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Blurb














History’s Darkest Secret Will Be Revealed…










Two centuries ago…
 the sisterhood formed a pentagram around a small-sized grave. The pact had been made and the bloodline had been protected. They called themselves the Six Swans, a society of only women. Their secret would be passed down from this generation to another until…


Today… 


The murder of a nineteen-year-old girl in the small German town of Lohr leaves the police clueless. The staged scene, with tones of occult practices and riddles, suggests connection to the town’s darker history, which is known to the world as a fairy tale. Only the descendants of the Six Swans can help, and they send the only man they trust.

John Sailor is called to scene. He is no detective, but he has certain knowledge about the ancestry of both the victim and the killer. His motives are personal and he shares them with no one.

But when he arrives at the scene, Sailor realizes that to catch the killers, he will have to confront demons of his past… and lies everyone of us told our children at bedtime throughout history.




The Mute Swan isn’t a fantasy. It’s gritty and dark and realistic thriller. It takes place in locations never visited in books before — and is based on facts.
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Prologue



Kassel, Germany, 1812









Dorothea stood
 in the center of a pentagram formed by five other women wearing black cloaks. She gripped a shovel in one hand while her boots were half buried in the snow. An unforgiving cold slapped at her face on a night that wasn’t black enough to shroud their secret.

A trail of blood exposed their crime as swans screamed by the Fulda River nearby. Shrills loud enough to rival the drones of war in the distance.

Napoleon’s troops had arrived at the border, and soon the grave in the middle of the pentagram would be lost among the piles of corpses of women and children.

Dorothea dropped the shovel and pulled back the hood of her cloak to face the others. In spite of her pale complexion framed by black hair, her lips remained as red as the ripest of apples. A faint ray of moonlight traced a tear trickling down her cheek.

“It’s done,” she said in German. “May our mothers forgive us, and our daughters avenge us all.”

The women nodded in silence, hands clasped in front.

All except the youngest.

At nineteen her lips quivered. Not only from the freezing cold or their recent deed but because of the chilling cries of swans. She rubbed her arms against the cold, “Why are the swans screaming, Dorothea?”

“Folklore has it that swans sing before dying,” said Dorothea, “and scream when secrets are buried.”

The girl’s eyes moistened, “Are you telling me they will never stop?”

Dorothea approached and took her nimble hands in hers. Virgin hands, unstained by the blood of ancestors yet. Hands that belonged to a girl who still believed in fairy tales. Two decades older, Dorothea was mature enough to know the tales were lies.

History’s most morbid, malicious, and darkest lies.

“Not until our daughters correct the path,” Dorothea told her then addressed the others. “We are the Six Swans. We’re mortal. The swans in the lake will be our eternal voice.”












Chapter 1



Lohr, Bavaria, Germany, 2020









John Sailor’s
 ringtone was “Comfortably Numb” by Pink Floyd, a song close enough to his heart that sometimes he let it play instead of answering. This call was important, though. 

He sat in his driver’s seat while rain drizzled on his SUV’s window, offering him a translucent vision of the night outside. Funny how barriers with darkness never distanced him from it. His came from deep within.

He continued staring at the ringing phone on the dashboard.

Hardly a fan of life on the mainland, let alone driving among homo sapiens, he was coerced to rent a car tonight. Another girl had been murdered and he had reluctantly left his fishing boat by the ocean.

“Yup,” he put the phone on speaker whilst rolling a blunt.

“You’re late.” Mother, his supervisor, said.

“Nah. Been here for a few minutes.”

“Why didn’t you call, then?”

“It never hurts to say a little prayer before entering the scene of the crime,” he stuffed cannabis into the rolling paper.

“You don’t do prayers, Sailor.”

“I lied, sue me,” he licked the tip of the rolling paper. “I scanned the perimeter by the way. No threats. I’m parked in the lot outside.”

“You see a German police car?”

“Yup. Local. Same plate numbers you sent me.”

“Good,” she said. “We made a deal with the officer inside. He’ll let you examine the corpse for an hour before the German federal police arrive.”

Though their work was clandestine in nature, many people owed Mother favors all around the world. She was a resourceful boss. He said, “Why are federals coming?”

“They started to see a pattern for the murders over the years. They want to know what’s going on.”

“Two centuries late, fellas,” he used his saliva to tip the joint with precision and attention. “So the officer inside thinks I’m who exactly?”

“A German profiler,” she said. “Last time I checked your German was on point.”

“Will the officer ask too many questions?”

“No. Things should go smoothly,”

“Things never do,” Sailor smiled at the joint in his hand. Back in his boat, he would put on the song “Light My Fire” by the Doors and stare at the ocean for hours. No ocean on the mainland. Only greed and death. “Tell me about the dead girl.”

“A local. German. She is dressed in…”

“I meant her name, Mother,” he sighed. “Start with her name.”

“Ah, let me see. Hannah. Nineteen years old.”


Too young.
 His smile dimmed and his fingers left a dent on the sides of the joint. “Cause of death?”

“The usual,” Mother said. “Apple poisoning.”

Mother meant cyanide poisoning. Large amounts of apple seeds, when properly prepared and mixed into food, were toxic enough to kill after digestion. The killers preferred this method. It had context. “Anything else?’”

Mother hesitated,“There is a slight twist this time.”

“When the twisted twist, that’s one hell of twister,” he gently slid the joint into a fish whistle dangling from his necklace. The whistle had been a crucial instrument when at sea. He had even carved enough holes in it to use it as a flute. It served as a smoking pipe on the mainland, only he liked to roll joints with his hands too. “Listening.”

“The dead girl in the museum is wearing a white dress.”

“Wedding dress, you mean?” Sailor lit up his joint.

“That’s what you’re about to investigate.”

“Why change their ritual this time? Girls never wore particular outfits before.”

“I have a feeling they’re sending a message.”

Sailor began singing “Message in a Bottle” by the Police. He let out a wheeze of smoke, watching it spiral in loops and rings before his eyes.


I’ll send an SOS to the world... Message in a Bottle.


Rain still drizzled like the ghosts outside his bedroom window back in the houseboat. He lived with ghosts on a daily basis. They were either people he killed, or killers who killed people he loved.

“Sailor?” Mother crackled from the speaker.

He killed the joint on his yellow fisherman’s jacket and grinned, wondering if it would accidentally catch fire and be the end of the whole mess.

“Sailor?”

“Yup,” he pulled out his Sig Sauer and attached the silencer to it.

“Are you high?” Mother said.

“Not enough, yet,” he looked in the mirror and combed his beard. At thirty-nine, he was too young for all this white. His wife had always joked about him seeing ghosts. How ominously ironic that a year ago she ended up as one.












Chapter 2



The Bayer Watchtower, Lohr, Bavaria, Germany









The man
 in the tower wore a black suit and gloves.

He stuck his head out of the eighteenth-century arched window and fiddled with his night-vision goggles mounted on his helmet. His grandfather had told him stories about the tower when he was a child. The last remaining of the city walls since World War II, it had been named after the former tower guardian family Bayer.
 Led by Napoleon, when France had conquered most of the German south, this was the highest tower in Bavaria. The same year the Brothers Grimm published their so-called fairy tales.

He zoomed in and saw John Sailor leave his car. At six foot-two, Sailor had grown a noticeable dad bod. A year ago, the fisherman used to be as fit as an MMA fighter. The man with the gloves wondered if the yellow raincoat was a subconscious suicidal gesture, as it made Sailor an easy target.

His eyes followed John Sailor approaching the main door.

Once a small castle from the 18th century, the museum was also known as the Schloss or the Snow White House. It was one of Germany's smallest, most neglected tourist attractions. The locals believed it to be the castle where a real Snow White once lived.

John Sailor vanished behind the museum's door, and the man with the gloves glanced at his Blaser R93 Tactical sniper rifle.












Chapter 3



The Spessart Museum, Lohr, Bavaria, Germany









Earlier,
 on his drive to the city, John Sailor googled the obscure museum to refresh his memories. A small three story castle with sloping roofs and turrets that made it look welcoming enough to lure children inside. The insides looked more like an elegant farmer’s house than a museum, The main reception hall was stacked with most of its precious artifacts though.

Entering, he thought about other museums like the Louvre, and it baffled him why tourists flocked to these buildings when historians knew that the grander discoveries in history had been found in smaller places. Abandoned churches, old houses, and archaic libraries.

“Herr Sailor?” A voice echoed in the hall.

Sailor turned and saw a man in a police uniform approaching and offering a hand, “Markus Wolfe.”

Sailor nodded and scanned the area with his eyes. He then looked over Wolfe’s shoulder, glimpsing a younger officer standing a few feet behind.

Portraits hung on the wall on the far left. Beneath them stood a row of wooden tables with small ancient looking items like music boxes and keepsakes. The far right was blocked with a large rectangular column.

High or not, Sailor trusted no one and favored suspicion over handshakes and social etiquette.

Wolfe stared at his empty hand.

“John Sailor,” he finally shook the man’s hand. “Profiler.”

