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The night is the Queen od Shadows


Summer of 1753: Master Tiepolo is painting the world famous fresco – The Four Continents – in the Würzburg Residence. Dragons, shady figures and puzzling hieroglyphics foresee the fall of the godly heavens.
Lorenzo, the master’s youngest son, wants to steer fate onto a different course. But a two faced jester and a mysterious beauty cast the court of Prince Greiffenclau into chaos. It doesn’t take long for the fun and games to transform into deathly seriousness. 
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I’m not the only one who claims court life is the noblest kind of life in the whole world. I’d even venture to say it’ s a celestial life.


Without a doubt, even the Holy Ghost himself called great rulers Gods. Similar to God reigning in heaven, rulers reign on earth. Since both are Gods, their lives must be godly, and therefore lead the noblest lives on this planet.


Johann Rist, Das AllerEdelste Leben Der Gantzen Welt 








Cunningness achieves more than strength


Although Draco had more stamina and strength than his followers, he allowed them to catch him.


Did he find his evil games wearisome? Did he feel remorse, fright or despair? Most unlikely. Whoever gambles with his life, and with that much boldness, doesn’t choose capitulation, nor does he show any understanding. He would run till the end of the world, continue to mock, jeer and insult, right up to the moment when a rope or sword would give him his final due. That was Draco’s nature, perhaps even his destiny. Or he was tired of life. Or maybe his reasons were completely different. But what the devil could they be?


Again, Lorenzo lay awake and stared up at the ceiling. This time without ghostly shadows and Domenico’s snoring. He lay alone in the large dark room. The food was untouched, but the air was fresh from the thunderstorm. It was quiet, not a sound disturbed his thoughts. It was unusual, and even a bit eerie, since the palace was full of guests and servants. Why was it so still? Or was Nisha the reason for his restlessness? Since that night, he couldn’t get her out of his mind. That brief moment of togetherness with a mysterious stranger, shoulder to shoulder, waiting in the shadows, left an impression on him. No, that was the wrong word. Her closeness touched him like a foreign paradise in one’s dreams, when longing and loneliness were overwhelming. Good heavens, no, he scolded himself. Is he following his father’s path?

With a sigh he sat down on the edge of the bed and dug his hands in his hair. A slight chill ran down his body. No moon, no shadows, no snoring brother and, of all things, no rest. A thousand questions ran through his head.

What did Draco say? Whoever wants to catch me has to follow me to heaven? What’s that supposed to mean?


Draco was now sitting in a deep damp dungeon, in the vast palace’s crypts, far away from anyone connected, in any remote way, to heaven. Why would he say that when he allowed them to catch him without putting up a fight?


The only heaven close by was the painted godly heaven in the stairwell. And below that, a construction site of sand, stones, lime, plaster, wooden boards, pails, shovels and thousands of other things. Or perhaps Draco meant the scaffold?

Lorenzo jumped to his feet, not sure if he should check it out, or remain where he was. No one was there to talk him out of it or even forbid him. In the worst case, he’ll get cold feet; it certainly was better than his restless curiosity. He slipped into his trousers and shoes, and set off, with a candle and a wooden splint. You just never know.


The long corridor was as dark as he expected. Not a spark of light to see. But he remembered the way, he had been walking the corridors the past months at least a hundred times. Staying close to the wall would lead the way, and if necessary provided protection. Pass the first door and the second, opposite his father’s art gallery; should he check? Better not. But upon arriving at the door, a weak ray of light streamed from out of the keyhole. That could only mean …

“That’s not right!”

A voice sounded deep and angry. He rushed over, and peeked through the small opening.

“It’s none of our business”, Domenic confronted his father. “He was asking for it.”


“Not the jester, but the men deserve to be whipped.”

“Have you lost your mind? The masters ordered them, and the servants have no choice but to obey. That’s the heavenly law.”

“As if I didn’t know that; I’ve painted it a thousand times.” “Then just keep doing it, and everything will be all right.” “But it’s not … or it won’t be much longer. Can’t you feel it?”


“What am I supposed to feel?”


“The change; the end is near, as far as the ruling of the gods is concerned.”


“Nonsense! The heavens were always there, and they will remain there for eternity.”

The maestro looked at his first-born child, who in the near future would be taking over his paintbrush. “You don’t understand, right?”


“What father? What don’t I understand?”


“Dawn has broken, and I can’t describe the old world with anything else but mockery and revulsion.”


“So that’s it. The jester has twisted your mind.”


“The jester is the only one in this madhouse who is in his right mind.”


“A poisonous snake, he’s nothing else.”
Behind Lorenzo’s back someone cleared his throat. He spun around and stared at an impressive figure in a maroon coat, holding a candle. His wet hair hung down into his face, so that he was unrecognizable, except if a beholder already knew who was hiding behind the mane.

