate to play Mr. Practical but I do have to point out other possibilities—at least as to the why or how of ghostly sounds wafting out from the north turret.”
“Such as?”
“What about the clichéd but reasonable suggestion of that old standby- the hidden tape player? Cell phone, MP3 player boombox held to head by the creepy gardener who roams the castle?”
“Yeah, yeah. Logical. All great explanations and I promise I plan to explore them all if I get to rent Kouzlo Noc for Bambi’s company and sneak around in turrets. But I’m telling you what I’d heard and the techno-quality of your suggestions don’t quite fit the sound of live. Even by a dead flautist.”
He smiled. “Nice phrasing. Okay, howsabout your imagination kicked over into Gothicland because it’s romantic and you love romance?”
“Aw, come on. Yes, I have a marvelous imagination, but I also have a fairly decent grip on reality,” I batted my lashes, “unless I’m around Johnny Gerard who tends to get me into surreal situations even when he’s not playing Gregory Noble.”
Johnny patted my green and chestnut hair as though I was a toddler, then casually leaned down and proceeded to plant upon my lips a kiss that curled my toes as well as my hair. Just as casually, he let go. “Darlin’, I personally love the ghost theory better, too. Tell you the truth, I’m very curious as to any specteral wanderers wandering Kouzlo Noc. Care to take a stroll around the castle cemetery and see what pops up?”
I winced. “Not sure ‘pops up’ is exactly what I need to see happening in a graveyard but I do like the idea of exploring.” I linked my arm through his. “Lead on, burglar boy.”
Within six seconds I was rethinking this whole stroll around the graveyard. To begin with, I didn’t see a single grave worthy of a digital click from even a throw-away camera—unless I wanted promo for a bad slasher movie. This cemetery must have been intended for the dregs of society. Every headstone was chipped or cracked into pieces. Not even foot markers had remained intact through the centuries. Broken bottles decorated the headstones and vines strangled the larger pieces of stone, effectively blocking inscriptions and epitaphs from the few curious souls seeking a shred of history.
Graveyards aren’t normally party sites, but this untended, ignored plot of land was—to put it mildly—sad. Johnny pushed aside a particularly annoying vine and we both nearly fell over partially-intact headstones. Since the epitaphs were in Czech the words were somewhat unintelligible to me, but the carved numerals were easily deciphered. 1721-1764. 1725-1780. Odd. The graveyard was such a mess I would have expected to find that the dates were more in line with much earlier centuries, perhaps even from the medieval period. Johnny knelt down to inspect a marker, while I sidestepped the two headstones and walked a few steps further. More Eighteenth Century dates. I wandered through this forgotten piece of history, pushing away the dead greenery and the piles of dirt that clung to the stones. Everything was Seventeen-such-and-such to Seventeen-so-and-so.
I slowly surveyed this small cemetery. And it hit me with such force I sank onto the nearest block of stone that seemed intact enough to hold my weight.
“Johnny.”
“What?”
“Are you seeing what I’m seeing?”
He nodded. “These headstones don’t look like they’ve been destroyed through the forces of time, nature and neglect.”
“I agree. It’s like they’d been deliberately smashed.”
I walked on, surmising that this destruction didn’t appear to have been caused by kids out for a sick vandal romp through a burial ground, but by a person or persons who had been hunting for something. The cracks and the crumbles had been forced in such a way as to allow the perpetrators to literally search inside the stones. That wasn’t the worst of this scene. It was obvious, once I took the time to really look, that each plot had been dug up; that some of the wreckage now lying in a sorrowful and frozen chaotic tableau on the ground were the remains of coffins—with parts of the original inhabitants now outside those original resting places.
I felt chilled. There is something so unholy, so sick, so uselessly mean about a grave robber. If one has to steal from the dead, then plan a heist on a museum where the personalities have been long forgotten.
Prague in the spring, yet suddenly cold as ice. I wanted out of this place. Time to let Johnny Gerard go paint the mural or whatever he wanted to do with the rest of this day while I headed up to Kastle Kouzlo Noc, talk to the owners about renting this castle for Shay’s movie—and get warm. I shivered, looked around for Johnny, who’d wandered off to investigate broken angels, then carefully shielded my face from an open grave about eight feet away from me. No one had bothered to toss the dirt back inside. I closed my eyes, took as much of a breath as I could stand in this desolate and decayed area, sat up straight, opened my eyes again, and prepared to leave.
I screamed. There was a wool-trousered butt sticking up from the grave.
A torso followed the distinctly male derriére, then a neck appeared, and finally, I was reassured to notice, a real human head. Alive. Jet-black hair, amazingly well-coiffed for someone hip deep in dirt, hit just above neck-line.
I yelled with as much fury as my fright would allow, “Dammit! You just scared the holy livin’ heart out of me! Doesn’t anyone around here ever make a normal entrance?”
The man straightened and whirled around with such force I expected him to fall back inside. Golden brown eyes, like a superior feline, stared at me. I stared back, prepared to play “blink first” for as long as it took. Enough time passed for me to see the straight nose, the Cupid-shaped lips and the lashes that were triple mine (even with Volumized Billion Dramatic Double Layered mascara). The lashes pissed me off so much I was able to stay silent until the grave-popper spoke first.
“I’m very sorry if I startled you, young lady. I was engrossed in what I was doing and didn’t realize anyone was above the crypt.” The man paused. “What do you mean—normal entrance?”
I started to explain, then gave up. “Never mind. It was supposed to be funny theatrical reference but if you’re not an actor, it’s probably not even remotely amusing. Forget I said anything.”
Johnny suddenly appeared next to me. “You okay?”
“Sure. Just startled by Mister Whomever here literally popping up out of the ground.” I glared at the man. “So. That’s a crypt, right, not an undone grave?”
“Of course. What a strange question. Why do you ask that?”
“Well, sure. Silly me. The fact that there isn’t a solid grave anywhere to be found was a just a tad suspicious. What had you so captivated you didn’t hear either of us above ground? What were you doing?”
“Working.”
Johnny looked at me. I looked back at him., then at the gorgeous man in the dirt.
I smiled. “That sounds—excuse the term—cryptic. What exactly were you working on? If you don’t mind telling us.”
He smiled. Instantly he looked ten years younger and far less threatening. Neither thought reassured me. “I’m a historian. And I am currently engaged in a research project for the residents of Kouzlo Noc.”
This sounded nice except that I’d just noticed the man was holding a dagger. Looked antique. I could feel my teeth grinding out of sheer nervousness.
Johnny obviously felt the same. “Um. Do you mind placing that knife on the ground or someplace where it’s not in your hand? No offense.”
He looked at the weapon as if he’d just noticed it was there. “Sorry. I use this to chip away at some of the century old encrusted dirt obscuring names and dates.”
He laid it on top of a headstone above ground.
I began to breathe again. “Thank you. So. I’m intrigued. What are we talking about here? Are you writing a book? Dissertation? Or perhaps taking a leisurely stroll down genealogy lane?”
Again, the quick smile flashed. “That’s a very good summary.”
“In other words, you’re not going to tell me.”
“I didn’t say that.”
I groaned. “Enough. I’m about to meet the owners of this castle and try to present a dignified—uh—presence but I’m standing in the middle of a major horror show, so I’m not up to games involving wresting info from an avowed academic.”
Those cat’s eyes stared at me again from the grave. Again, I broke first. “ Do you have a name?”
He relaxed. “I do. Corbin Lerner. I teach at a small eastern University.”
He didn’t say east of what. Could be Prague, could be Eden, could be Des Moines.
“I do some sideline work for the Duskova sisters. Those castle owners you’re about to meet.”
“Oh. Well, thanks. That rather sums it up. Neatly and with total ambiguity.”
He wasn’t going to tell me why he was sneaking around the graveyard. That much was certain. I tried a different tack. “I’m Abby Fouchet. Currently acting as location scout for a movie company planning to rent the castle from the Duskovas. This is Johnny Gerard, who is also doing work for the Duskovas.”
Johnny tensed. The Dumas second sight didn’t kick in, but it didn’t need to. I got it. He wanted our romantic relationship kept secret. I didn’t skip a beat. “Restoring a mural, isn’t that right, Mr. Gerard?”
Johnny nodded. “Precisely.” He immediately added, “So, Mr. Lerner, as an historian, do you have any theories as to why this graveyard only contains the dearly departed from the Seventeen-Hundreds?”