“I’ve been told,” Wolfe said, accepting Sailor’s formality. In Sailor’s experience, Germans appreciated that. “Let me show you the body.”

Following Wolfe’s footsteps, Sailor observed more of the museum’s artifacts. They were placed and presented without care. Not recklessly, but without shiny representations you normally see in museums. People didn’t make a lot of money here. If Sailor could go back in time, he would have taken his daughter to this museum, showing her the colorful fairy-tale vibe. No murder should’ve been committed here.

A mirror on the wall caught his eye. It was one he had read about. The museum's most treasured item, though most people would laugh at its significance. It was the Talking Mirror, the actual mirror that Snow White’s psychologically disturbed mother talked to.

The younger officer wore 50's classic nerd glasses and nodded at Sailor. He seemed tense and appalled by what he had seen, and pointed at the girl.

“You didn’t kill her, did you?” Sailor said in a way that implied both a joke and interrogation. The young officer stood perplexed, unsure how to react.

Stopping before the corpse, Sailor realized the drugs hadn’t fully kicked in yet. Numbing himself wasn't easy. He needed to separate himself from the emotions that could prejudice his investigation.

Lowering his gaze, he saw a young girl sprawled on the floor.












Chapter 4











Hannah was
 as pale as her expensive dress, which Sailor doubted she could afford.

The lower part of the dress was intricately tailored with feathers in a circular fashion. A bit too short for a wedding dress, unless the killers enjoyed that peculiar fetish. Spaghetti straps slung over the girl's shoulder. The dress could pass for a ballerina, too. Had she not been barefoot, Sailor could have interpreted the matter from her footwear.

Two things Sailor knew: that the killers definitely dressed her up after murdering her, and that this scene was carefully staged. Mother was right. This time there was a twist. And possibly a hidden message.

In the past, the crimes usually insinuated metaphors and ideologies. The killers were fond of statements, not just murder. This was their wicked version of art, and they dared brag about it. A trait that drove investigators crazy and forced them to follow misleading breadcrumbs in the end. Who in their sane mind would have imagined the history behind these killings?

Sailor didn’t want to think about it now. Whatever he knew only scratched the surface of the deeper secrets.

The white dress bothered him. He was certain it had the most glaring clue but he could not figure it out. Weddings celebrated new beginnings to a future ahead. It didn’t fit the killers’ motives whose grandest concern was the past.

“Such a poor girl,” Officer Wolfe considered.

“Her name is Hannah,” Sailor said. “You know that already.”

Wolfe looked puzzled at his assistant.

“Hannah Holle,” the younger officer said, “I reported it.”

“How did you know her name, Officer Kopke?” Sailor said after reading the nametag on his chest.

“Wallet,” Kopke lifted a transparent evidence bag with the item inside. A pink padded wallet with rusted metal clasps. Too late for Sailor to inspect it. He wouldn’t tamper with packed evidence.

Sailor looked back at the girl, “Didn’t know wedding dresses had pockets.”

Kopke adjusted his glasses, avoiding eye contact.

Wolfe grimaced.

“I see,” Sailor said. “She had it tucked inside her bra.”

Kopke nodded.

“Did you touch or find anything else?”

“No,” Kopke said. “I only checked for identity. Girls in our town usually keep their wallets in there.”

“How do you know that?”

Kopke looked down.

“Either you’re a damn good pocket thief or you know your way to a girl’s heart.” Sailor stretched his stiff neck.

“No,” Kopke almost tiptoed. “My sister and mother do it all the time.”

Sailor wasn’t going to apologize. Everyone was a suspect. He looked back at Hannah whose left leg was awkwardly bent. The other looked straight but with a tilt. She looked like someone who died in the middle of turning in bed while asleep, neither on her back nor on her side. 

Her right arm lay softly on her stomach, but it seemed natural. Otherwise he would have thought of it as a clue to a pregnancy. But he was sure her killers wouldn’t do that. They would never mate with the bloodline. This was genocide.

Her left arm was stretched to her left side in an unusually straight line. Odd. Either an obvious clue he hadn’t figured out yet or sloppy execution. Her palm was open. An apple lay an inch away from the tip of her forefinger.

Not bitten, but cut in half.

The cut showed the seeds inside, which confirmed Mother’s interpretation about the apple poisoning. Appleseeds from one apple weren’t enough to poison someone, though. They had to be crushed, blended, and mixed into food or a drink. But the point was made, as the appleseeds were one of the killers’ styles.

But not their endgame.

The pentagram shape inside was.

Apples when cut horizontally revealed a natural five-pointed star shape inside. Most people won’t cut an apple horizontally. This was a recurring theme in the killers’ occult practices. Apples and pentagrams had been their most common signatures.












Chapter 5











“Who discovered the body?”
 Sailor said, noticing the apple’s insides had already turned brown. Apples oxidized within minutes, so it didn't give much of an indication of the possible time of murder.

“Museum’s security,” Wolfe said.

“I don’t see any.”

“Shift ends at six. I permitted them to go home.”

“They left the museum unlocked? Just like that?”

“We’re not in the city. Things are different here. People trust each other. We’re good people.”

"The kind of good people I wouldn't trust with my daughter." Sailor pointed at Hannah.

Wolfe pursed his lips, hands on his belt, “Point is there is no security, and it’s too late to call for them. The feds will take care of all of this, so until then, deal with it.”

“Did you at least interrogate security?”

“They’re not suspects.”

“You didn’t interrogate them?
 ”

“I did. They only found the body. Saw no one enter or leave and knew nothing that would help us.”

“What are their names?”

“Come again?”

“The security guards, what are their names?”

“Why?”

Sailor said nothing. His icy stare did.

“Hmm..” Wolfe said. “Martin and…”

“Frank,” Kopke said.

“Look Mr. Sailor,” Wolfe pointed a hand midair. “The museum was empty all day and I don’t appreciate your—“

“No one visited all day?” Sailor said.

“No,” Kopke offered in an almost inaudible voice. 

“Like I said,” Wolfe continued. “the security men might have gone for a beer or answered a wife’s call while that sick man killed the girl inside. They aren’t responsible for—“

“How do you know the killer is a man?” Sailor said.

“I didn’t say it was a man,” Wolfe’s voice pitched up. “It just assumed—”

“Mr. Sailor,” Kopke managed to speak louder, “No one visits the museum at this time of year. As a tourist attraction, we’re pretty much obscure. People prefer the Neuschwanstein Castle in the South.”

Sailor still locked eyes with Wolfe, but Kopke’s words sounded about right. Most tourists were oblivious of the Spessart Museum’s significance. The Neuschwanstein Castle on the other hand welcomed over two million visitors a year. It was two cities away, and it ironically owed its fame to Disneyland who copied its architecture for their castle in the United States.

“People prefer the Neuschwanstein Castle because of the Swan King, Ludwig II,” Kopke kept talking, more of a distraction, to break the tension. “Mr. Sailor, did you know that he later committed suicide? Tourists like stories of scandal and mystery like these.”

Sailor nodded without commenting. Kopke was wrong about the latter part. Ludwig II’s suicide had been disputed later as murder. A fact Sailor had known for years. Ludwig’s execution, a few centuries back, had been by the same hands that killed Hannah today — probably for the same reasons.

Sailor finally lifted his eyes off of Wolfe who exhaled audibly. Sailor had pressured him long enough to assume the man wasn’t hiding something. It was better to be feared than loved sometimes.

“Even so,” Sailor addressed both men. “The Spessart Museum must have at least some sort of security alarm at night, right?”

“Again,” Wolfe said. “My city is a heavily taxed city. The government thinks we make tons of tourist money, but we don’t. We truly can’t afford that much security. And usually we don’t need to.”

“I can imagine that murder doesn’t happen here often,” Sailor said. “But you people don’t worry about someone stealing from the museum?”

“Steal?” Wolfe chuckled. “What? Magic mirrors?”

“I was under the impression that the artifacts were original.”

“Fictional bedtime stories can’t be original because they’re, guess what, fiction.” Wolfe said.

 Sailor decided the conversation was going nowhere, so he turned and faced Hannah’s corpse.

“I wonder why I haven’t seen her before,” Kopke commented. “I mean it’s a small town, you know.”

“Did you
 see her before?” Sailor asked Wolfe.

“A couple of times while driving by the outskirts,” Wolfe said.

“Never talked to her?”

“Hannah and her mother had only arrived a week ago. They talked to no one. Don’t you think it’s time you inspect the body?”

Wolfe was right. All Sailor did was postpone the crux of the matter. He didn’t actually enjoy the unnecessary gossip to begin with. But it helped him delay the inspection of Hannah’s body until the drugs fully kicked in and his emotions were absent.

It wasn’t the healthiest way to deal with the situation, but for a man inspecting the thirteenth victim executed by the same killers in the past five years, it kept him from losing his mind.












Chapter 6











Sailor knelt down
 and fought the feeling of imagining if he had been her father discovering the body. As a father himself, he understood the pain, and the need for closure - even revenge. But a father would be angry now, and dangerously emotional. That was what the drug was for. He looked at Hannah with cold eyes. His heart was busy pumping blood through his body to deal with the devil in his veins.

