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  For those who’ve lost their dreams. 
May you find them again.






  
  A note on content


In front of you is a magical fairy tale full of dance and music. But every fairy tale has its dark origins, and this is no different. If you’d rather have no spoilers, skip this and enjoy. If you’d like to know what to expect, keep reading. 
In Melody of a Curse, the main character is a veteran soldier, suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). The scenes around his war trauma may be upsetting if you’ve experienced similar trauma or know someone who has. There will be mention of blood and death, but it won’t be in graphic detail. PTSD can be a severe affliction. It cannot be healed by love and magic, but therapy. The tale in front of you will reflect that, instead of romanticising mental health.
Themes of loss and grief will also be present in a less prominent fashion, as well as the use of alcohol, drugs (only suggested, not actual) and physical fighting. If any of these topics bear potential triggers for you, don’t worry. Close the book and pick another from your TBR pile. Books should be enjoyed, not hurt us.
If you’re happy to read on, welcome to The DeModie, the wondrous place of dreams and desires, and last stop of lost souls.
Love, Janna
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  Ouverture

[image: image-placeholder]

Debris and ash were falling from the sky. Jonas threw himself flat on the ground. He had barely lain down when a second explosion shook the earth. Screams rose, mixed with the howls of sirens. Jonas pressed his hands to his ears, but just as merciless as the shards of glass, the screams drilled deep into his head. A wave of heat surged over him, bringing with it the smell of burning flesh. The screams grew louder, shrieks inhumanly high. He could not escape them; he burned with them and bled with them. At the same time, he dug himself out of the rubble, straining with all his strength, his head always down.  Keep your head down. Stay low. If he could only get far enough away, he might stand a chance.
For the third time, his surroundings were torn to pieces.
It was his own scream that finally jolted Jonas out of his nightmares. Disoriented and gasping for breath, he looked around the small room. There was no shattered glass anywhere, the beams weren’t broken and the man in the other bed wasn’t gasping for air, but snoring. Jonas’ heart was beating furiously, the sheets soaked with sweat, and tears were burning in his eyes. But he was safe.
Groaning, Jonas dropped back into the pillow and stared at the ceiling. The gruesome screams still echoed in his head, interrupted only by increasingly violent detonations. The soldier’s life and war were behind him, yet, they wouldn’t let him go. It was as if he was standing still while the world continued to spin without him. As if there was nothing else but this nightmare. The longer he stared at the ceiling, the more violently he felt the shocks as bombs kept exploding in his head.
The scar on his back hurt and Jonas couldn’t stand it any longer. He flipped back the covers and got out of bed. A glance at the clock told him it was only four in the morning.
As he dressed, he listened to his surroundings. Apart from the snoring of his roommate, the hostel lay in complete silence. Even the group of bawling teenagers from the night before had long since gone to bed. It was this silence that invited the nightmares at night. The silence inside him that he was unable to dispel. Already, the memories he was trying to forget were creeping back in.
He was in desperate need of a change of scenery. Sounds. Life.
Jonas decided to leave the hostel and use the morning to familiarise himself with this new city. With a little luck, he would hold a job again, and would be able to build a new life for himself. All he had to do was get through the job interview without experiencing one of his fits.
The fresh air helped him clear away the remnants of his nightmares. It was pleasant outside, not as hot as during the day. The night was filled with sounds. A cooler dripped somewhere behind him, while crickets chirped in the grass. A rustling in the bushes caught Jonas’ attention. There had been no bushes in the war, only cold bare stone.
The youth hostel was on a hill outside the tranquil little town where his interview would be. Jonas had to walk a bit until he had an unobscured view of the city. Most of the houses lay in darkness, the only light coming from the streetlights. Inevitably, his gaze was drawn to a small sea of lights to the south.
As if of their own accord, his feet carried Jonas towards company. Long before he reached the lit streets, he could hear the pulse of life. A bass boomed ahead, mingling with other rhythms, and soon enough, he could make out singular melodies. People staggered across the street, laughing and bawling. To his right, a young couple bickered at each other, while further ahead people sang along loudly and out of tune.
Relieved, he let the sounds carry him along.