Lerner’s shoulders lifted until his neck nearly disappeared into his collar. “That is interesting, isn’t it? Veronika Duskova told me that years ago the family decided that the original gravesite was too crowded. So starting in Seventeen Hundred, all the deceased were interned here.”
Something didn’t quite ring true here—like where’s the rest of the dearly—and much more recently—departed and is their site a bit nicer and more refined?
Johnny didn’t buy it either, but only asked, “Did you find what you were looking for in the crypt?”
“Sadly, no. There are some interesting artifacts there, but the information I sought was not available.”
“Can you tell us what you were looking for? Or is that a deep, dark secret?” I asked.
He gazed a bit too intently up at a tree branch that had nothing whatsoever of interest to distract him. He didn’t answer.
I was about to take another stab at sticking my nose in where he obviously didn’t feel it belonged (I have no shame when it comes to being curious) when I felt a light touch on my right shoulder. Normally I wouldn’t flinch. But I was in a cemetery with a man who was bent on being stubbornly and ridiculously quiet about an old crypt and my boyfriend who was mysteriously bent on keeping quiet about his girlfriend—me. I jumped, whirled and prepared to beat the living fool out of who or what was behind me.
A woman glared at me from across a headstone that must have been hideous long before it was smashed. Skeletal images, flames and lost faces peeked through what was left of marble and granite.
She was dressed in a solid black Victorian-style gown and sporting what my favorite contemporary dance teacher at University of Texas had called the ”Early-Modern-Dancer-I-Have-No-Humor-and-I’m-Constipated-to-Boot” look. A look that comes with a hard knot at the back of the neck hair and honest-to-God knitting needles sticking out from that bun.
I smiled at the newcomer. She wasn’t having any.
“Yoong ladee! No! No! Vy iss you in graveyard? You must leaf now! Go! Go!”
I wrenched my gaze away from the pititful headstones and the two men then meekly followed the Woman in Black out of the graveyard. Neither Johnny nor Mr. Lerner followed. The woman did not talk. I kept my own silence until we arrived at the giant doorway about half a mile from the cemetery gates.
“Please. Uh, could you wait just a second?”
She turned. “Yes?”
“I’m truly sorry I was wandering in the graveyard. I love history and I didn’t realize at first this must have been a family cemetery or I never would have intruded. I was just so devastated to see the destruction there and -sad. Since Mr. Gerard was with me, and he said he knew you, I kind of assumed that would be okay. Please forgive me?”
A glimmer of softness passed over the grim face.
“Ach, I deed not realize Meester Gerard had accompanied you. I wass rude. But eet iss sad, no? Hass been in family for centuries but last two hundred years people come and they ruin. Pleeze, do not tell my sisters I haf been here today—yes? They get most upset when I visit this place. We pretend no meet?”
I nodded. “That’s fine. And by the way, I truly I believe descrating graves is one of the sickest things imaginable. I hope this never happens again near this beautiful castle.”
She nodded as well, then gestured to a doorway we’d reached by a route I’d never be able to remember. I refrained from stating, “Cool. I’m entering Kastle Kouzlo Noc—a Gothic novel come to life in 21st Century Prague. Possibly—make that probably—is home to a flute-playing ghost. Shay Martin is gonna love it.” If I was dumb enough to voice that inner monologue, what little rapport we two had established would be as wrecked as the grave Corbin Lerner had been using for historical pursuits.
‘Gothic novel come to life’ truly was the best description for what I was about to enter. The first thing I saw were the three scowling, dragon-headed doorknockers The creatures were positioned underneath a plaque clearly stating to visitors that this was an entrance to Kastle Kouzlo Noc. Why three of these guys were needed when one dragon would have been sufficient to scare the stuffings out of invited guests or trespassing interlopers was a mystery that could be scary to solve.
“What does it mean? In English?”
“Kouzlo Noc iss Magic Night.” She actually smiled, before gracefully crossing in front of me to stand directly under the dragons .
I was right. Even in English,”Magic Night” sounded like the perfect castle in which to film Shay’s Gothic musical movie. With any luck, the inside of the castle would have the same quality of menace indicated by the doorknockers. It had to. Shay had sounded more than a tad desperate when I’d spoken to her two hours earlier. “Abby? Please, please perform miracles for me, okay? It’s vital I get a castle that’s huge, spooky, and preferably situated close to a mountain. Got that? Vital. With a capital Vee. But it better have ultra modern heating, beyond modern bathrooms, and really damn cheap rent. Call as soon as you find one, so I can take a breath again. I’ll be doing this maid-of-honor thing for at least another week unless the sweet intended calls it off again—which, incidentally, she did yesterday—but that’s for another day’s gossip. Anyway, I’ve got my cell with me, although roaming charges are killing me, and let’s face it, you’re definitely roaming. Oh, hell. Hang on a sec.” A pause, then, “Sorry, Fouchet. Gotta go. Kathy’s mother is yelling something about togas fitting the groomsmen. I’m hoping I heard that wrong and she really said ‘yoga’ and keeping the groom ‘fit.’” Another pause. “Damn. I wish these people would speak English.”
“You’re in Paris, Shay. Remember? French is the native tongue? The ‘R’ in croissants is a ‘W’? Be careful to whom you say ‘tu’ or you’ll end up engaged—or in jail- and your own sweet intented Fuji will not be happy.”
I could hear the grin on her face. “Got that right. I do kind of speak the language, but I swear everyone in this wedding so-called party rattles off their French faster than Kathy snagged this idiot Jean-Claude. They do it to annoy me. Along with sending me to fittings to encase my way too voluptuousness in orange. Orange! Who the hell wears orange in a wedding? I look like a fat demented neon pumpkin. Anyway, talk to you later.”
“Shay! Wait. Don’t you want a progress report on these castles? I’ll talk fast and keep it short. Really. I’ve seen three that are possibles. The first one is on a hill that overlooks St. Vitus Cathedral. Gorgeous. Although keeping the tourists away while we film could get to be a problem. Then there’s Castle Sykoretvka, which has twelve turrets but apparently only outdoor plumbing which I guess messes up your beyond modern bathroom thingee but it’s also got this really neat …”
“Forget it. If you haven’t immediately fallen in love with one and declared it perfect for our set, then I don’t give a flying—uh, croissant. I trust you. Really, I do. And Bambi trusts me. But, keep me posted. It’ll help stabilize what’s left of my sanity for the next week or so. Oh, Abby? Go for eerie. Super shadowy. Tons of scary ambience. Lots of towers. And cheap. Very cheap.”
I heard a final “Kathy, your mother’s making me crazy! If this wedding doesn’t happen tomorrow, I’m outta here and taking the Italian crème cake and the Belgian best man with me,” then a click as the phone went dead.
The woman was seriously deranged. She was also my best friend, my sort of boss for this location gig, and a gifted, if occasionally manic, director/choreographer. She knew that Bambi Bohacek wanted a Gothic Castle. Therefore, Bambi—and Shay—would get a Gothic Castle. Although, with the specifics they’d given me, there was a good chance I’d have to spend the next week peering at and poking through every domicile built during 13th century Prague or Moravia. I was a bit clueless as to exactly what Shay wanted in terms of “beyond modern heating and bathrooms,” but I’d jump that hurdle when I found a castle that met all her other requirements. I was damn certain however, that “port-a-potty” would not be a good choice for Ms. Martin.
I’d already spent four days traipsing through the homes of former Czechoslovakian aristocrats deposed by former Soviet officials. They were now all eager for income. Income that could easily be forthcoming thanks to an independent film company looking to rent a nice abode. Headlights Productions was willing to pay a fair price for a castle in Prague where they could shoot this rock musical version of an old Gothic romance novel, complete with dancing girls, dancing boys, wild dogs, tame horses, and a boat chase ending under the Charles Bridge.
As I’d tried to tell Shay, three castles had been placed on what I was calling my “Possible maybe list.” Obviously, Ms. Martin didn’t want “maybe”, “possible” or even “Purty durn close.” She wanted perfect. Fine. I would damn well find perfect.
With some effort, I pulled my focus back to the woman standing beside me,whom I assumed was a Duskova sister—and the scary dragon doorknockers. Before I could lay a hand on one of the beasts, Ms. Duskova yanked on a cluster of wooden wind chimes that must serve as the anchor of a long tapestry bell pull. Saying a silent “thank you” to loom-weavers everywhere, I was rewarded by hearing the sounds of two measures from Mozart’s Requiem. The huge iron doors opened as the last chord died away.