The first thing he noticed was a line of blood out of Hannah’s mouth. Thick and grisly, all the way down her chin. Her mouth was partially open, and he could see her tongue was intact. No wounds inside.

Cyanide victims sometimes spat blood, but her face looked too clean for this having been a consequence. To the killers, Hannah, in her current pose, wasn’t human. She was a mannequin made to convey a story.

So where did the blood come from? How far below did it trickle from her chin? He couldn't tell yet because of the angle of her head, but didn't want to move her too soon. What if this wasn’t the desired clue to look at now?

All he knew for sure was that, in a crime scene with minimal blood, this part meant something. Probably an x-marks-the-spot clue — at least part of it.

He decided he’d revisit it in a few minutes as his eyes scanned her body for violations instead. No signs of strangulation or torture. He exhaled with appreciation. Death was an inevitability of nature. Humility was human-made; no wonder its first syllable was ‘hum.’ 

Gently he slid his hand over her eyelids and closed them. Tampering with evidence or not, she was better off that way, instead of staring back at the ugliness of this life.

Wolfe grunted impatiently in the back, but Sailor didn't acknowledge him. He wished he could say a prayer for Hannah. Sadly, he knew no words or hymns of prayer. It reminded him of whenever he visited his wife’s grave, he paid a pastor to say a prayer on his behalf.

“But if you say the prayer, God will listen,” the pastor had argued.

“Not if I don’t believe in the words.”

 Back to Hannah, Sailor was sure she had been lured and poisoned outside and then dragged in here. Which meant the museum itself was as significant as the crime scene. He tilted his head, and his vision caught the color palette the killers portrayed. Three colors. Mostly white, some black, and two spots of red from the  blood and the apple. A significant palette of colors repeatedly showing up in fairytale books.

“She looks like Snow White,” Kopke said, as if reading his mind. “I mean the white skin, blood on the lips, and black hair?”

The weird boy with glasses seemed to have better insights into a crime scene than his superior officer.

“Skin white as snow, lips red as blood, hair black as night,” Kopke continued. “And she is murdered in a museum about fairy tales origins. You get what I mean?”

“You have a point,” he told the young officer. Why not have a sidekick to brainstorm with? “Do you know what the colors refer to?”

“No,” Kopke’s knelt down beside Sailor, eyes wide and curious. “Do you?”

“They represent the three stages of womanhood.”

“What is that?”

“An interesting idea, repeatedly used in Paganism,” Sailor said. “A girl was believed to be a maiden until her first period, hence the white color for purity,” he said. “Then she had her period and later became a mother, which is depicted as red. Later in life she became a crone — in some transcripts a witch — hence the color of hatred and envy, black.”

“Fascinating,” Kopke said. “Though I must say I’ve never heard it before—bear in mind I come from a town that takes pride in its fairy tale origins.”

“It’s too much of a complex adult idea for a children’s book,” Wolfe said.

“It wasn’t meant to be a children’s book.” Sailor said, eyes scanning Hannah for clues. He couldn’t stop looking at the color red in the scene. It stuck out, so much that it must have meant something.

“I read it to my children every night and you’re telling me it’s not a children’s book?” Wolfe tensed again. “Besides, what’s this got to do with what we’re doing here?”

“So Mr. Sailor, I think there is something wrong with your womanhood theory,” Kopke came to the rescue again, “Since there was no mother, but a stepmother.“

“Mother,” Sailor insisted, eyes going back and forth between the apple and blood from Hannah’s mouth. “In the Brothers Grimm German version of 1812, it was her mother,” Sailor realized that the index finger on Hannah’s open palm lazily pointed at the apple. Still it didn’t mean much. “They changed it to stepmother in the 1857 version.”

“Why?” Kopke said.

Sailor slowly moved Hannah’s chin and saw the blood trail continued sideways toward her armpit and seemed to stop there. “That’s a long story. Scoot over,” Sailor nudged Kopke and leaned over. From this angle he concluded that the line of blood had thinned enough to just stop — though it looks so unnatural. He had to stick with this a little more.

“You found something.” Kopke said.

“Shhh.” Sailor stretched out a leg and crouched in an awkward position. “The way the blood stopped here doesn’t make sense. It would either trickle down from her armpit and leave a mark on the floor or trickle a little further on her shoulder, and maybe her arms.

“Let alone that the arm itself is in an unnatural position, too.” Kopke said. “Is the killer trying to tell us she bit the apple? Because, hypothetically had the line continued it would have met with her forefinger.”

“What about it?” Sailor said.

“I think that’s a splotch of blood,” Kopke said. “Maybe the one you’ve been looking for?”

“You’re spot on, Kopke.”

“I may be right but I don’t know what this means,” Kople said. “Who plans such intricate details?”

Sailor reminded himself that he had seen so many of the murders he should be able to figure it out. He was close, but it felt like a conclusion he couldn’t dig up from the graveyard of memories in the back of his head. “They’re trying to talk to us through Hannah.”

“You’re not talking about demon possession, are you?” Kopke didn’t realize he was trembling.

“Nonsense,” Wolfe said.

“Nothing supernatural here,” Sailor said. “It’s all real and absurd like the rest of our lives,” Sailor’s eyes went back and forth between the apple and Hannah’s mouth.

The answer was simple and obvious, so much that he was disappointed with himself.

He bent over from his awkward position and lifted up her arm. The answer lay on the floor underneath.

Wolfe let out a muffled noise. Kopke mouthed the word fascinating.

Hidden under her arm was another clue. Words, scrawled in her blood, a little smudged but still legible.


Spieglein, Spieglein an der Wand...













Chapter 7



The Bayer Watchtower, Lohr, Bavaria, Germany









The man
 in the tower heard his phone beep.

He pulled up his goggles and took off his gloves, revealing dried blood on his hands. He should have done a better job than let this bitch stain him, but he had to cut through the flesh on the back of her arm to draw enough blood to use for writing. He planned to wash it off soon. He wouldn’t want her bloodline to linger on him for long.

The message on his phone was short but informative, though he was getting impatient with the games his superiors played. Had it been a common murder, he would have poisoned the girl, buried her, hid the evidence and gone home to his wife and children.

But it wasn’t that simple. To the Colonnade, the murders weren’t a crime, but a celebration..

The over-the-top clues they left behind for Sailor satisfied their lust for domination over their enemy. Finding one of their Swans was rare. Finding them together was pure luck. Their fucking precious Swans. Such a laughable description for such a dark past.

“Damn it, Sailor, are you getting old or what?” the man said. “I don’t have all day.”

Sailor had been inside for twenty minutes now. Forty more minutes to go and Bundespolizei, the federal police, was about to arrive. Being one of the few organizations the Colonnade hadn’t compromised, he wasn’t going to permit them the pleasure of meeting John Sailor. Too risky.

The man with gloves feared that if Sailor didn’t get the message and leave early enough, he was going to have to shoot him.












Chapter 8



The Spessart Museum, Lohr, Bavaria, Germany









“That must be a joke.”
 Wolfe said, reading the words written in German.

Sailor tilted his head, as if looking for a missing component. The writing did actually say spieglein, spieglein an der wand,
 which would be translated to mirror, mirror on the wall
 in English, followed by three splashes of blood as dots.

“I have to take a picture.” Kopke said.

“Shut up, Kopke,” Wolfe grunted. “Let the feds take care of this when they arrive.”

Wolfe’s words reminded Sailor of the scant time he had. When Mother said an hour, he assumed she was being cautious. He had googled the German Federal Police’s headquarters and the nearest one was a hundred and twenty miles away. German highways, the Autobahn, were famous for their open limit speed, but the feds weren’t supposed to be maniacs. He decided he could get away with a little more time if needed.

“The killer is either mad, or a genius who likes to play games,” Kopke said.

Sailor didn’t listen to him. Jimmy Hendrix was singing "Purple Haze" in the back of his head. Music had always been Sailor’s imaginary friend when he needed to weed out the noise and see past the chaos.

He thought about the killers writing half of the fairy tale phrase without the who is fairest of them all
 part. Why?

In the original German scripts it said who was the most beautiful in the land
 . The words wall
 in English translated to wand
 in German, and land
 was simply land
 with a slightly different phonetic to the vowel a.
 It was a simple rhyme. Fairest of them all
 was invented by English speaking translators to rhyme with the English mirror mirror on the wall
 . Funny how digging deeper into sources of our most beloved books led to totally different meanings and intentions.

Point was, the killers wanted the clue to lead Sailor to a mirror, which explained why they brought the girl to the museum.

Sailor stared at the Talking Mirror on the wall.

It looked underwhelming, to be honest. An ancient mirror with a dented frame. Old and amateurishly presented. No majesty or magic to it. Hung on a wall without much care or celebration. No swirling fonts on a golden plaque nearby. The only interesting thing about it was its frame. Red. The color that connected it to the killers’ web of clues.