The day was dawning when, next to Jonas, the door of a club opened. Laughter filled the air. A group of giggling girls stumbled out and joked with the bouncer. Their liveliness captivated Jonas, and he watched the cheerful revellers as they supported each other, chattering loudly and bursting into laughter every now and then.
One of the young women in particular caught Jonas’ eye. Despite her intoxicated state, she pranced behind the others, as if listening to music only she could hear. As he looked at her, Jonas felt his lips form a smile for the first time in a long while.
It took him a while to notice that she was barefoot. Irritated, he followed her trail back and discovered the abandoned shoes near the club door. They weren’t high heels, as he had expected, but pointe shoes, like the ones used in ballet. Jonas bent down to pick them up and hurried to catch up to the small group who had now hailed a taxi.
“Excuse me?” he called, and the girl turned to him expectantly. For a moment, Jonas lost himself in her dark eyes. Then he cleared his throat and lifted the shoes into the air. “You forgot something.”
Wavering, she looked first to her bare toes, as if she needed to verify the accuracy of his statement. “Oh, right. Thank you.”
Again, Jonas looked at the shoes in his hands. The soles and laces were worn, the straps frayed and dirty. “They seem to be a little worn out.”
The girl looked up and laughed. “Yeah, kind of.” As if she could never stand still long enough, she pranced around on the spot until she stumbled forward.
With his left hand, Jonas grabbed her arm. Heat spread through his stomach as he helped her regain her balance. “Are you alright?”
She nodded and brushed several strands from her face, an amused grin on her lips.
Clearing his throat, Jonas handed her the shoes. “Here.”
Immediately, she raised her hands in defence. “Oh no! My feet already hurt like hell. I’ve been dancing all night. I don’t think I could even tie my laces.”
In her condition, Jonas believed her all too readily.
Still, he insisted on giving her the shoes. “Sure, but…”
“They’re just shoes! Broken shoes!” The girl grinned mischievously, and Jonas couldn’t help but do the same. “You keep them!” she suddenly suggested with exuberance.
The absurdity of her suggestion made Jonas snort. “I’m afraid they’re too small for me.” To his delight, her entire face brightened as she burst into laughter.
“Come on, Sophie! The taxi’s waiting,” one of her friends urged, holding the door open for her.
With a final grin, Sophie waved at him and stumbled into the taxi. The door slammed shut and the lively laughter faded away.
Sighing, Jonas looked after the taxi, the broken ballet slippers still in his hand. When the car turned a corner, he checked out the club.
DeModie.
The name was written in dark, twisted letters above a narrow, nondescript wooden door. The longer he looked, the more it seemed to merge with the building. If Jonas hadn’t been standing right next to it earlier, he would’ve never spotted the entrance among the glowing neon signs of the neighbouring clubs. 
Confused, Jonas turned away and continued walking, Sophie’s image before his eyes. He was still smiling, and he felt more alive than he had in a long time. For once, in a good mood, he whistled a little song as the world around him slowly woke from its slumber.
“Interesting joint, isn’t it?” a voice said from below.
It took Jonas a moment before he could make out the beggar in his pile of blankets. Nothing about the man was striking. His matted hair hung low on his face and his eyes darted around unsteadily. A worn plastic cup stood before him.
After a moment of hesitation, Jonas fumbled for his wallet and dropped a few coins into the cup. “What do you mean?”
The beggar grinned at him, baring crooked yellow teeth. “The DeModie. Every maiden’s dream.”
“Maiden?” repeated Jonas incredulously. The last time he had encountered that word, it had been in a storybook. He looked back to where The DeModie was literally disappearing among the other clubs. “Looks more like a hovel to me.”
The man coughed and patted the ground beside him. “Exactly. It’s not supposed to attract just anyone.”
Jonas hesitated. The beggar wasn’t exactly the company he’d been craving. But what if he wasn’t the only one dying for a friendly chat? “So, whose attention is it supposed to draw?” he asked as he took a seat next to him. “Some kind maidens?”
The beggar’s blue eyes twinkled in amusement as he reached forward and slipped the cup between his warm blankets. “You’ll see, you’ll see.”