Two women stood in the foyer just inside. They were identically dressed in that same ‘Early Modern Dancer’ humorless black with the knitting needles ‘do’ just like my companion, but unlike her, they were smiling. They also possessed the most gorgeous complexions I’d seen outside of BoTox commercials. They beckoned for me to enter. The first Woman in Black glided serenely past me, then disappeared down a long hall while I was making a mental note to tell Shay the entire trio would be terrific as extras for the scene where the Count parades around in his mask at the gala ball.
The sister pointed in unison at my head and began to giggle. The taller of the two nudged her shorter companion. I heard the word nezraly. They had to be discussing why my hair was mixed with green streaks. It wasn’t something I cared to discuss in any language. I was embarrassed enough without trying to provide an explanation in Czech.
I forgot about my hair the instant I was ushered into a room that was one part museum, one part dungeon, and one part medieval ballroom. Huge round columns served as the primary support for the arched ceiling. Each monstrous pillar was decorated with the image of a dragon cozily attempting to chow down on a knight or two. There was no artwork on the walls. Not even a single mirror broke the stark, ink-black wallpaper.
My focus was drawn to the corner closest to the entranceway where a harpsichord, decorated with 15th Century style Flemish panels, proudly stood. Paperweight busts of Mozart, Beethoven, Haydn and someone who looked suspiciously like a young Eric Clapton, held down loose sheets of music.
I nodded to one of the ladies and gestured toward the instrument. Both women began chattering in Czech. I couldn’t understand a word, but the gesture made by the shorter speaker obviously was an indication that I was welcome to provide some music for us all if I so desired. I didn’t attempt to sit on the fragile stool. I wasn’t sure it could hold the weight of a cat and though Johnny teases me for being ‘teensy’ (five-two, a hundred and two pounds of solid muscle even after a gargantuan Tex-Mex dinner) that’s still bigger than the majority of felines.
I pressed the keys for a C major chord then winced in pain. The harpsichord hadn’t been tuned in at least a century. I do have near-perfect pitch, but even someone with a poor musical ear would shudder at the discordant sound. I stepped away, hiding my glee. Shay would declare it ”truly awesome.” Garishly pitched notes from this sad, neglected piece of musical history would add the right touch for the scene where the sexy, but scarred Count Zilania falls in love with his beautiful ward, Honoria.
The ladies led me further into the ballroom. I stopped when I saw what lay half-hidden behind a beaded screen at the far end of the room. It appeared to be a black marble coffin. I turned to ask where this piece of furniture came from (if one could call a coffin furniture) but was interrupted by the entrance of my original companion.
She slowly made her way down the gigantic staircase, lifting her ankle-length gown just high enough so she wouldn’t trip, then glided across the ballroom to greet me with a beatific smile and I quickly realized she was serious—our brief encounter in the graveyard had never happened. Quick improv into “never seen you before we were at the front door together” land.
Her eyes bored into mine. “You are girl promised from real estate agent?”
“Yes. I believe Mr. Zelenka called this morning? I’m Abby Fouchet. Currently acting as location scout for Headlights Productions. Um. Did Mr. Zelenka tell you we’re looking to rent for about four months?”
She nodded. “He deed. We are most heppy to meet you. Oh, I am zo sorry. I haf not the introduction myself. I am Madam Veronika Duskova, owner of Kouzlo Noc. These are my sisters, who lif with me. Marta and Trina.”
The ladies bowed. I bowed. I felt certain that the siblings, aside from Madam Veronika, only spoke Czech. Marta, Trina and Veronika. M. T. V. The final lyrics of the old Dire Straits tune, Money for Nothing, came rushing through my brain.
I pulled my focus back to Madam Duskova. “Very nice to meet you. All of you. You have a gorgeous home. I assume the castle has been in your family for years?”
Veronika nodded. “For plenty centuries. We haf live here through King Karel IV in 14th Century, und ze Hussites und Hapsburgs und Emperor Jozef through communists.” She spat. “Pigs. Und now, wid new Czech Republic. Iss better. Zey do not understand yet aristocracy, but iss better than Soviet rule, no?”
The woman couldn’t have been over seventy-five years old, but from the way she stated “we” I had the impression she and her two nodding sisters had resided in Kouzlo Noc during every one of those centuries. I shivered, hoping I wasn’t about to have an out-of body experience into the Seventeen-Hundreds. The last time that happened I experienced a little exchange of dialogue with Johnny’s father, Kieran, thirty years into the future. I preferred to stay in my own time. Veronika saw that little body shake.
“Ah, I haf no manners. You come in and haf tea now. Iss chilly out, no? You Americans. Never do you dress warm enough here. I put fire on as well.”
She gestured toward a walk-in fireplace big enough to roast a large-sized boar. Doubtless more than one pig had met his doom there courtesy of hungry Duskovas. Tongs with gargoyle heads rested alongside a poker that had to be at least six feet tall. The top of the poker featured the unfriendly visage of a dragon—must be first cousin to the doorknockers. I couldn’t help wonder how many murders had been committed using that dragon as weapon of choice. The shorter sister (Marta?) picked up the poker, presumably to sift through ashes before starting a nice fire. Veronika and Trina ushered me across the hall into a salon.
I released the breath I’d been holding since first seeing the dragon-headed poker in the hands of someone a foot shorter than the deadly instrument. The ladies led me to a sitting area complete with café table, dainty chairs, reading lamps, and a window seat offering comfort and doubtless a spectacular view of the countryside and river below.
I turned to Veronika. “Do you mind if I sit on the window seat? This view is truly breathtaking.”
Marta appeared, without the poker, just in time to join her sisters in nodding. Veronika spoke for all. “Iss fine. Iss nice to see view. Hass been in family many year. Tapestry made by ancestor from Emperor Jozef. No one buried under seat for two centuries now. I get tea for you now.”
Veronika and her sisters exited the small space, leaving me gaping at the embroidered fabric that topped the window seat. The scene depicted was that of a sienna-colored horse bearing the image of a knight prepping to throw a silver lance at a group of beige and brown-clad peasants. The lance appeared bloodstained and the peasants were obviously scared witless.
I swallowed hard. I had no desire for the murdered spirit of some hapless enemy of the Duskova family to rise up from the window seat and plead for my intercession in his quest for justice and vengeance.
“Cream and sugar?”
I turned to watch the taller sister (Trina?) who was inching her way into the salon. The slow pace was doubtless due to the fact that she was struggling to carry a huge platter of pastries, cream and sugar pitchers, and dainty napkins stamped with the visage of dragons. Sis Numero Dos, Marta, was close behind her, bearing a tray with what had to be a teapot. Hard to tell. It was hidden by a ‘cozy’ displaying an agitated black rooster crowing at his harem of six depressed chickens decked out in canary yellow bibs. Veronika allowed her sisters to play servant while she smiled and gestured toward a dainty chair on the far side of the café table. I smiled back.
“Thank you, ladies. Yes, cream and sugar would be lovely. And, oh my! Kolaches. I love them. Especially the ricotta cheese and poppy seed.”
Veronika’s eyebrows shot into the top of her tightly bound hair. “You haf had kolace? You haf been in Prague how long?”
“Oh, it’s not from being in Prague. I grew up in El Paso, Texas but had buddies from Austin to Dallas which meant stopovers in West—this little town that’s primarily Czech. West is really name of the town, not the geographic location. The owner of the film company, Bambi Bohacek, comes from West and she’s always getting her mom to send kolaches as care packages to New York. There’s a marvelous bakery not too far off the interstate that make fresh kolaches daily and Mrs. Bohacek just goes in and buys them out. Yummy. I’m beyond addicted to these guys.”
Veronika’s eyes glazed a bit. “Ah.”
Any conversation we’d’ve attempted came to a halt while we drank very strong tea from very delicate cups. Then the sisters watched, squealing with delight, as their crazy American guest devoured five of the kolaches. They did not partake. For those uninitiated as to the delights of Czech baked goods, kolaches are a sweet breakfast pastry. They can be filled with fruit, cheese, poppy seed, almond paste, or for a heartier meal, with sausage. I’ll eat any of them with whatever stuffings are inside.