“What are you doing here?” Angelo asked his master. “Santa Maria! Do you want to kill me?” Lorenzo’s heart raced, and he needed to breathe through to calm it down.


“Aren’t you supposed to be asleep by now?”


Yes sure. “And what are you doing here in the corridors at night?”


“Your father has a job for me.”


“What kind of job?”

“He made me promise not to talk about it.” “I’m not just anybody. I’m your master.” “To be exact, your father is my master.”

“Good God!” Lorenzo burst out. “Tell me now, before I tell the prince about your nightly escapades. You know he’s fond of me.”


It took a while for Angelo to compare and weigh Lorenzo’s threat with the beating he could expect from the maestro. “Well okay. Just for the sake of peace. I’ve been looking for Maestro Bossi.”


“Why?”


“You know Maestro Bossi is plagued by evil spirits.”


So that’s where the wind is coming from. But what does Angelo have to do with it?


“I’m supposed to watch over him, when he gets into a really bad state.”

So that’s it; Angelo has become Bossi’s guardian angel. It was about the good spirit against the demons, responsible for the pathetic colleague losing his mind.

“I’m sorry to hear this.”


“It’s better if you forget I ever told you. If the prince should ever find out, he wouldn’t be happy. And Maestro Bossi wouldn’t be thrilled either. It’s a secret.”


If Lorenzo remembered correctly, the prince has his own problems with demons – better said, with witches. In these modern times he had actually condemned an old woman as a devil worshipper and had her killed. It was pure barbarism, and had cast a dark shadow over the cultivated prince, who saw himself in the divine circle of gods. Maybe his father was right: the end was nearing for the great rulers.


“You should go to bed now”, Angelo said, breaking the silence. “I will do the same, after giving your father my latest report.”


He turned back, waited till Angelo disappeared, and secretly continued on his journey to satisfy his curiosity. So far this excursion had revealed two secrets. No way did he want to break his lucky streak.


He passed one room after the other, heading straight to the great hall of his father’s frescos, depicting the great epoch of the renowned Emperor Barbarossa. Chairs and tables from the festive dinner had been pushed to the side, and the last sounds from a violin seemed to remain hanging in the air. A streak of lightning flashed behind the tall windows, followed directly by thunder so loud that Lorenzo jumped – but he wasn’t the only one.

“Holy Trinity, what a jolt!”

The words were spoken by a man, who Lorenzo recognized under the streak of lightning which lit the room, as brief as a blink of an eye. The man was standing in the middle of the hall, and he wasn’t alone. 

“Are you really frightened?” a woman’s voice asked. Lorenzo scurried into a corner, and strained his ears in the darkness. Who was that?

An arrogant and confident laugh sounded out of place in the great hall. “I fear nothing and nobody.”


“A true Orfeo.”


“You can be sure, my little dove, I’m not even afraid of the dark underworld.” 


“If not that, then maybe ridicule?” She giggled.


He wasn’t impressed. “No one mocks Orfeo’s bravery and fame!”


“Don’t be so course, dear count. Don’t you know how to treat a delicate woman?” 

Who was the woman?


“My skills are highly praised in the salons of Paris and Vienna.” “Words flatter way too often. How do you do your work?” “I will prove it to you, woman. Don’t waver any longer, my references are justified.”

“Before I agree, allow me one more question.”


He sighed. “If you must – ask, then let’s finally begin.”

A rustle, a small flame, a candle gave them light. It lit up a woman’s face, partially disguised under a mask covering her eyes and nose. In contrast, her sinfully sheer dress revealed her slender body, like the ones Lorenzo had seen during the prince’s festive march. Many similar images could be found in his father’s fresco as well; Horae, the daughters of Zeus.

“Pray tell, why you – fearless count and famous Orfeo of Paris salons – isn’t your image to be seen on any of the paintings?” She raised the candle holder higher. Weak, but sufficient, it lit Lorenzo’s father’s first work in the palace – the wedding of Emperor Barbarossa with the young Beatrix of Burgundy.


The count hesitated, yes he even stuttered. “Why should I be represented there?”


She laughed. “Because others who are well below your rank have been portrayed.”


“Nonsense!” the count disagreed. “That’s pure folly.” “Don’t you recognize Count Falkenberg in that noble face, and over there Baroness de Fleury?”


What an underhanded snake, went through Lorenzo’s mind. She revealed the paintings of the prince’s guests and at the same time provoked the count’s vanity.

The longer he studied the paintings, the more his doubts vanished. The goddess’ poison was working. “Damn it, you’re right. That could be the conceited pompous …”

“So, where has your fame been recorded?” “Silence!”


She obeyed his order. Not because she wanted to calm him down, but to allow the flaring spark enough time to expand into a huge fire. Well then: “Let me help you.”

“You stupid thing. How could you ever do that?”


***


[End of free chapter]
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