Approaching it, Sailor had to walk around that column with the rectangular base. Usually museums fancied open spaces, devoid of obstacles, but this place had been the Schloss in the past, a private castle that once belonged to a noble family. Built the old way, from brick and stones. It had columns.

With the column at his back, he stood facing the mirror. He realized how uncomfortable it would be for tourists. It gave a mere ten to twelve feet of span. No wonder people hardly visited.

“You have other mirrors in the museum?” Sailor asked Wolfe.

“How should I know?”

“It’s the only mirror,” Kopke said.

“Ever thought of becoming a museum curator or a tour guide, Kopke?” Sailor said, eyes on the mirror.

“Well, thank you,” Kopke smiled. “It doesn’t pay much, especially insurance. You think the killer wants us to inspect this mirror?”

“Mirror mirror on the wall. It seems about the only place I can say that phrase,” Sailor ran his hands over the red frame.

He traced the cracks and creases which had aged it considerably. Cracks ran deeper in places. It would soon cause the frame to fall apart.

“Time, you sneaky bastard,” Sailor mumbled. “We never see you coming.”

The wood smelled too much of cleaning detergent, the cheaper type, as if whoever took care of this place hadn’t been instructed how to care for valuable artifacts.

“Kopke,” Sailor said. “Help me pull the mirror out a little so I can see behind it — don’t worry, Wolfe, I’m not going to take it off the wall.”

Kopke followed Sailor’s instructions and offered a  flashlight. Sailor pooled a beam of yellow onto the wall behind the mirror.

He saw nothing of significance. A blue wall, the same color as the rest of the museum. No secret safe. No ancient writing. No color red. No clues.

Sailor didn’t recognize the type of wood in the back of the mirror, but it was plain without marks or carvings either. Not even a museum's item number or reference code. The surface looked smooth, devoid of secret openings or something that required further investigation.

They leaned the mirror back against the wall.

Sailor returned to face the mirror, tempted to talk to it, “Did you ever talk to the mirror, Kopke?” 

“This one, no.”

“At home, then?”

“Sometimes,” Kopke’s eyes looked sideways, as if worrying Wolfe would make fun of him.

“In the bathroom?”

Kopke nodded.

“Whatcha say?” Sailor whispered.

“Nothing special,” Kopke whispered back.

“Ever pretend you’re Robert De Niro from Taxi Driver and ask the man inside if he is talking to you?”

“No,” Kopke stiffened and stood erect.

“Come on, Kopke, don’t be like that,” Sailor noticed that Wolfe was answering a phone call, probably from his wife because he sounded furious. “You’re allowed to have your private moments and talk to the mirror.”

“Okay,” Kopke rolled his eyes. ”I do it all the time actually.” 

“Whatcha say?”

“I say, ‘I’m enough’ or ‘I can do this.’ Things like that.”

“Self help, huh?” Sailor nodded. Drugs made him have the craziest conversations sometimes.

“And you?” Kopke said.

“What about me?”

“You talk to the mirror? I guess not. You look like a confident man who doesn’t want anything from anyone.”

“I talk to mirrors, trust me.”

Wolfe had just hung up and stomped his foot.

“What do you say then?” Kopke urged him before Wolfe returned.

Sailor smirked at his blurry image in the mirror. “Bloody Mary, Kopke. Bloody Mary.”

Wolfe arrived and eyeballed the two. “What did I miss?”

“A minute ago you didn’t want anything to do with this,” Kopke said.

“Shut up…” Wolfe said but stopped to Sailor’s hand, suddenly shushing him.

“Look,” Sailor said, pointing at the mirror.

Wolfe looked, only Kopke understood, now with an open mouth.

Wolfe stood farther from the mirror with his back only a couple of feet away from the column, yet his reflection in the mirror was crisper and clearer than both of them.












Chapter 9











Hadn’t
 Kopke and Wolfe seen it too, Sailor would have wondered if he was too high.

“Is that normal?” Wolfe pointed at his own reflection.

“A mirror whose reflection improves with distance,” Kopke said. “I’ve read about early mirrors having either concave or convex issues like these.”

Sailor knew a few things about mirrors, but not this fact, not this mirror. He wondered if that was something the Talking Mirror was known for in the world of museum lovers, but he preferred to look at the situation at hand. Was this known to the killers? Was it part of the game?

His face knotted as he instructed the two officers to move out of the way, leaving him face to face with the wall. Not the one with the mirror, but the column.

Wolfe and Kopke wanted to look over his shoulder but Sailor was a tall and broad-shouldered man, so they awkwardly looked from around his shoulders.

And there it was. The writing on the wall. In blood.

Silence hung thick in the air. Not because they finally found the next clue, but because they couldn’t read it. Had it not been in blood, they may have dismissed it. Red marked the spot.

“Is that writing or a drawing?” Wolfe said.

“It’s stacked in lines under each other,” Kopke said. “It’s writing.”

“A poem,” Sailor said absently.

“You recognize the language?” Kopke said.

“No, but the pattern. Commas at the end — or beginning — of sentences. Only one period after the last sentence. Lines mostly equal in length.”

“You’re right,” Kopke said. “Do you think it’s Persian? The structure and curves look like that to me.”

“It’s not Persian.”

“No ‘Google Translate’ to help us here,” Kopke said.

Wolfe eyed him enough to make the young man shrug, then said to Sailor, “How do you know it’s not Persian?”

“It’s not a language,” Sailor said. “No in this form.”

“Huh?” Kopke said.

Sailor had known what it was from the beginning. He knew what to do next. He only contemplated if he should play the game further. A sense of dread washed over him.

“If this isn’t readable, what is the point of this stupid game then?” Wolfe huffed.

Sailor said nothing.

“Mr. Sailor?” Kopke said. “Are you okay?”

Sailor sighed and turned around to face the mirror again, still squeezed between the two of them, following his gaze..

“Why are you looking at the mirror?” Wolfe said.

Sailor said, “Can you give me some space to the left and right?”

“Oh sorry,” Kopke said and complied.

Sailor waited for them and then took a step to the right himself. Now the writing on the wall was reflected in the mirror. As crisp as ever. Readable.

“Fa-sci-na-ting,” Kopke stressed on every syllable like rappers, “Mirror mirror on the wall, what’s the writing on the opposite wall.
 ”

“It’s not gibberish,” Sailor said. “It’s written backwards.”












Chapter 10



The Holle Family House, Lohr, Bavaria, Germany









Hannah’s mother,
 Angie, sat with both hands resting on the kitchen table inside her timber house in the outskirts of Lohr. Located deep into the forest, it was more of a safe house than a home. A single path from the city to the small house. The locals called it the Donkey Trail, one of many in Germany. The trails had been carved through the snow for donkey caravans used to transport salt a few centuries back. The house should have been the perfect hideout, but it wasn’t.

Angie’s cell phone lay silent before her. Its black mirrored surface reflected the face of a worried mother.

In the front hallway, open cartons littered the floor, along with Hannah’s broken bicycle. She had promised her daughter she would fix it once they settled in, but she had a busy week.

Generally, Hannah was a polite girl. She had been used to travelling to a new town every few months. This was her life, as it was Angie’s, and had been Angie’s mother. Sometimes the  present was only a prison of someone else's past.

Looking at the bicycle, Angie began to accept the fact that she wasn’t going to fix it.

Hannah had left for a hike in the mountains. Her cell phone had been unreachable for hours. She loved hiking, but she still called. Always. Angie was her best friend after all. Only two other girls Hannah’s age came second and third place — but they lived miles away.

Angie knew this day would come. She prayed it wouldn’t be today, though. Her hands squeezed a necklace she only wore when alone in the house. Two black swans forming two S letters. She prayed in German with an accent long forgotten from the city of Kassel.

Her cell phone rang. A polyphonic version of Swan Lake by Tchaikovsky. Hannah hated that song. Angie too, but it was a family tradition from the past.

But did Angie really want to pick up now?

This wasn’t Hannah calling, but someone who only called in darker times.

Someone who was listed as Mother.
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The Spessart Museum, Lohr, Bavaria, Germany









The writing
 on the wall wasn’t exactly a poem, but more of a nursery rhyme in blood.

Immediately, Kopke took a photo with his cell phone. Not an easy task with the angles and distance, but he was determined. No objection from Wolfe. Reading from their position had been awkward enough. Kopke zoomed in on the photo and showed it to Sailor.

The three of them read in silence:






One for sailor, two for rules,



Three for men who’re lost in clues,



Four strummed notes for five bars,



Six for swans, now silent, scarred,



Seven for a box, eight, you’re late,



Nine plus ten for Hannah And Kate.









A long,
 uncomfortable, silence fell upon them.

Sailor didn’t know about Kopke and Wolfe, but there was too much to read into the rhyme. To an extent he could not fathom. The previous murders celebrated the Colonnade’s ancient beliefs. Sure, they enjoyed their riddles and games, but this new case, it seemed too intricate and personal.

He needed to find a starting point in the rhyme. In his experience, starting from the end and reverse-engineering words had always worked best. He read the last line again:





Nine plus ten
 for Hannah And Kate.