I finished with a particularly fat little treat made with apple filling, sat back, thanked God for great cooks, then politely dabbed at my mouth with the linen napkin. Madam Veronika Duskova knew a satisfied customer when she saw one.
It was time for negotiations to begin.
“So, Mees Fouchet…”
“Abby. Please call me Abby, Madam Duskova.”
She nodded but did not return the favor of casual address. Madam D she was and Madam D she would remain—at least to her face.
“Ab-bee. How much iss film company weeling to pay for use of Kouzlo Noc?”
I named a price. It was a nice price. I’m a good performer, trying also to be a good location manager, but I’m a lousy bargainer. I knew Shay would adore this castle. The distance from Prague was right. The turrets and stairs and moat had a great fantasy look that was needed for outside shots. The ballroom was tailor-made for the inside musical numbers. The harpsichord alone would be worth renting the whole castle, even if a single note never sounded. The marble coffin was a bonus. In a word—perfect. I wasn’t going to quibble over price. For all her “go with cheap, Abby, Bambi is so poor,” grumblings, Shay was well aware that Ms. Bohacek had some very wealthy backers lined up for this project. Headlights Productions could afford to pay the Duskova family a tidy sum for the privilege of invading their castle for a few months.
But before I signed over any of the company’s funds, part of my job was detailing precisely what we were buying.
“Ladies. Kouzlo Noc seems to be just what we’re looking for, but I need to ask whether we’d be allowed access to any of the rooms upstairs. We don’t want to toss anyone from a bedroom, but we very much could use several turrets, uh, towers. We also could use a small room for some of the more intimate moments in the movie. Not every scene will be a big song and dance number in the ballroom. And we’ll also want some shots of the door areas with the dragons and everything. And probably the cemetery as well. I mean the newer one.”
Veronika bit her lip, then turned and began a rapid-fire discussion in Czech with her sisters. I say ‘discussion’ but it was really a monologue. Marta and Trina stayed silent. After much head shaking and nods and waving about of teacups (fortunately empty) all three ladies turned and stared at me. Trina and Marta picked up some embroidery work from bags nestled close to the window seat, then calmly began to sew. Veronika stood.
“Ve haf decided that you may use the south wing. There iss much rooms there along with stairs to turret. Good scene of outside too. Come. I show you.”
I plopped my napkin and cup on the tray next to the rooster, then sped after her. I was nearly out the door when I stopped and turned. Trina was crooning into her embroidery. It sounded like Eric Clapton’s Layla. She looked up at me and the sound stopped. She smiled. I blinked. And could have sworn she was singing this to me—and me only—as she was being carried out, God help me and her—in a black body bag.
Crap. A Dumas vision zinging into to my brain from wherever those damn premonition visions come from. I quickly thrust that image from my mind. Veronika motioned for me to follow her up the huge staircase at the back of the ballroom. We took a left at the top of the stairs under a chandelier worthy of a set for any version of Phantom of the Opera. I got lost soon after we took a right, then another left before heading up the dizzying, narrow, staircase that would have sent anyone with claustorphobic leaning to imagine the walls were closing in at a rapid pace.
We finally made it up the last flight and entered a landing, bookmarked at either end by solid doors standing at least eight feet tall. Veronika opened the door to our left with an oversized key from a metal key ring.
It was a simple guest room. A wedding-ringed patterned quilt, colored in soft shades of ivory and sage, lay on a bed that must be several centuries old. Head and footboards, stained in a light walnut, framed the box springs and mattress. A vanity, wardrobe, and small washboard, all in the same walnut color, were the only other furnishings in the room. It was immaculately kept, with a saccharine sweetness to it. It should work well for our heroine Honoria’s bedroom when she arrives from London. Some place more exciting and ominous would be needed for her seduction at the hands of Count Zilania.
I nodded at Veronika. “It’s very pretty. So. What else is up here?”
Veronika marched across the landing to another room, without bothering to notice if I followed. There were no furnishings in the tiny space, not even a table or a chair. But this was a room with a view. I’d been enchanted with the scenery from the window seat downstairs, but it paled by comparison. An entire forest lay before me. Spires from the cathedrals in Prague off in the distance, jutting into the bluest sky I’d seen since last time I was in Texas.
I didn’t care if Shay used this room for Honoria, for Zilania, for one or more villains or the whole camera crew. I’d’ve paid any amount of money simply for the privilege to worship the countryside through this glass once a day for the next month. I leaned out the open window and breathed in the pure, crisp air. A chilly wind blew my hair back from my face so I retreated. Veronika started to shut the window but I stopped her. “Wait. Please. About an hour ago, I heard the most marvelous musician playing the flute. Sounded like it came from what I guess y’all refer to as the north wing? Who lives there?”
My question was greeted with silence and looks that chilled me more than the gust of wind had. “Dere iss no one. We are only people at Kouzlo Noc.”
“But I’m sure I heard music.”
“I do not hear anyting. Perhaps our gardener is playing a, how you say, ‘see dees.’ He likes music from America. Must be that you hear, no? He iss here today.”
I knew what I’d heard and it wasn’t the family gardener strutting around listening to some rapper from the States with a CD player held on his shoulder while he planted and pruned in the lilacs (or whatever blooms bloomed at the castle.) The music hadn’t come from below. It had come from this wing. It was very classical. It was also very Mozart. Wolfgang Amadeus. The one, the only. The tune had been an aria from The Magic Flute.
Johnny had denied being the musician. Veronika had denied any music being played except on a boombox. I knew better. A ghostly flautist was playing for my benefit.
Perfect. I’d stumbled into a Gothic tale while trying to rent a Gothic castle for a Gothic film based on a Gothic novel. The intrusion of Goth was making me dizzy. Doubtless, a headless flute player was being held in chains in one wing (and no, that’s not logical because how the hell can one play a flute without lips which would normally be attached to a head?) A beautiful damsel in distress would be found in the tower of another wing, cranking out arias from Mozart’s last comic opera while hoping a gallant prince would hear her songs and arrive with sword in hand to rescue her from her sad fate. During some dark and stormy night, the murdered peasants depicted on the bloodstained tapestry on the downstairs window seat would pop out and hunt down their oppressors. The dragon-headed doorknockers would take human form in the guise of a black-clad demon-possessed tortured hero. Finally, the Victorian governess trio of the sisters would burn the place down a la Jane Eyre’s Mrs. Rochester.
Veronika stared at me as though I’d brought the madwoman’s matches. I hoped I hadn’t just opened my mouth and aired my fantasies to Headlights Productions’ new landlady.
I smiled. “Well, at least your gardener shows good taste. Can’t do much better than Mozart.”
Not an ounce of color could be seen on the woman’s face. She struggled to catch her breath. She gulped at the air around her. She arranged one of her hairpins trying to subdue a non-existent errant lock. Her hand went to her chest and for a moment I thought CPR was next on the day’s agenda.
“Veronika? Beg pardon. Madam Duskova. Are you all right? Did I say something to upset you?”
“No. No. You say not’ing bad. I—I—perhaps am winded climbing so many stairs.”
“I’m so sorry. Do you want to rest for a bit? I have no problem staying up here looking at this view for awhile.”
“Iss okay.” Her spine stiffened. “We set price, yes? With south wing, and west and east wing. No north wing. Iss no available. Cemetery include, but no north wing. Add thousand koruna to rent and we haf deal.”
I tried frantically to remember the exchange rate for the Czech Republic with American dollars and decide this would not be the time to make a joke about koruna and Corona beer.
“We have a deal. Our director, Shay Martin, will be in next week, but I have her power of attorney to sign whatever contracts are needed.”
“Good. We go downstairs, now, yes?”
It was a dismissal. I didn’t care. I followed her in silence to the landing, then down the stairway from hell, musing the whole time about why Veronika had gotten into such a tizzy over a harmless comment about Mozart. Unless she knew the flute-player was indeed not part of life’s present tense.
Veronika literally marched me to the back door. We murmured a few pleasantries and determined how and when the contracts for renting the castle would be signed. Then I was outside staring at the dragonheads and the tapestry pull. I felt like the relative who’s just been informed the family disowned them for burping during Thanksgiving dinner.
“Well, fine,” I addressed one of the dragons. “Ms. Veronika Duskova is a strange bird, but I have achieved victory for Headlights and gotten Bambi and Shay their friggin’ spooky castle. I shall see you and your fire-breathing brothers in a day or two with contracts in hand, but meantime I’m heading down to the Vitus Bar for a stiff drink—and I don’t mean tea.”