Jonas wondered what exactly he would see, but the man was preoccupied with himself and muttered, “Somewhere… I know it… yes, yes, time and its dreams… Ah, there you are.” Second-guessing his decision to sit down, Jonas was just about to get up, when the man took out a small bottle. Grunting, he poured the coins from his cup and filled it with a golden liquid, then held the cup out. “Here, drink!”
Doubtful, Jonas looked at the grey rim of the cup. His thoughts immediately jumped to the numerous bacteria that were surely cavorting within. He didn’t even want to think about what illnesses he would contract from it.
And, so what?
If the war hadn’t killed him, this cup certainly wouldn’t. He reached for the cup and took a sip. He almost spat it out again. The liquor tasted disgusting.
Laughing, the beggar took the cup from him and emptied it in one go. “Not used to much, eh?”
Jonas screwed up his face, the disgusting taste still lingering on his tongue.
“But well-mannered and friendly. Not everyone sits down with old Manu.”
“What kind of club is that?” Jonas asked when he could breathe again, trying to get at least something sensible out of the old man.
“Oh, the most beautiful place on Earth, richer than any treasury, and filled with heavenly pleasures.” The man regarded the club longingly before turning away again. “And the coldest. Here, let me give you something.”
To Jonas’ dismay, the beggar began to peel off the topmost blanket, which turned out to be a ragged winter coat, and handed it to him.
Jonas raised his hands in protest. “Oh no, I can’t accept that. You need it more than I do. It’s still warm now, but later…”
“Take it, boy,” the beggar growled, with surprising vehemence. “This is no ordinary coat.”
Sceptically, Jonas raised his brows. “It isn’t?”
The beggar nodded, his mind already elsewhere. “You will discover its secret yet. Believe me, it’ll be more use to you than me. It’s from the club.”
“I…” Jonas could think of nothing to say in reply and left it at a simple, “Thank you.”
The beggar smiled benevolently. “Trust me. You can use it to get to all of those wonderful dreams.”
Jonas looked doubtfully at the tattered coat. Now he was the owner of not one but two items of clothing that belonged in the nearest bin. Maybe he should consider opening a second-hand shop when the job interview went south, as usual.
No sooner had the beggar handed over his gift, he lost interest. “Now get out of here, boy!”
Irritated, Jonas stood up. As he slowly backed away, he kept glancing over his shoulder. The beggar paid him no more attention and instead disappeared back into his blankets, as unassuming as The DeModie.
Jonas regarded his new heirloom. In the sunlight, it no longer looked so dirty. On the contrary, the dirt had disappeared, revealing a fabric finer than anything he had ever held. It felt incredibly light, and yet soft, like velvet. When he rubbed the fine fabric back and forth between his fingers, it even shimmered in the sunlight.
Seriously doubting his sanity, Jonas checked the shoes in his other hand, but they looked just as worn as before.
Jonas rubbed his eyes. Perhaps the sleep disruptions were leaving their mark after all. Casting one last doubtful look back, Jonas noticed that the corner was completely empty, as if the beggar had never been there. Shaking his head, he looked at the strange coat in his hand. The cut was old-fashioned and the fabric a good hand’s breadth too long for him, although the old man hadn’t seemed that tall.
He fervently hoped the rest of his day wouldn’t be as confusing. After all, his future was at stake.

      [image: image-placeholder]“So, what have you been doing for the last three years?”
The question corroded Jonas’ guts. Nervously, he looked at the well-groomed man with thinning hair who sat in his imposing chair and regarded him critically. It was the analytical look Jonas knew from military officers, as if calculating the chances Jonas would survive the next mission.
Jonas cleared his throat and reached for the glass of water in front of him. It wasn’t the first time. “I started studying.” The details of those pathetic attempts were written in his CV.
“But?” The man had raised one of his bushy eyebrows and was tapping his fingers lightly on his desk.
Remembering his time in the army, Jonas straightened his spine and reported, “I started my studies too early and struggled with the transition.” The nightmares had begun around that time. “This many people in one place made me uncomfortable, and so I stayed home more often than was conducive to my grade average. Another attempt was unsuccessful due to unexpected absences because of…” Gulping, he thought of the panic attacks that had tormented him then; days he had spent cowering under the bed. Days he had only experienced as dark episodes of his nightmare world.