The word ‘And’
 stood out. Why was the A capitalized?

Not all of the blood had dried yet. The writing was riddled with splotches and splashes. Sailor had done finger painting with his daughter in the past and knew how hard it was to write in liquid, let alone within a time frame. He still needed a second opinion.

“Kopke. Would you read it for me, please?”

Kopke did. His reading matched Sailor’s, but then he stammered on the last sentence.

“I’m not sure, Mr. Sailor, if it’s ‘And’ or ‘An’?” Kopke said. “The blood hasn’t dried cohesively in that spot. The letters N and D are deformed. They could be different letters for all I know.”

“What word starts with a capital A and fits here?” 

Kopke considered, “To answer you, I need to know who Kate is?”

“Good question. Could Hannah’s first name be Hannah-Kate?”

“Her ID says Hannah Jurgen Holle. No Kate. Though Hannah-Kate is a common name,” Kopke said. “She may have removed it from legal documentations though. Some teenagers hate the double names. Old fashioned, you know.”

”She could have but it still doesn’t fit with the ‘And’ in the middle,” Sailor looked back at the actual mirror. It didn’t help interpret the letters any better. “Hannah-Ann-Kate?”

“Hannah-Ann exists as well, but I’ve never seen a forename of three women before,” Kopke said.

Sailor did though. But he wouldn’t explain Hannah’s bloodline of only women for centuries back. Not with these men. “Could you please let someone double check if Hannah’s mother or grandmother’s name is Ann or Kate?”

“Sure, I’ll send a message to the department but it’s late. It could take up until tomorrow morning.”

“Just give it a shot.”

“What about Nine plus Ten?” Kopke said while texting.

“Equals nineteen. Hannah’s age,” Sailor said. “The killer thinks he is smart.”

“Well, I think he is,” Kopke pressed the send button. “That’s one hell of a puzzle. It's like something my dungeon master would come up with during Dungeons and Dragons.”

Wolfe suddenly growled and snatched the phone from Kopke. “The real question is,” he tucked the phone inside his pocket. “What does ‘One for sailor’ mean, Mr. Sailor?”

Sailor would have talked it over, but Wolfe was suddenly pointing a gun at him.

Sailor had a feeling that Wolfe enjoyed it. A bored officer in a small town who may have never used his gun, and figured he now had permission to over-react, thinking he was in some movie.

“Mr. Wolfe,” Kopke stepped up.

“Shut up and stay where you are,” Wolfe looked stressed enough he might actually shoot someone. “I’ve had it with these games,” he told Sailor. “You’ve been discovering unbelievable stuff since you arrived. Stuff that no one else would even notice…”

“Calm down, Dirty Harry,” Sailor said.

“Shut up. You don’t get to speak unless you tell me who you are and how the killer knows about you.”

Sailor couldn’t argue with that logic. Even Kopke stood silent.

“I knew you were an imposter from the first moment you spoke that fake German accent of yours,” Wolfe said. ”Tomorrow I'll trace that call from the main police department in Munich. That woman who insisted on your visit had an accent as fake as yours, Sailor.”

Sailor never doubted the efficacy of the language. Maybe Wolfe was smarter than he thought he was.

“Here’s the deal,” Wolfe said. “Like the poem, I will count from one to ten. If you don’t tell me who you really are, I will lock you up until morning. Trust me, I have all the evidence I need to support my suspicion of your involvement in Hannah Holle's murder."












Chapter 12



The Bayer Watchtower, Lohr, Bavaria, Germany









The man
 in the tower listened to his phone beeping again.

He wished they would leave him alone. He checked it, though. It was his job, inherited from father and grandfathers before him.

A message. The sender’s codename was Lollipop — the man’s was unimaginatively Gloves.

Lollipop wrote: Things are heatin’ up, huh?


Gloves: yeah, but I’m bored.


Lollipop: that’s because you know what’s going to happen.


Gloves: i guess, how about you?


Lollipop: I’m on my way. Getting dressed.


Gloves: haha, can’t wait to see you in that outfit.


Lollipop: you don’t care about my outfit, you can’t wait to see Sailor on his knees.


Gloves: man, that’s what keeps me up here in the cold of night. It’ll be an epic moment of dark melancholy.


Lollipop: look, I know he has to suffer, but I admire him.


Gloves: admire all you like. Tonight he’ll wish he had died and gone to hell.


Lollipop: tonight we celebrate. The Colonnade invited you to the masquerade next week?


Gloves: yeah, but I’m too lazy to go to France. Now stop messaging and go kill your target.


Lollipop: going. Blue Blood Forever.
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The Spessart Museum, Lohr, Bavaria, Germany









“So should
 I talk or shut up?” Sailor said. “Make up your mind.”

“Four…” Wolfe counted.

“If I were a suspect, why would I show up here?”

“Five…”

“Okay, let’s do it your way,” Sailor said. “Did you believe every word in the poem?”

“Six…” Wolfe said. 

“Seven,” Sailor dared him.

“I’m the one who counts, not you,” Wolfe said. “Seven…”

“I’d rather you think, not count,” Sailor said.

“Eight…”

“If the poem speaks the truth,” Sailor said. “What about the line that says, three for men who’re lost in clues?
 ”

“Nine…”

“The three men are us!” Kopke said. “The killer knew there would be three of us here. I wouldn’t be surprised if he is watching us now. He wants you to suspect Sailor. It’s a game, Mr. Wolfe.”

Wolfe lowered his gun. His anger morphed into fear, and color drained from his chubby face.  He glared at the ceiling and the walls. “He is watching us?”

Kopke said, “I know it’s crazy but it’s possible.”

“To my knowledge, the cameras are disabled,” Wolfe said. “Expensive to operate, you know?”

Sailor didn't comment on the fact that security cameras were cheaper than security wages. This town had its flawed logic. “I wouldn’t waste time on trying to figure out if we’re being watched,” he said. “It’s of no help to Hannah. All we can do is solve the puzzle.”

Sailor was fully aware that the puzzles were made for him personally, probably to break him down and throw a darker conclusion at him in the end, but he couldn’t explain that to the two cops at the moment. And he couldn’t stop investigating.

“My phone, please?” Kopke said.

“Sure,” Wolfe handed it over

Kopke said, “
 So One for sailor, that’s probably you Mr. Sailor. The killer expects you to solve the puzzle. Two for rules. He is telling us the rules, I suppose. Three for men who’re lost with clues means Mr. Wolfe and I are included. But what is four strummed notes for five bars?”


“Bars means alcohol,” Wolfe said.

“You really could use a beer to loosen up, Wolfe," Sailor said. “But you’re wrong.”

“Jail bars?” Wolfe said.

“Good guess,” Sailor said.

“I knew it,” Wolfe said.

“But wrong guess,” Sailor said. “Strummed notes make me think of a musical instrument, you know?”

“I know. I’m not ignorant,“ Wolfe said. “My daughter plays the fiddle.”

“Then you should have known what bars are,”  Sailor said. “In music, a bar is four notes. Think of it as a measuring tool to the length and timing of a melody.”

“So some musical instrument should be played for five bars, I suppose,” Kopke said. “Unfortunately, I haven’t seen any musical instruments in here. Only one was listed on the items chart, an ancient five-string folk guitar, but it was reported as stolen.”

Sailor eyed Wolfe who suddenly acted disinterested. “I guess we’ll figure it out eventually,” Sailor said to Kopke

“So we skip to the next line, then. Six for swans, now silent, scarred?”
 Kopke said.

Sailor surely knew the answer to that one, but pretended he didn’t. There was no way he could explain it to them. A centuries-old secret that most people would question and disbelieve. “We’ll come back to that as well.”

“Seven for a box,”
 Kopke considered. “That looks like a part we shouldn’t skip.”

“True, That may be the most significant part for now.”

“So we’re looking for a box somewhere?”

“It’s not far-fetched to imagine all these clues leading to some kind of a box.”

“Pandora’s box.” Wolfe said.

“Metaphorically speaking, yes.” Sailor nodded.

“The part of Eight, you’re late
 sounds like a threat,” Kopke said.

“Or an ominous declaration that we were late for Hannah,” Sailor said.

A scowl showed on Wolfe’s face, “My daughter is only two years younger."

“Do you want to call her?” Sailor said.

“Her mother had put her on the phone just now,” Wolfe said. “She is okay.”

“What’s her name?”

“Nadine.”

“Cool name,” Sailor didn’t care. He needed to know that Wolfe’s daughter wasn’t called Kate or Ann, but then again, Wolfe would have noticed. You’re getting old. Shape up, Sailor.


“Do we have sailor boxes in the museum?” Wolfe asked Kopke.

Though a vague sentence, Sailor was pleased the man put his mind to the matter.

“What is a sailor box?” Kopke said. “There are no sailors in fairy tales, The only childhood story I know about sailors is Treasure Island.”

“My childhood story about sailors was Captain Ahab in Moby Dick,” Wolfe said.

“Moby Dick isn’t a bedtime story.” Kopke argued.