The closest dragon assumed an expression amazingly similar to the one I’d last seen on Veronika’s face. I turned my back and gazed up at the north turret where I’d heard the haunting music. The north turret that Madam D had clearly stated was off limits to everyone. This time no denim-clad burglar could be seen. Johnny had just vanished without bothering to say good-bye.
Which was damn tacky of him. What was up? Did he plan to contact Yolanda, head writer for Endless Time and rent the castle for the daytime drama? Start a ghost story which would would knock ratings off the charts? Kouzlo Noc was already about to be besieged by actors and a slightly obsessive compulsive director. Add a spookly legend and sell it to a crowd of theatrical types and you’d have a mad dash for sleepovers in the north wing.
I needed nicer jammies.
“Smart-ass, second-storied wannabe, semantic-twisting, art-restoring, soap-starring sometime swain!”
The waiter looked startled. I shook my head.
“Not you. You’re wonderful. You’ve let me camp here for an hour drinking boozy hot chocolate and eating kolaches and you will receive a marvelous tip. Sorry. I’m just ranting to myself.”
The waiter smiled cheerfully at me, then set the Prague Castle representative ceramic mug down in front of me, turning the handle exactly where I could grab with ease. Soft wisps of steam swirled around the fresh whipped cream floating atop the hot chocolate and Kahlua—my third cup in an hour. I inhaled the cinnamon and cocoa scent and blessed Shay for sending me to Prague even as I cursed Johnny Gerard.
My waiter nodded as he handed me a fresh linen napkin. It wouldn’t surprise me to learn that furious drool had collected at the sides of my mouth. I’d start foaming soon. Johnny. Leaving me to fend for myself with Veronika Duskova after the meet in the graveyard. Sliding down trees on his way-too-sexy bottom. Being silent about us as ‘us’ and whatever strange doin’s were doin’ at the castle. Going off for three stinking months instead of staying in Manhattan ( albeit jobless since Endless Time would have fired him) and marrying me.
Restoring a mural. Right. A mural that was not in the north wing. A mural that wasn’t ‘up to speed’ according to Mr. Gerard so no one could see the ancient wreck until it was done.
I growled again, but was interrupted before any barking began.
“I beg your pardon. Aren’t you Ms. Fouchet? The girl who’s finding the castle for the movie?”
Two blue eyes were staring at me from under a delightfully curly and undeniably natural blond head of hair. I hurriedly wiped off the rest of the foam around my mouth, then gazed into the lovely eyes of the man who called my name. He looked familiar. It hit me. I’d seen his picture recently. He was the lead actor Shay had hired; the man who’d be playing the role of the mysterious Count Zilania. I knew he was from Vienna, but couldn’t remember his name.
He was beautiful. I was dumbstruck. I did manage to nod and gesture to the empty chair across from me but had to swallow my bite of cheese kolache before I was able to speak. Aside from good manners, I had no desire to humiliate myself in front of the god from Austria by trying to talk with my mouth full. He politely did not start conversing until I finished. “I am sorry. I should not have interrupted you while you were eating.”
I shook my hand. “Not a problem. I just wasn’t expecting any of the cast to show up before Shay made the announcement as to exactly where to show up.”
“Ms. Martin is fast. She told me she’d hung up the phone with you within minutes of then calling me. I was already in Prague at the hotel and she was excited that I could get a head start on exploring Kastle Kouzlo Noc.”
“Ah ha. I wondered. Did she call anyone else?”
“She said she was contacting Lily Lowe, the actress playing the heroine. Apparently Lily is also in Prague, but she grew up here and she has family here still so Ms. Martin wanted to tell her to view the castle very soon.”
I nodded. He smiled as he reached across the table to take my hand. Thankfully, it was clean of all remnants of goo, ricotta cheese, and whipped cream.
“I have bad manners.” He inclined his head. “I am Franz Hart. Playing Count Zilania.”
“I’m Abby Fouchet. Good to meet you.”
We shook hands, then he leaned back in the chair and signaled the waiter to trot over for another order of hot chocolate and pastries. I couldn’t eat another bite, but decided it would be rude to leave him. And to gaze with admiration at that face? Heck, that was worth staying at the table another hour or so. To heck with you, disappearing, keeping-mum Johnny Gerard.
He took a sip of cocoa, then asked, “How did you and Shay Martin get together for this film?”
“We’re roommates. Met at a dance class in Manhattan several years ago. She needed a third for the apartment so I moved in. We have a very—interesting—other roommate named Cherry Ripe who was supposed to get married to Guido Marricino two months ago but postponed until the Marricino matriarch can make it to the wedding. She lives in Trequanda, which is some hill town in Tuscany. She doesn’t get out much. The matriarch, that is. Cherry gets out a lot. Which could be another reason for the postponement since Guido gets a little anxious that his bride-to-be might still prefer the single life.”
I was rambling. His eyes were slightly glazed, somewhat like Madam Veronika Duskova’s had been back at Kouzlo Noc. But he smiled, then asked another question.
“Shay said you were from Texas? I was in Amarillo when I was shooting a musical movie two years ago.”
“Musical? Really? Um- country music?”
Before Franz had a chance to respond, another voice chimed in over my head. “I personally love country music. Not as much as I love classic rock or classic classical, but hey—give me a steel guitar and a head full of big bleached blonde hair and I’m there.”
I turned.
Johnny. Before I had a chance to react—either to the man or the comment, he’d grabbed a chair from an empty table near-by and plopped his denimed butt down.
“I’m Johnny Gerard. Ms. Fouchet and I met—earlier—at the castle.”
That was true. Of course he’d left out that our first meeting had been in Manhattan not long after Shay and I had met and that apart from some angst and murder and jealousy over other women (I have trust issues) and solving crime, corruption and murder, then his contract with a soap opera sending him to foreign lands without me, we’d been together for the last two and a half years. I can keep a secret, although I’d preferred a good reason as to why I couldn’t reveal that Johnny and I were a couple.
Johnny stared at Franz, obviously waiting for introductions. Neither male looked happy. I coughed, then did the politeness thing. “Joh-- uh, Mr. Gerard, this is Franz Hart, who’s playing the esteemed Count Zilania for the film. I did tell you we’re doing a film right? Anyway, Franz, this is the not-so-esteemed Johnny Gerard, who obviously is a bit out-of-date in his country music assessment since bleached blondes went the way of the dial-phone quite a few years ago. Mr. Gerard is in Prague…um, why are you in Prague exactly? Something to do with art?”
Gerard casually leaned forward and used his finger to wipe a bit of whipped cream off my upper lip. I’d had no idea it was there. I turned redder than his hair. He settled back in his chair turned and looked directly at Franz.
“I’m restoring a mural for the Duskovas. It was a mess to begin with.”
An “Ah” was the only response from Franz.
There was silence from all points of the table. There was also hostility between the two men that appeared to have no source.
Franz quietly asked, “So you have an interest in Kouzlo Noc, Mr. Gerard?”
“Johnny. Please, make it Johnny.”
Franz mouth tightened ever so slightly. “Johnny. Yes? Kouzlo Noc?”
He smiled. “I have an interest in the arts, Mr. Hart.”
Silence again.
I slugged down the last of my cocoa and tried to fill the quiet with chatter. “Well, since you have an interest in the arts, you’ll like this. The Slovak Opera Company is performing The Magic Flute starting next week at the Estates Theatre. I, for one, can’t wait to see it. Even in German the name is just thrilling. Die Zauberflote.”
Johnny raised one brow. “Flutes on the brain, Miss Fouchet?”
I echoed the tone he’d taken with Franz. “Abby. Please, make it Abby. And there’s nothing on my brain—or conscience—I just happen to love that particular opera.”
I nodded at Franz. “Uh, Franz? You a fan of Mozart?”
“Mozart? Of course. I am from Vienna, after all.”
“Good point. Of course, that implies major Strauss waltzes above all else.”
I smiled. Franz smiled. Johnny smiled. We were all so chummy here.
Franz asked, “Why the question?”
“Oh. Well, since The Magic Flute is playing at The Estates Theatre for the next few weeks, you’d probably want to see it in Prague. I do.”
“But of course!” Franz exclaimed. “The Estates is a beautiful theatre. Built in 1783 in the NeoClassical style.”