The steely gaze of his counterpart made Jonas nervous. It was impossible for him to return it, so instead he glanced around the luxurious office. Retiring from active duty had worked well for Mr Kallenbach. The chairs in the large, bright office were upholstered in fine leather, and expensive paintings hung on the walls. When his eyes returned to the retired officer, he noticed he was still being watched closely.
Finally, Mr Kallenbach relieved him and said in a calm voice, “You brought back more from the war than you expected.”
Jonas stared at his fingers. He was embarrassed the war had taken such a toll on him. He had fought bravely, carried out every mission, and returned home alive. That was more than some of his comrades could claim. What would they say now if they saw how he was afraid of even the slightest shaking of the ground, or that the memories tormented him every night? What would they think if they knew he was unable to enjoy life to the fullest? That he could no longer find his way back into that life?
Again, Jonas cleared his throat and nodded. “I’m doing my best.”
They both knew “his best” was pitifully little. Nevertheless, Mr Kallenbach was willing to continue. “What does ‘good work ethic’ mean to you?”
“Diligence, attention to detail, both thinking on the spot and the willingness to carry out orders without question, reliability,” Jonas enumerated, returning the gaze nonchalantly this time.
Mr Kallenbach nodded and leaned forward a little. “And are you that? Reliable?”
Self-consciously, Jonas slid around on the chair until the steely gaze forced him to regain his composure. “Yes, sir!” He almost saluted. Instead, he lowered his gaze. “I was awarded the Bronze Cross of Honour for my military service. Whatever task you have for me, you can count on me.” The promise had slipped out of Jonas unexpectedly. He actually had no idea what Mr Kallenbach expected of him.
After several of his own attempts to rebuild life in this new reality, Jonas had told his former squad leader of his difficulties. Of course, he hadn’t told him about the nightmares. Nor had he needed to. The truth had been clear for everyone to see in his eyes.
His squad leader had finally recommended him to Mr Kallenbach, who was in the process of hiring someone trustworthy.
“I’ll be honest with you. I don’t think you’re suited for the job.”
Jonas’ heart sank. Things were starting to look dicey that he’d get anything out of his life and not end up in security or, worse, rubbish collection.
“But I’m the last person not to give a young man a chance.” 
Jonas perked up in surprise.
Mr Kallenbach leaned back. “I would like to hire you as my personal assistant. Your squad leader mentioned that you know something about logistics and administration.”
Jonas nodded again. He had enjoyed working in the camp, even if he had only carried out orders.
Satisfied, Mr Kallenbach continued, “I take it you haven’t found yourself permanent accommodation in this town, yet?”
This time, Jonas shook his head. It would have been next on his list.
“Fine. You can move into the guest flat on the other side of the estate. I will take care of the rest of the formalities. The salary will be equivalent to that of my security staff.” With those words, he slid an envelope across the table to Jonas. At his nod, Jonas took it and glanced at the contract. When he saw the numbers, he felt dizzy. He couldn’t afford to turn the job down.
“Your first assignment, however, will demand different qualities from you. Think of it as a test. It involves my daughter, Sophie,” Mr Kallenbach explained.
Confused, Jonas reached for the glass of water, only to find that he had long since emptied it.
Without comment, Mr Kallenbach pushed the bottle over and continued speaking: “Every night she disappears and only reappears at daybreak. She neither tells me where she is going nor confides in anyone else. All attempts to follow her end with the same result. She always disappears off the face of the Earth. I’ve had the area where she disappears thoroughly searched, without success.”
“Wouldn’t that be something more suited to a private detective?” Jonas had only been a common soldier. He wouldn’t even know where to start with the task.
Mr Kallenbach sighed. “Believe me, I’ve put several people on the task. I don’t know why they all fail. You, however, are not much older than my daughter. Perhaps you can find out where she hangs out night after night.”
Nervously, Jonas moistened his lips. He wasn’t comfortable with the idea of shadowing the girl. Yet, he needed the money, and much more so, the chance. As he wrestled with himself, Mr Kallenbach gradually lost patience. “So, what’s it going to be?”
“I’m not comfortable with such a task,” Jonas admitted.
Before he could explain himself, however, Mr Kallenbach snorted, “If you do your job well, I’ll write you a glowing recommendation that will get your foot into several doors. Or you can stay with the company, if that works for you.”