“It was when I was a kid. Poor people read anything to their children, even if it had ‘dick’ in the title,” Wolfe mused, staring at Sailor.

“Speaking of dicks,” Sailor said. “You sure can be one.”

Kopke and Wolfe laughed. Sailor didn’t. This was getting a tad too friendly. He hadn’t been around people laughing for some time. It had always amused him how laughter broke through darker times. His hands reached for his fish whistle to remind himself of something he wanted to go back to. Speaking of whistles and music, he had an idea.

“What’s on your mind, Mr. Sailor?”

“You asked if there were hints for the box. Remember the line about the ‘four strummed notes for five bars’?”

“Yes, the music line,” Kopke said and immediately had a eureka moment. “A music box!”

“Exactly. I think I saw one when I first entered the museum.”

“Oh my God,” Kopke said. “Come with me.”

Sailor and Wolfe followed him back around that same column again. They passed Hannah’s corpse and continued in a straight line until they reached a table leaning against the wall. The same table Sailor had first seen earlier tonight. Had there not been a column in between, the table and mirror would have stood exactly in opposite directions.

On a table was an old box. It didn't look out of place, but it didn't belong here either. Sailor knew that much right away. It bothered him that the box had been here the whole time, hidden in plain sight. Whoever made this stupid puzzle enjoyed the psychological mockery more than the grand finale.

“If that’s the end game, then it’s a full circle,” Kopke said.

“What do you mean?” Wolfe said.

“Imagine a straight line connecting the mirror on the other side to the box. In Between is the column, and before it the dead girl, Hannah. All we had to do was find the writing under Hannah’s arms, walk to her right, past the column, to the mirror, read the poem and walk back, past the column again, and further on past Hannah this time, and arrive at the table leaning against the wall to Hannah’s left. All landmarks in one straight line.”

Sailor saw goosebumps on Wolfe’s arm. “What the hell is all this?” the man was creeped out.

“Are you sure this is the box?” Kopke asked Sailor.

Sailor nodded, eyes on the final clue.

“Is that a pentagram?” Wolfe pointed at the box.

“Yes,” Sailor said.

“You know that’s the sign of the devil, right?” Wolfe said.

Sailor dismissed the comment.

“Just like the inside of the apple.” Kopke said.

Sailor’s made an effort to stop his hand from trembling. Kopke’s words caught him off guard. He was right. Things were coming full circle.

He took a deep breath and began inspecting the pentagram first. It was made of colorful inlaid marble on the top half of the lid. In the middle, someone had carved two swans, forming two S letters.

“Six for swans, now silent, scarred,
 ” Kopke whispered.

“But those are two swans, not six,” Wolfe said.

“An abbreviation Mr. Wolfe. SS. Six Swans,” Kopke said. “I assume we have to open the music box, Mr. Sailor.”

Sailor refrained from talking, eyes on the box. Thinking.

Will his reality be further shattered if he opened it?

Was it Pandora’s Box like Wolfe had suggested? 

Kopke pointed at four number dials in front like on Samsonite luggage.

“A little too modern for a supposedly ancient box,” Wolfe said.

“Lock dials have existed since the fifteenth century,” Sailor said, running his hand over it.

“Four dials. Four numbers,” Kopke said. “Five bars means we enter the four numbers five times until the box opens.”

“Yup.”

Kopke said, “I wonder if the killer hinted at the number in the rhyme.”

“He didn’t need to,” Sailor pointed at the word written beneath the dial. Small but in capital letters: DEAF.

“How did you see that so fast? Those are really tiny letters,” Wolfe glared at Sailor again, “This is really about you, isn’t it?”

They weren’t going to have this discussion again.

“Writing DEAF on a music box,” Kopke considered. “Irony? Sarcasm?”

“Clue.” Sailor said.

“How so?”

“It’s the code to dialing the numbers,” Sailor said.

“How can we enter letters in a number dial?”

“You’re smarter than that, Kopke.”

“I am?”

“Look, it’s easier than you think,” Sailor began rolling the dials with his thumb while whispering the question that bothered him the most. “Who  the hell is Hannah And Kate?”












Chapter 14



Hamelin, Northwest Germany









The woman
 with the grey hair opened the creaking door for the young man.

She put a hand on her heart with appreciation when she saw him wearing the traditional green hat with a white feather over a white shirt with lederhosen trousers, the perfect German tradition.

“Oh, how sweet of you,” she stretched out a hand. “I’m Erika.”

“Please,” the charming man hugged her instead. “Call me Piper. The Pied Piper.”

She laughed wholeheartedly. The town of Hamelin had always prided itself for being the origin story of the notorious rat catcher and child thief. An incident which most tourists considered a cute fairy tale when it had been a real life massacre more than twelve centuries ago — a nightmare that hadn’t ended yet.

She said, “I guess you came to rid us from the rats.”

“But of course,” he showed her a box in his hands. “With my magic flute inside this box, Fräulein Erika.”

Erika blushed, “I’m an old married woman. You can’t call me Fräulein. It’s only for the young beauties like my daughter.”

“Ah, Erika,” Piper waved a hand in the air. “Your husband is dead, and you’re still beautiful.”

“Stop it, charming young Piper,” she waved a hand back and winked. He was a charming young man. Otherwise she would have taken a moment thinking about the dead husband comment. Erika, and her bloodline, never married, but how was this young man to know about such a history. “Come inside. I still have to wake up my daughter.”

Piper froze at the threshold. “She is a sleeping beauty, isn’t she?”

“She is a brat,” Erika laughed. “But trust me, she was looking forward to the music lesson. She keeps praying all night and reciting those hymns, so she could use some refreshment.”

“I wouldn’t want to stand between her and the God almighty,” he watched her disappear behind the walls of the timber house, hesitant to step inside.

“She will be pleased to see you,” Erika shouted from inside. “The previous teacher was an old, big-nosed man with stinky breath.”

“Well, your house is as stinky,
 ” he said under his breath and brought himself to step inside then rubbed the dust from the top of a vase with dried flowers.

His face dimmed as he sat at the kitchen table, keeping his hands to himself. Touching anything else in here was a disgusting idea.

“She is getting up,” Erika came back. “Sorry for that. Would you like something to drink?”

He faked that smile again, “I wouldn’t want to trouble you.”

“We have August beer,” she said. “The original stuff.”

Piper bowed his head and touched his chest with appreciation, “You’re so kind to me, Erika.”

She giggled and went to open the refrigerator.

“Beer would be perfect with my apples,” he pulled out one from his pocket and rubbed it clean with the back of his sleeve.

“Oh, green apples.”

“My favorite,” he arched an eyebrow. “If your daughter does a good job today, I will gift her with one.”

“You’re such a charming teacher,” she put the beer on the table and patted him on the shoulder.

“No, Fräulein, I’m a Piper,” he winked and sipped the beer, avoiding touching the rim of the bottle to his lips.

Erika sat opposite to him. “So what is a handsome man like you doing, teaching music?  You look like the actor, Cillian Murphy. You can go to the city and become a model or something.”

“Or play a handsome villain in movies,” he leaned forward with a smile. “But this box is my life,” he pointed at it in his lap. “Inside is my flute. The flute brings me happiness, which I’m keen on spreading to the world. You see, I found happiness, Erika, and I want everyone else to feel it, too. And I ask for nothing more.”

She wasn’t convinced, but he was too beautiful of a lad for her to suspect foul play. She watched him unwrap a plastic stick or something as she realized her daughter must have fallen back to sleep.

She sighed, “I will have to wake her up again, sorry Piper”

“Take your time, Erika,” Piper said, still unwrapping that stick. “I’d wait for your daughter for centuries.”

He watched her disappear inside again and then crossed his legs, checking out the message on his phone. He smiled at it and wrote: Blue Blood forever


Then he continued unwrapping his favorite lollipop and tucked it in his mouth.
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The Spessart Museum, Lohr, Bavaria, Germany









Kopke watched
 Sailor dial the numbers.

The first one was 1.

The Second 2.

The third 5.

The fourth 3. 

But nothing happened, until he saw Sailor dialing them back to zero then entering the four numbers again. Five times.

The music box clicked. Jackpot.

“How did you do that?” Wolfe said.

“You would’ve known if your daughter really played the fiddle,” Sailor said, eyes on the box, worried about pulling the lid up.

“I—“ Wolfe began.

“In music there are ‘scales’, which are like guidelines for musicians to know the flavor and style and tonality they will perform,” Sailor explained. “Scales consist of notes. In some Western cultures, notes translate to the alphabet — the rest use a phonetic made of vowels like Do, Re, Me—”

“Like Doe, a deer, a female deer. Ray, a drop of golden sun,” Kopke said. “Sound of Music, you know?”

“Anyways,” Sailor continued, “A scale has seven notes. This music box is in a scale called D Minor.”

“You knew that because D is the first letter in DEAF?” Kopke said.

“Yup.”

“So the word deaf doesn’t actually mean deaf here?” Wolfe said.

“Consider it a double entendre,”  Sailor said. “A play on words. A puzzle with two meanings.”