Johnny wasn’t interested in talking architecture. Nope. He wanted to talk Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, who, by a far too coincidental coincidence, had lived in the mid-18th century—the same time frame as the graves in the cemetery where Corbin Lerner had been exploring.
Johnny leaned back in his chair. “Funny you mentioned Mozart, Abby. I’m actually gathering information about the first production of The Magic Flute when it was performed in Prague in the Seventeen-Nineties. Trying to learn about the various instruments used in that performance.”
There was no reason for Franz to stiffen, but he did. So slightly that I wasn’t sure he’d even made a movement. I was lost. The two of them seemed to be playing a chess game and I wasn’t even the referee.
This little café served sweet goodies, but also doubled as a bar. My waiter returned just when I was about to dive in and get nosy. I kept silent. Johnny ordered a bourbon and coke, and Franz went with white wine. I threw caution and calories to the wind and asked for my fourth Kahlua and chocolate, wishing the amount of Kahlua was more than just a taste. Then we all sat back in our chairs and played “avoid Mozart” for the next hour.
Johnny started with “Franz? You’re playing the hero for this movie Abby’s involved in?”
A nod.
“So, how’d you land the role?”
Franz relaxed. “I sent Miss Bohacek clips from the last two films I was in. Both leads. Both in German, but she saw in me the mysterious nobleman she wanted and sent her recommendation on to Miss Martin.” He added, “I also sing and dance, which is good for this movie.”
Johnny took a sip of his drink. Franz let him swallow before asking, “And what exactly do you do, Mr. Gerard?”
“In the off season, when you’re not breaking into castle turrets.” Oh lordy, had I said that out loud?
Apparently not. Neither man looked at me with any change of expression.
Gerard finished his entire drink, waved to the waiter for another, then smiled with absolute ease. “Many things. I’m an actor and singer.” Understatement. Johnny had both a Daytime Drama Emmy and a Best Actor Tony under his belt. “I’m also a musician. I’ve done studio recordings; sometimes I play down in Soho with a group.”
This was news. When had this started?
Franz and I spoke at once.
Him: “What instrument do you play?”
Me: “What’s the name of the band?”
Johnny answered me first. “Band is called Noble Posse. We’re very eclectic in our choice of music. Classic rock, early garage punk, big band, C & W.” He shot me what I call his ‘Irish choirboy caught naked with two Irish milkmaids in the church vestry’ look. “I use a different name though in the group. Gregory Noble.”
Typical. Another plot twist for the cop who does everything. I wondered when Johnny had filmed these musical episodes for Endless Time. Before, during or after his African safari? Why hadn’t I been invited to at least watch since my character of Vanessa had been cancelled?
I smiled, a bit grimly. “I like it. Sounds fun. I’m impressed.”
“Thanks. And it is fun.” He glanced at Franz. “I play guitar. Other stuff as well, but that’s my primary instrument.” He smiled. “ So, Franz? Tell us about Vienna, would you? I’ve never been there, but heard it’s gorgeous and the people are friendly—and the pastries? Wicked.”
Franz complied with the request and began to regale Johnny and me with a guide through Olde Vienna, talking about the great sights such as the Spanish Riding School where the Lipizzaner horses are trained. I heard about St. Stephen’s Cathedral and the Baroque Schonbruan, aka the Hapsburg dynasty palace. My attention was wandering after the list of orchestras in the city, but I perked up at the mention of the Giant Ferris Wheel, which was portrayed in the classic movie, The Third Man. And I began to drool when he described the dream dessert of carboholic freaks the world over—Sachertorte, named for the restaurant that originally served the dish.
Franz did not mention that Vienna had premiered The Magic Flute. He also did not mention that Vienna was the place where Mozart died; or whether that death had come by means of cup of poison administered by rival composer Salieri, by simple ill health, or perhaps by someone with motive even nastier than jealousy.
When Franz finished his whirlwind tour through Vienna, we all simply sat in silence. Other than the Ferris wheel and the visions of torte running through my head, I had no idea what other bits of info Franz had given us. My mind was in the Czech Republic, not Austria.
Suddenly my mind was also at Kouzlo Noc. An ‘Abby-vision’ was flashing before me. I could see the north turret of the castle—and I could see someone falling from it. It was a short vision but vivid. I shivered.
I needed to vanquish that image. Mentioning Mozart again was bound stir things up a bit and center my focus outside of bodies tumbling from tall windows.
“So, Franz? What’s your favorite part of The Magic Flute? Were you aware it was first performed in Vienna.” I turned to Johnny. “But of course, you, being the consummate musician, probably can sing the durn thing in German, too. And while I’m being nosy, Mr. Gerard; you said you were doing research on the opera’s first Prague performance. Why not the original from Vienna? For that matter, why the research?”
Johnny’s response was a crock as far as his real reasons for studying the Prague version. He avoided any mention of why he was researching the bloody thing to begin with. “Because the Prague production contained a few elements in the orchestra that were not heard in Vienna. Especially for the flautist. Don’t you just love the flute?”
I was now sorry I’d mentioned the stinkin’ thing and worried that Johnny would bring up my far-out theory about the ghost at Kouzlo Noc who could well be a flautist. I began to blather. “I love The Magic Flute. Of course, anyone who loves opera loves that one. I don’t get all the symbolism, and I wish Wolfgang Amadeus had thrown in a few more arias and less recitative, but the Papageno/Papagena duet is way too much fun, and you can’t do better than that aria by the Queen of the Night. So, aside from me, who’s planning to see this current production by the Czech Company? I’ve heard that this version will have modern costuming and more of a present-day approach, whatever the heck that means.”
Johnny folded the napkin he hadn’t used, left it on the plate he hadn’t used, then stood. “I have tickets for the gala opening Friday night. Care to join me, Ms. Fouchet?”
Franz also stood. “I plan to attend that myself. Perhaps I can escort Ms. Fouchet since we are staying at the hotel together.”
He made it sound as though we were sharing a room and I had no desire to be labeled his sleep partner/lover when that label was absolutely false. Johnny wasn’t normally the jealous type (unlike me) but he did have a fine Irish temper and I could easily visualize him picking up Franz and toss him into the dessert tray. Of course, if Johnny would just own up to the girlfriend/boyfriend truth of our relationship then Franz wouldn’t be so quick to make insinuating comments about his and my current residences.
I shoved my chair back and jumped to my feet. “Well, isn’t that a kick, Franz. I had no idea we were both at that hotel. Guess Shay arranged it?” I smiled so my comment didn’t sound harsh. “Tell you what, guys. Why don’t we all meet at the theatre Friday? I’m sure a few other cast members from the movie would like to join us. Shay said at least three of the leads, plus our composer for the movie, should be here by then. Are tickets hard to get?”
Johnny replied, “I bought two tickets for you and me less than an hour ago. Sorry, Mr. Hart, but you’re on your own for yours. They should still have seats available for your other cast and staff.” He glared at Franz, who appeared clueless as to how he’d wronged Johnny Gerard.
I quickly said, “Cool. Hey, look at the time! I’ve got stuff I need to do. Johnny, I guess I’ll see you Friday? And Franz, we can meet tomorrow if you’re coming out to get a look at the castle? I need to take some notes for Shay on what scenes should be shot where.”
Franz brightened. “I very much will want to see the castle. So tomorrow perhaps you can guide me?”
“Sure. It would be my distinct pleasure.”
Johnny bowed, then growled. “Ms. Fouchet? Friday—or sooner.”
He turned and stalked off.
I reached under the table for my bag. Franz politely extended his hand. “May I carry that for you?
I smiled at him, but shook my head. “No thanks. I’m wandering off to check out this old bookstore I saw in a guidebook. I love hunting through old stuff like maps and histories. And I’m hoping they’ll have some other Gothic tales that were written in countries other than just America in the Sixties and Seventies. I’d love to be able to bug Shay with strange ideas.” I paused. “Uh, I’m sorry that Johnny was a bit abrupt about tickets and stuff.”
He eyed me with curiosity and some other emotion I couldn’t define. “Just how long did you say you and Mr. Gerard have been friends?”
I did more spinning than an Olympic skater finishing a routine. “I ran into him a few hours ago at the Kastle. He was, uh, looking into some rare tree.”
He was looking at that tree up close and personal with his backside and that tree was about as rare as a pine in East Texas, but it was almost the truth. I added, “I gather he is doing some restorative artwork for the owners there.”
Franz quietly stated, “He’s quite the Renaissance man isn’t he? I should study him for future use as a character.”