Jonas knew he couldn’t refuse the offer. Maybe there was another way to get the information. She might tell him if he explained the issue to her. Still, his lips were dry as he replied, “I’ll do it. When do I start?”

      [image: image-placeholder]A heavy duffel bag with all his belongings over his shoulder, Jonas approached the house on the edge of the Kallenbach estate. Compared to the office complex and the large mansion, the guest house was downright tiny. But it was secluded enough that he could pretend to live in his own little home instead of in his employer’s estate. 
Thinking about the job ahead, Jonas opened the door and immediately tripped over something. In front of him, chaos ruled.
The entrance led into a large living area that looked as if a bomb had hit it. Clothes, jackets, and shoes were scattered about, dirty dishes were piled up in the open kitchen, and at least a dozen different magazines—fashion, celebrities, and cultural events—were strewn across the table and the sofa. Everything in Jonas resisted the mess, and his hands twitched nervously with the desire to tidy up.
Unlike a bomb strike, however, this chaos was not one of death and destruction, but the result of living. The classical music that drifted from an adjoining room hit a similar vein. Surprised that he obviously wasn’t the only occupant of the guesthouse, Jonas put his backpack down next to the door and went searching for the source of music.
He had expected anything, but certainly not a dance studio complete with barre and mirrored walls. On the opposite side were a piano and a state-of-the-art music system, and on the floor a girl was pirouetting, one leg raised high, toes and arms stretched. He recognised her by the way she planted her feet, light-footed and buoyant, long before he saw her face. It was the girl from last night, whose shoes he still had in his travel bag. Sophie.
In front of his eyes, she performed breath-taking leaps and pirouettes, every movement in sync with the music, as if she and the melody were one.
Jonas watched her, forgetting everything around him. He admired her elegance now that she was no longer drunk but wide awake and focused. Unlike last night, she had tied her dark blonde hair into a flawless bun. The only thing she wore was a skin-coloured bodysuit, which gave Jonas a far-too-detailed image of her body.
His face flushed, he was about to sneak out again, when Sophie froze in mid-motion, her eyes widening in shock. Instantly, Jonas realised how this must seem to her: a strange man standing in her dance hall, gawking at her.
Embarrassed, he held out his hand. “Jonas Grienkamp. I’m assuming you’re Sophie. Your father hired me and gave me the keys to the house. I wasn’t aware that you lived here.”
As he spoke, he could see her brow crease in annoyance. She crossed her arms in front of her chest. “That probably slipped his mind, didn’t it?” Rolling her eyes, she unfolded her arms and pushed her hands into her hips. “Let me guess. You were hired to spy on me.”
Surprised, Jonas widened his eyes. “I really didn’t know the house was occupied. If I had known, I would have refused the offer.”
“Well, you’re here now,” Sophie said, waving it off.
“I’ll be gone in a minute. Really, I’m sorry I scared you.” Slowly, Jonas took a few steps backwards. “But you dance really well. I mean… not that I wanted to watch you or anything. I…” Struck by nerves, Jonas interrupted his word vomit.
Sophie had followed his steps and started to smile. “Now don’t get your knickers in a twist. You caught me dancing, not in the shower.”
Jonas felt the blush creep up his face again.
“My dad obviously wants you to live nearby, and he gave you the keys. He’s probably hoping that I’ll immediately pack my bags screaming and return to the house, but that’s not going to work. If he’s decided I could handle a flatmate, then that’s what we’ll do.” She was standing close to him now. Her dark eyes twinkled with amusement. “Unless you object.”
“I uh…” His mouth had gone terribly dry. At last, Jonas shook his head.
Sophie laughed and reached for the towel hanging by the door. “There’s just one little problem.” As she rubbed her neck, she looked back at him. “I’ve claimed quite a bit of the flat. We’d have to clear the second bedroom first.”
Jonas breathed a sigh of relief. He had been expecting the worst. “I can manage that,” he replied, slowly relaxing a little.
“Great!” Sophie hung the towel back on its hook and untied her bun, letting her long hair fall down her back, as it had the night before.