“I assume in a D Minor scale the letters D equals the number 1, the F equals 2, and so on,” Kopke said.

“You assumed right. In a D Minor scale you have the following notes/letters D, E, F, G, A, B, and C,” Sailor only bothered to explain because he liked Kopke.

“Do you play an instrument yourself?” Kopke was curious.

“Isn’t that obvious?” Sailor said, lifting up his fish whistle.

“It is obvious,” Wolfe scoffed. “But Kopke asked because it seems like everything about this crime is about you, Sailor. The killer knows that when it comes to music Kopke and I are as deaf as a box.”

Kopke ignored Wolfe’s comment. “Are you going to open that box, Mr. Sailor?”

Sailor tapped the box with the tip of his finger. “Time to face the music.”

Kopke chuckled. “Double entendre
 .”

Sailor pulled the lid up and slowly the machine’s clockwork spun.

A small statue of a ballerina rose from the bottom of the box. She wore a white dress, short at the legs and in a circular design with spaghetti straps on the shoulders.

The image troubled Sailor. He held his breath.

Metal parts creaked and music began playing from the box. He always found music boxes eerie.

Neither the ballerina nor the music rang a bell at first. His mind raced to other conclusions, expecting a severed finger, blood, or more clues. He remembered a recurring debate between his wife and daughter over every movie. They had always argued whether in the end they would clap and cheer or if the horror would render them silent.

One of the ballerina’s arms had been placed on her stomach. The other stretched up in the air with a bitten apple in hand.

The mechanical music echoed in the museum’s hall.


Three for men who’re lost with clues
 .

No words were spoken.

The truth was plain and simple. Sailor’s brain resisted it.

But reality can only be denied for so long.

“Fuck!” Sailor’s spat out.

Kopke and Wolfe dared not ask. His tone scared them.

“The music,” Sailor said.

“What about it?” Kopke said.

“It’s Swan Lake by Tchaikovsky.”

“So?” Wolfe said, as his phone beeped.

Sailor tilted his head back at Hannah and then back to the ballerina in the box. “This had never been a wedding dress. The killer dressed Hannah to resemble a swan, like the ballerina in Swan Lake, the ballet.”

Kopke’s focus shifted from Hannah to box, realizing he could have never interpreted this on his own.

“She was a Screaming Swan,” Sailor hurried back and knelt next to Hannah, “Now a Mute Swan.”












Chapter 16



Hamelin , Northwest Germany









Piper splashed
 water on his face, barely tolerating the odor in the bathroom. It didn’t stink. It just smelled of them. Those swan people. He looked at his exhausted face in the mirror, now washed up and ready to go.

“Soon it’ll be over,” he pointed a finger at his reflection. “Soon the bloodline will perish.”

He snatched a napkin and dried his face then closed the box and tucked it under his arm and walked out. Fast and efficient. He had done this before.

The hall was silent as the inside of a tomb.

Piper sighed as he stepped over Erika and her daughter’s corpses sprawled on the floor. This must have been his sloppiest job. Erika had fought for her daughter, long enough he had no choice but to slit her throat.

He didn’t understand what the woman was fighting for, as he had already poisoned her daughter with the apple. Now blood was everywhere, even on the swan dress he forced her to wear.












Chapter 17



The Spessart Museum, Lohr, Bavaria, Germany









“What is a Mute Swan?”
 Kopke frantically followed Sailor.

“The blood from the mouth runs down her chin and neck,” Sailor was talking to himself, puzzling it all together. “Only mute swans have orange or reddish beaks and necks from the iron in the water.”

“But what does it mean?” Kopke said. “Does it have to do with the swans on the box?”

“Six Swans, now silent, scarred,
 ” Sailor talked to himself. “They’re celebrating the silencing of Hannah.”

“Silencing her? Why?”

“Because she knew.”

“I’m very confused, Mr. Sailor,” Kopke said. “And very scared.”

“She was one of the few girls the secret had been passed to, from generation to generation,” Sailor shouldn’t have uttered these words but he was thinking out loud, knowing that the final strike hadn’t come yet. He was close. “She descended from the bloodline of the Six Swans, but now she is dead, muted by the Colonnade.”

“Colo-what?” Kopke had moved closer to Sailor so he could decipher his words.

“The feds called,” Wolfe came back. “We have only minutes before they arrive.”

Sailor didn’t even hear Wolfe. “Who is Kate?” he stood up and dialed his phone. Mother’s private number.

“Maybe Kate is Hannah’s friend or something?” Kopke said.

“Don’t bother, kiddo,” Wolfe said. “This whole thing is too big for small fish like us. I want this night to be over.”

Mother picked up.

“Did Hannah have friends?” Sailor asked, walking around frantically.

“Come again?”

“Kate?” Sailor had no time to explain. “Does the name Kate ring a bell?”

“Where did you get this name, Sailor?”

His eyes moistened. He wasn’t going to mess it up again. “A puzzle. It says Hannah And Kate, or something similar.’

“Sailor,” Mother said. “Take a deep breath. What puzzle?”

“Just answer the question,”

“Are you alone?”

“I am alone,” he lied. “The line is secured.” He lied again.

“Hannah Ann Kate, you mean,” she said.

His face twitched. Did Mother know?

“Hannah, Ann, and Kate,” she elaborated. “Three girls. They live miles and miles apart. They never met, but they know each other through secured means online. We should have never let them find each other, but they were curious. They wanted to know more about their past. We let them. The girls were going crazy. They were lonely. They needed to comfort each other—“

“No, no, no,” he ran toward the museum’s door.

“Sailor! I need you to calm down and tell me everything,” she said. “Neither you nor  the Colonnade should be able to connect the dots. How did you know about Ann and Kate?”

He was already out, his trembling hands trying to fit the keys into the vehicle’s door, “I need the two girls addresses, Mother.”

“I can’t, Sailor. I can’t. Tell me what happened.”

He opened the door and sat in the driver's seat, “I can fix this,” he breathed heavily as the car roared to life. “Just give me the addresses.”

“You’re not listening to me, Sailor,” Mother had to scream back. “I can’t because they’re miles apart.”

“I’ll drive fast,” he pushed the pedal. “I’ll take a plane.”

“Please, take a deep breath, Sailor, because you can’t save them,” Mother said. “Kate lives in Colmar, France.”

Sailor winced, losing grip of the wheel for a moment, realizing he can’t be in France before the Colonnade. “And Ann? Give me Ann’s address.”

“She is in Hamelin, Sailor. That’s a three hour drive, all the way across the Fairy Tale Road.”

That was when Sailor contemplated taking his hand off of everything and let the wheel decide his fate.

“I will hang up with you and warn them,” Mother said.

“Eight, you’re late,
 ” Sailor recited the words, his voice low and fractured.

“Come again?”

“Mute Swans,” he said as he crossed paths with the federal police’s car driving the opposite direction. “They killed them already, and will probably kill more.”

“This can’t be, Sailor.”

“The Colonnade found a loophole, something that connected the families through the years, and they are muting the swans,” he was in a haze, driving up the highway, going nowhere fast. “That’s why the puzzles were overly complicated. It was their last.”

“Nothing is over. Swans will keep screaming, Sailor,” Mother said. “Don’t let them break you. You know they would love that. It wasn’t your fault.’

“I fucked up again, like I did with Sarah,” he said, as his car swerved off the road.












Chapter 18



The Bayer Watchtower, Lohr, Bavaria, Germany









The man
 with the gloves tucked the rifle back in its case. Now that Sailor passed the feds, there was no danger. He still wondered if Sailor would survive the cliff.

None of that actually mattered. What mattered was the look on Sailor’s face. Priceless. It had always been a pleasure to see him suffer, so he decided to let his noble Gods decide his fate. Message was sent anyway. Man’s soul had been shattered — again. Girls were dead. Secret preserved. All good.

Oh, boy, what a night. What a future to come for the Blue Bloods of the Colonnade.

He sent Lollipop a message:


Done?


Lollipop replied:


Yeah.


He sent back:


How about our friend in France?


Lollipop wrote:


Haven’t heard from him yet.













Epilogue



The Holle House, Donkey Trail, Lohr, Bavaria, Germany,











Two months later







“What did
 you say your name was again?” Angie Holle asked with absent eyes.

Her body was present but her mind and soul were somewhere in the ethereal world chasing shadows of her Hannah.

“Codename Sailor, ma’am. John Sailor.” He said, putting the music box on the table. It was considerably larger than the box he opened in the museum two months earlier.

“The Six Swans wouldn’t let you say your real name?” She stood by the boiler, making cinnamon flavored tea.

“Yup.”

“Same way like me and Hannah. We both hated that we had to memorize our new names whenever we moved to a new city,” she glanced at the rain outside her window. “I remember hearing her remind herself of her real name in her prayers sometimes.”

Sailor looked like he had a lot to say, but said nothing.

She shook a single tear off by jerking her neck, as if waking herself up, “So,” she faked a smile, “You always smell of fish, Codename Sailor?