I held off from stating, ‘Honey, been done. Tune in tomorrow—or whenever Johnny Gerard is back in Manhattan filming—and watch the quintessential Mister Do-It-All, Gregory Noble, outwit villians while surving jumping out of planes with slashed parachutes then skiing down Alps promptly upon landing.’
“Well, Ms. Fouchet. Oops, sorry. Abby. I’m going to attempt to purchase tickets for the opera. I shall see you tomorrow?”
I nodded. “Sure. I’ll give the Duskovas a call and give them a heads up that our leading man would like a preview of the set—or at least what will be the set.”
“Thank you. And thanks for mentioning the opera will be performing here. It will be fun to see.”
He turned and left the café. I wasn’t sure “fun” was a word I’d’ve chosen for this upcoming night at the opera. If the tension became any more palpable between Franz and Johnny, Friday evening promised to be as much fun as climbing into the bloodied, tapestried, coffin optimistically called a window seat at the Duskova sisters’ castle.
I’d lied to Franz about my reasons for digging through old books. I could care less about Gothic novels from any other period or country. Shay would do what she wanted to do with the movie without extra research on my part. Kouzlo Noc and Mozart were the topics inflaming my curiosity. Madam Duskova and Franz had acted wacky whenever the composer was mentioned and while I hadn’t had the chance to toss in Amadeus’ name to the cryptic crypt explorer, Corbin Lerner; doubtless he’d’ve done the turn-pale-and-blanch bit just like Veronika and Franz. On the other hand, Mr. Gerard’s freckled complexion hadn’t changed a whit during Mozart discussions. He was too busy tossing grenades into the air and watching how and where everyone—everyone being Franz—ducked. I was determined to do a bit of semi-academic exploration about Kouzlo Noc and its possible connection to Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart’s last opera. Something was way weird.
Especially when it came to music. There’s nothing wrong with my ears. I have a tendency to lose earrings on a regular basis, but the audio portion of my eardrum works just fine. I knew damn well I’d heard someone playing a tune from The Magic Flute. Madam D had nearly jumped out the turret when I brought up Mozart. An historian was exploring a graveyard that coincidentally happened to contain markers from the same era as the composer’s life. My conclusion—unless there was a musical ghost living at the castle (okay, technically, not “living” there) someone was trying to create that illusion. I wanted the skinny on who, when, why and how.
A tiny store declaring itself to be Jozef’s Knihu (Joe’s Books) had been listed in my guidebook as a great place to find out-of-print novels, antique maps, and, most important to my quest, biographies of old Czech aristocrats. Good possibility for tomes concerning cultural activities in Prague through the last four centuries. An added bonus was Jozef’s location; three blocks away from the café where I’d been scarfing down a load of pastries while exchanging barbs with two testy males for the last hour.
For no good reason I took a few furtive glances around me before stepping foot inside Jozef’s Knihu. No wannabe burglars. No beautiful gods from Austria. No humorless historicans. No landladies in black. I ducked inside before any of the aforementioned folks popped up from behind statues in the street. A grandfather clock nestled between two enormous shelves of books chimed the hour . Four p.m. I had no plans for the evening. Johnny hadn’t bothered to even ask if I was free to meet him. I shoved that thought away. I would wade in and prowl until I was tossed out whenever closing time hit—which, in the Czech Republic, would doubtless be after midnight.
It became quickly apparent that my biggest problem in locating the books I needed was that all the shelves had Czech titles announcing subject matter. I plopped onto a footstool in front of shelf one, pulled out my handy Louie’s Lingo and prepared to fight through names and nouns until I found the words for biography and culture. I got stalled on the “Eating Out” section for a moment, entranced with some of the exotic-sounding dishes that could be found at funky little restaurants all over Prague. Barely half and hour from Abby’s last snackfest and food was overtaking my thought processes. I needed to start dancing again soon or I’d outweigh the armored knights guarding the ballroom of Kouzlo Noc.
“Excuse me? Miss? Do you need help?”
I looked up. A gentleman who appeared to be in his seventies loomed over me, smiling, leaning on a cane that reminded me of the one my grandfather had stored in the closet back home. Major crows feet crinkled his eyes. He had white hair and a luxurious white beard. His expression was kind and the English impeccable. He looked like what God would look like if the Deity owned a bookstore.
I nodded. “Thank you. Yes. I do need help. Can you read Czech? Oh heck. Dumb question. Sorry.”
His smile grew broader. “I am Czech. I read and speak and write Czech. I can also read and speak English, French, German and Italian. What are you searching for, young lady?”
I squirmed just a bit. “Um. Well, I’m looking for oh, uh, old Gothic romances from the Nineteen Sixties or Seventies?” I explained about Headlights Productions doing a film.
The man stayed silent. I knew guilt was stamped all over my face. “And, also… this is a bit strange, but I’m trying to find any books about Kastle Kouzlo Noc and the Duskova family. Headlights just rented the castle.”
He shot me an odd glance, pointed to one of the stacks in the back of the shop, then lightly took my hand in his. I was afraid without his grip on the cane he’d topple over, taking the clock and a few shelves with him, but his stance stayed firm.
“There is one volume on Kastle Kouzlo Noc. But, tell me—why are you this interested? Are you an historian or genealogist as well as a movie person?”
What hesitation I had lasted only a second. One trusts God when God asks a question. One does not lie to God.
“Honestly? There’s something odd at Kouzlo Noc. For one thing, people get loony when I mention Mozart. They hush up or they sidestep the issue or they just out-and-out lie. And I discovered an Eighteenth Century graveyard near the castle that’s been ripped to shreds which was disgusting, sad—and odd. Talk of genealogy just doesn’t sound right to me. Consequently, I have this feeling that all is not kosher at the castle. So to speak.”
His smile now lit up the dim bookstore. “In that case, I shall save you some time and effort and tell you the legend of Mozart and Kouzlo Noc.”
“Really? That would be marvelous,” I told him. “Especially since I’m not sure what I’m hunting for.”
He motioned for me to sit back down on my footstool then pulled a high-backed chair away from the wall. He settled himself there, gently laid the cane next to the chair and took a breath. Obviously this man was a storyteller. I only hoped he would tell a tale that could explain why everyone got snarky when flute-players, Mozart, and Kouzlo Noc were mentioned in the same sentence.
“First, young lady, are you aware that Mozart’s Die Zauberflote, was given its Prague premiere in 1792? Almost a year to the day that the original opera was performed in Vienna.”
“I wasn’t sure of the dates, sir, but I did know the first performances were in Vienna, not Prague, even though Mozart was in Prague only months before. Is that right?”
He nodded as vigorously as he could, his white hair bobbing enthusiastically after my response. “Very good. Yes, Mozart was in Prague composing an opera in honor of the coronation of King Leopold II. He did not want to do this, you understand, but he was in need of money and he was already in ill health. Perhaps he knew his death was not far off. He was very depressed at this time. His soul was so low, in such a despair that he’d even written a family member telling them that ‘everything is cold—cold as ice. Everything seems empty.’ It breaks my heart to this day. Such a fine young man. Perhaps that is why The Magic Flute became, in truth, such a hopeful opera—to overcome his own misery.”
He nearly had me in tears myself over this poignant quote from the young, brilliant composer but he continued, “It hurts me deep in my heart that Mozart was never able to see Die Zauberflote performed in Prague at the beautiful Estates Theatre.”
“Oh my gosh! That’s where I’ll be seeing it.”
“Yes? Ah, that is good. You will get more of a flavor of what I am to tell you, although most music lovers believe National Theatre is better equipped for large operas nowadays days than is the old Estates.”
“I’m sorry. I interrupted you.” I said. “Please, go on.”
“You did not interrupt in a bad way; you shared your happiness and I’m very pleased. It is quite nice to hear that excitement in your voice when you talk of going to the opera. Sadly, I have heard that most Americans your age are more interested in hippy-hoppy video music than the lovely classics.”
We were straying from his story, but since God looked disappointed over my generation’s bad taste, I felt compelled to reveal that my Dad and uncle are both very musical and I was raised hearing Haydn and Bach issuing forth from the radio in Dad’s office while Appalachian Mountain tunes were the order of the day when Uncle Don taught them to his Bluegrass band. And lastly, my cousin David (Don’s son) blasting away on his trumpet for his mariachi band.
“Bluegrass?” God beamed at me. “I am a big fan of Bluegrass myself. Although, I am not familiar with ‘mariachi.’ I will have to purchase a CD or two and listen.”
“I’ll get David to send you a few. He’s got all the really good ones.”
We smiled at each other in perfect understanding. Then, without skipping a beat, or a thought, he continued, “When it was announced in Prague that The Magic Flute would be performed here, the city went wild. Citizens of Prague had always adored Mozart and mourned his death with much intensity. The singers for the opera had already been chosen. Many of the musicians had been picked as well. But this is where the story really begins.”
I held my breath waiting for what had to be a sad, spooky tale.
His voice was melodic and I was entranced. “During the end of the Eighteenth Century there lived a wonderful flautist, a man named Ignatz Jezek. He grew up in Prague, learning music from the finest teachers. He was a gifted musician on many levels, but with a flute to his lips, he was a genius, someone who could play music that truly lifted the soul of man.
“Ignatz was more than an exceptional flute player. He was a craftsman. He had been in Vienna when The Magic Flute premiered. He even spent a day visiting with Mozart. The two had become quite good friends when Ignatz met the composer the previous months when Mozart had been in Prague working on the coronation piece for Leopold II. Ignatz wanted to be part of the opera’s history when Die Zauberflote came to Prague and he wanted to give a gift to Mozart that no one else could give. So, he handcrafted a special flute, one he intended to present to his friend when he next came to the city.”
I bit my lip. “But Mozart never returned.”
“No, he did not. Mozart passed away only months after Die Zauberflote was performed in Vienna.”
“So what happened to Ignatz Jezek and his flute?”
An expression of sheer joy made the man’s face look like that of a teenager. “Ignatz learned that The Magic Flute would be in Prague in May 1792. So he brought with him the flute he had made and offered it to the company to use as they wished. I have heard that the manager was thrilled and touched by this gesture—this gift of love. But he told Mr. Jezek that the flute would be put to better use if the flautist himself played it as part of the orchestra. He hired him at that very moment.”
This was a very romantic tale but I started wondering where the Duskovas fit in, and why Ignatz Jezek was haunting the place. I said as much to the gentlemen, without mentioning Ignatz’ presence at the castle piping tunes since I didn’t want God labeling me a lunatic.
He smiled at me and my impatience. “This is where the real story, the legend, if you will, enters the picture. For, you see, even in 1792, the rumors had begun that Ignatz somehow had created a truly enchanted flute. An instrument with mystical powers. A magical flute for Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart.”
I sat up. “Wow. I had a feeling this was going to lead to mystery and magic. This is marvelous. So, what’s the rumor about the magic? What are the powers?”
“I myself do not know. I do not believe anyone knows for certain. At the time Ignatz made the flute there was much interest in alchemy in this part of Europe and to many, alchemy meant turning objects into gold. I myself am certain there is more to the magic than monetary treasure, but perhaps that is because a man such as Ignatz would not have been tempted to infuse music, especially a gift to his dear friend and mentor, Mozart, with the evils of greed. But then, Ignatz and Mozart were both freemasons and alchemy was an interest of many of the masons of the time so perhaps this is the correct theory after all. Whatever the power is, magic of some sort resides in the flute. This I do believe.”
“What happened to Mr. Jezek? And the flute?”
He looked as stricken as though what he was about to tell me had happened the day before instead of over two centuries ago. “Both Ignatz Jezek and the flute disappeared late in 1793. No trace of either was ever found. His children mourned for him for many, many years.”
His sadness hit me now as well. “How awful.”
“Indeed.” He paused. “Ignatz was living with his sister and brother-in-law at the time.”
“Wait. Let me guess—these in-laws didn’t happen to have the last name of Duskova, did they?”
“You’re very quick. They did. And since 1793, there has been speculation that Ignatz knew he was going to die and that he hid the flute somewhere in Kouzlo Noc.”
We both stayed silent for a minute or so. I spoke first. “So, the pursuit of wealth and treasure often being the nature of the human beast, I gather that this magic flute has been the dream of fortune hunters and plunderers throughout the years?”
“Indeed, yes, young lady. Family members of the Duskovas. Visitors to the castle. Anyone who had even an inkling of the story. Of course, through over two centuries of living, most people forgot. If anyone even remembered Ignatz Jezek, they’d sigh, ‘Ah, a tragedy, this brilliant musician gone missing forever, but it happened years ago. On to the next tale.’ As for the flute? Since it disappeared so completely, there began to be much speculation as to whether it had even existed in the first place. People do not believe in magic that much anymore, so the treasure-seekers gradually did not come to Kouzlo Noc.”
The words came involuntarily. “Until now.”
We looked at each other for a very long moment.
Jozef softly coaxed, “Please. Did something happen to you this morning? You saw—what?”
I couldn’t deny it. Not to my new friend the kindly Deity. “Not saw. Heard. Someone playing or playing a recording of a flautist trilling the opening of Magic Flute. Somewhere in the north wing of Kastle Kouzlo Noc.” I looked deep into the bookseller’s gentle grey eyes. “No wonder Veronika was so freaked when I mentioned Mozart and music in the same breath with the north wing. Being a Duskova, related to the man even remotely, she must have lived with that legend her whole life and understands that now that flute would be worth quite a bit, whether or not she believes it will do tricks and turn the castle into gold. This explains why that ghastly cemetery looks as though it had been ransacked more than once in the last two centuries. I met an historian searching in a crypt, scraping dirt off of names with a dagger, and I’ll bet you anything he believes that flute is there. Perhaps along with the body of it’s maker.” I shivered.
“What about you, young miss? What do you believe?”
I closed my eyes for a second as I remembered that moment when I first heard the music. “I listened to the man. Well, that is, I heard someone play and whoever he was, he’s still the consummate musician. I don’t care about whatever power the flute possesses, intriguing as it is. I’d lay odds though that Ignatz Jezek was murdered and he haunts that castle. Perhaps he wants justice. Or he just wants the chance to play his flute? Whatever his reasons, it appears he never left Kastle Kouzlo Noc. And for centuries he’s been fending off greedy seekers of treasure because I’d wager that even if no magic is inside that flute, it’s worth a potful of money. And a new crop of interested parties appears to now be on the scene.”
I didn’t add that not only was this century’s treasure hunt already in progress, but that I was about to be thrust into the thick of it. Franz and Johnny had circled each other like dogs near a nest of squirrels. Johnny was buddies with Veronika Duskova. He was also no slouch in the nosy department.. Probably was helping the Duskovas search for the flute, though why he couldn’t just tell the truth about it pissed me off. Corbin Lerner had been, to use a bad pun, silent as the grave, when questioned about exactly why he wanted to exploring the 18th Century cemetery. The Duskovas definitely knew more than they told casual visitors to Kouzlo Noc. They were just too adamant about not showing me the north wing. I guess they figured if Ignatz did his trilling there, the flute must be hidden somewhere nearby, since so far the graveyard hadn’t yielded any bodies or musical instruments.
I felt ill. I suddenly knew that Kouzlo Noc hadn’t seen the last violent death.
I needed air and a walk back to the hotel to let the story seep into my brain.
The old man stayed seated but held his arms out. I hugged him and thanked him for telling me about Ignatz, then I started to leave. Something stopped me. I turned. “I’m sorry. My mother brought me up better than this. I’m Abby Fouchet. I forgot to ask your name.”
He pushed himself up with the aid of the cane, then stood—his back straightening with pride.
“I am Jozef. I am the owner of the bookstore.” He paused, then his flashing white teeth and twinkling eyes turned his old features into those of a man in his twenties.” And my last name is Jezek.”
The dragon-headed doorknocker glared at me with a truly sinister eye this morning. Perhaps my perceptions were colored with the new information I’d received yesterday afternoon about the mysteries within Kouzlo Noc—or perhaps the durn monster knew that my reasons for coming back to the castle so soon weren’t quite as innocent as I’d made them out to be when I called Veronika an hour ago to ask if I could drop in to “make notes” for the film. At the time I’d thought Franz would be with me for his promised tour of the castle, but he’d left a message with the front desk clerk at my hotel telling me he had errands to run and would try and meet up later.
Relief. I didn’t want to have company if I got my nerve up enough to sneak away from the Duskova sisters and take a peek into the north wing of Kouzlo Noc. Especially if I happened to bump into a ghost warming up his flute for a morning performance.
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