Sailor tittered, looking like a man with a toothache. “It’s my wife’s coat. She loved to fish. It keeps me sane.”

“Yellow is the color of madness,” Angie said. “Hannah once told me that Alice in Wonderland’s original dress was yellow.”

She had lost Sailor with her remark, but he wasn’t one to judge. Grief was a brutal demon. One way to exorcise it was to spit it out in some form of melancholy.

“Mother said you’re an assassin,” Angie changed the subject.

“Part time,” he tried to stretch his frozen shoulder since the accident, but couldn’t.

“Why part time?”

“Unstable career,” he said. “Insurance policy is not the best, you know.”

She didn’t smile, though she liked him. True, her daughter was dead, but at least she had died for something. Not everyone can achieve that in life.

“So you go to the sea to wash blood off your hands?” She poured the water into the cup.

“I don’t go to sea, ma’am. I go back.”

She put the cup in front of him and sat sideways. “You think of my daughter when you go back?”

He nodded without speaking. Without looking her in the eyes.

“I believe you, actually,” she said. “Is it lonely at sea?”

“It’s lonely on the mainland.”

“I see,” she nodded. “You do anything else when you’re not killing fish and people?”

“I’m writing a book.”

“Oh? I wonder what it’s about.”

“About a man who catches fish and kills bad people.”

She suppressed a smile, though she needed it. It felt wrong at this time, “So why are you here, Codename Sailor, to tell me you survived a car accident?”

“To…”

“Did Mother send you? Because if she did, I don’t accept pity.”

“She didn’t,” he shrugged. “I’m here to comfort you.“

“Yeah? How do you plan on achieving that?”

He touched the rim of the cup with the tip of his fingers. “See if you needed anything.”

“I need my daughter. Can you bring her back?”

“No,” it came out fast. Sailor may not have been good with people, but he was good with blunt facts.

“That’s all you got?”

“That’s all there is,” he sipped his tea.

“I like you,” she said.

“I like some sugar in my tea,”

It took her a moment to register his request. She would have liked a man like that in her younger years. Not that she would have known why, but she had always been the worst judge of character in men.

“Hannah devoured sugar,” she passed him a package of diet sugar.

“I don’t diet,” he said.

She chuckled, actually glad she had his sort of company today. She only wished he looked her in the eyes or laughed. “Then you’ll have to share my whiskey.” She tapped the half-empty bottle on the table.

Sailor stared at it for a little longer than she had expected then said, “I’m not killing anyone today. Whiskey will do.”

She pulled over the small glass nearby and poured them both drinks. “Do you have a toast in mind?”

“Nah. I’m a bad liar.”

She handed him his glass and raised hers.

He raised his.

“You have to look me in the eye if we’re going to do this.” She said.

“Aye,” he said, and looked at her.

She knew immediately he wasn’t the shy type. He just wanted to be left alone. Glasses in the air, she said,  “I want the members of the Six Swans to celebrate Hannah’s birthday every year.”

“Doable,” he said. “We’ll celebrate Ann’s birthday, too.”

“And Kate?”

“Nah, Kate escaped,” he said. “We can’t find her though. She doesn’t trust anyone. She is my only hope to tell the truth. I’ll find her.”

“You do that,” she said. “I also want them to know that she didn’t bail out, that she did her prayers every night.”

“They know that already.”

A tear began to form in her eyes. This was why he didn’t want to look her in the eyes. He was sparing her the emotional impact of meeting him.

Then she asked him a question he had expected, “Why didn’t they kill me instead? I know a few parts of the secret, too.”

“The younger the soul, the deeper the cut,” Sailor said. “My arm hurts by the way.”

She chuckled again, whiskey messing up the table.

They clicked glasses without making a toast. She gulped three shots after. One was about right for him. He was high already.

“Her death is my fault,” she clasped her hands.

“Wow, you’re not going that route, are you?” He reached for the glass.

“I insisted we come back to our roots in Lohr,” she said. “I thought they hadn’t found us for years and they had given up.”

“You fucked up big time,” he gulped the whiskey down his throat.

“And you? Who’d you fuck up with?”

Sailor stretched his neck and avoided her eyes.

“You lost someone, didn’t you?” She said.

Sailor’s lips twitched. “Don’t worry about me.”

“Wife?”

Sailor blinked for an answer.

“Did you also make her do something that led to her death?”

“Yup,” he gulped his third shot.

“Did someone come and ‘comfort you’?”

He shook his head no.

“They think you don’t need comforting, huh?” She said.

He wasn’t going to answer that. Another shot down the drain.

“So it was in your wife’s bloodline, not yours.”

“You could say that.”

“You have kids?”

Sailors closed his eyes, took a deep breath, then opened them again. “You talk too much, woman” he poured her a drink.

She gulped it.

He poured her another.

She squinted.

He nodded.

She gulped it.

“Was a pleasure drinking with you,” Sailor stood up.

“Leaving so soon?”

“I’m not ready for Alcoholics Anonymous,” Sailor rubbed wet hands on his coat and pointed at the music box. “I brought you a present.”

“This is for me?”

“It took me two months to make it, but it should bring a little comfort for you,”

“It’s not a cliched photo album of my daughter, is it?”

“Stop talking,” he waved goodbye and walked out through the kitchen door.

“Wait,” Angie jumped out of her chair and followed him.

Sailor slowly turned, deliberately avoiding her eyes. She was one hell of a smart woman. She touched his face. He leaned back against the apartment’s door.

“It wasn’t just your wife, was it?” Angie said and pointed at the name carved on his fish whistle: Sarah.

Five letters for five holes for five musical notes. Sarah had gifted him that whistle for his birthday, right after a session of finger painting with red paint on the class’ walls. The killers knew him too well.

Sailor said nothing, involuntarily locking eyes with her.

“Oh God in heavens,” she said. “That’s why Mother says you volunteered to inspect all the deaths of younger girls. I’m so sorry.”

Sailor spoke no words. His eyes were ice cold. She could not read through anymore.

“They killed your daughter, too…”

For a moment his stare scared her. She saw the assassin in him. The wrath and darkness. She had tapped into a tabooed place inside, one she should have not explored.

And before she knew it, John Sailor was gone.

Angie stood perplexed.

Part of her was strangely comforted by the misery of another man and the fact that he actually understood how it felt to lose a daughter. And part of her hated herself for pushing him to heal her own pain.

She trotted back to the kitchen and saw the music box.

A chill slithered down her spine. Slowly, she approached the table and opened the oversized musical machine. A ballerina popped up in a swan dress and music began to play.

It wasn’t Swan Lake.

This time it was "Angie" by the Rolling Stones.


Angie, Angie. When will those dark clouds all disappear.


Inside the box, she found splotches of blood and black gloves.






The End
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Thank
 you for having read the first prequel to the upcoming novel, Screaming Swans. The Mute Swan is only an introduction to John Sailor, preparing you for main novel Screaming Swans.

But before that, we have another short story coming, A Killer’s Game
 , about the female protagonist, Olivia Wilde — you can read it HERE
 .

Olivia is a folklorist. She is as tough as John, with an even darker past. Only she is an academic. Her analysis is based upon her life-long studies of the origins of folklore and fairy tales.

The end of her story connects her to John and sends them both on a quest larger-than-life across the globe. A quest where they will have to expose history’s darkest secret to save the future of mankind in Screaming Swans.

Amazon US links for A Killer’s Game:


A Killer’s Game


Amazon UK links for A Killer’s Game:


A Killer’s Game
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Cameron here,

If you would like to contact me or follow me on social media:

Facebook Fan Page:



http://
 www.
 facebook.
 com/
 camjace/




Facebook Group (discussions and secrets)



https://
 www.
 facebook.
 com/
 groups/
 storykiller/


Instagram:


https://
 www.
 instagram.
 com/
 storykiller/


Email:

Email: cam@cameronjace.com


Also you can join our mailing list HERE: MAILING LIST
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Interested in more news, releases, behind scenes, maps, and a short book with pictures and articles about the Fairy Tale Road where Lohr is located — which will be meticulously explored in the series, please join our


MAILING LIST
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My name is Cameron Jace. Most of the time I live in San Fransisco, but lately I’ve been traveling all over Europe.

I wrote a series of bestselling fantasy books with great interest in the origins of folklore, fairytales, and storytelling. Not from a fantastical point of view but rather asking who wrote them, why, and can these stories actually reflect history or just figments of someone’s imagination.

I’m originally an architect who stumbled upon scriptures and out of print books in European forgotten towns and cities while traveling for work. It turned into an addiction and I couldn’t stop writing.

Last year, I wrote a thriller called The Last Girl
 under the pen name Nick Twist, and it’s been a success. So I’m both guys.

The Screaming Swans series merges my favorite two genres, Thrillers & Folklore in a real life, action and travel packed, no-fantasy storyline. This is only a beginning of a journey to two conclusions I believe you’ve never heard of before, because in a most humble way, I discovered them.

Please email me or messages me. I answer within a day or two. I love feedback and discussion. They help write better books.
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