Apparently, he seemed to be the only one who remembered their encounter. “Last night…”
Her eyes wide, Sophie turned to him. “So, you are a snitch after all!” Before Jonas could explain himself, she sighed and finally regarded him reproachfully. “That’s your game plan? You’re just going to ask me straight out what I did last night?”
“No, I already know where you were,” Jonas explained. He was relieved, realising he didn’t have to spy on her at all. “You visited The DeModie. That little club on Niemeyer Street.”
Her eyes grew wide with surprise. “You’ve been to The DeModie before?”
With a slight shake of his head, Jonas replied, “No, I was there when you came out. Don’t you remember? We were talking to each other. I was… Wait.”
Curious, Sophie followed him back to the entrance to where his bag was and threw on a cardigan she grabbed from the back of the armchair.
It didn’t take long for Jonas to find the shoes wrapped in the strange coat. With a wry smile, he handed them to her.
“Oh, my… My shoes! How did you get them?” she exclaimed, beaming with joy.
Caught off guard by her overwhelming joy over the broken shoes, Jonas rubbed the back of his neck. “Well, like I said. I saw you last night, and you had left them outside the club. When I tried to give them back to you, you offered them to me. Or something like that.”
Now Sophie was blushing. “Oh man, that’s so embarrassing. I guess I was pretty hammered. I woke up earlier and couldn’t remember what had happened at all. I thought I’d lost them forever.” She took the tattered shoes with near reverence. Touched, she looked up at Jonas, then suddenly took a step forward and breathed a kiss onto his cheek. “Thank you.”
Caught by surprise, Jonas could only grin stupidly in return. Maybe this job wasn’t that bad after all.

      [image: image-placeholder]“What is it about The DeModie that makes everyone act so secretively?” Jonas asked as he carried the next box of Sophie’s stuff out of the small bedroom. Sophie hadn’t lied when she’d said it needed clearing. But slowly, the bed in the room could be glimpsed. With luck, he would even find some closet space by evening.
Sophie was rummaging through the scattered things in the living room, holding an outfit up to the mirror now and then. “Oh, it’s a dance club. It’s pretty exclusive, so they don’t let just anyone in.”
Which apparently meant they wouldn’t let him in. “And what’s so special about it?” He set the box down on the sofa and watched her turn back and forth in front of the mirror.
She turned and looked curiously into the box in front of him. “Oh, it’s exquisite. Very expensive, select guests, the best music in the whole city.” Sophie reached for something golden from the box. “There you are!”
Never in a million years would Jonas have mistaken the piece of fabric for a dress, but Sophie took it out, pressed it coquettishly against her body, and then ran to her room. “Be right back,” she called, before the door slammed shut.
Jonas shook his head with a grin and continued his task. He was surprisingly glad Sophie agreed to live with him. Her cheerful chatter and bell-bright laughter had already made his day.
“Will you give me a hand?” When Sophie returned, she had put on the skimpy dress. She turned her back to him. “Can you zip me up?”
The view of her bare back stirred something in Jonas he had long forgotten.
The dress, if it could even be called that, was far too short. Golden ruffles sat above her hips, not nearly long enough to pass for a skirt. It was more of a dance costume, but Sophie moved as naturally in it as if she had just slipped into comfort clothes.
Trying not to stare too hard or touch her accidentally in the process, he pulled up the zip.
“Thank you so much.”
“You’re welcome,” Jonas muttered, watching her prance off again and into the bathroom.
The door wide open, Sophie began to apply make-up. “If you’re hungry, check the fridge. I think there’s some broccoli and beans somewhere,” she babbled cheerfully. “You’re welcome to cook yourself something. I haven’t got around to shopping this week.” Sophie was rushing past him again, looking for something else. “You don’t have to wait up for me, though.”
“Because you’re going to stay out all night?” asked Jonas, catching himself watching her.
Sophie turned to him with a curling iron in her hand, beaming. “That’s right. I’ll be back here by sunrise.”
At her smile, a tingle spread through Jonas’ stomach. Forcibly grumpy so as not to give anything away, Jonas murmured, “I’ll be asleep then.”
She just smirked and vanished into the bathroom once more.
Jonas sighed. Sophie’s zest for life filled him with a confidence and hope he hadn’t known for a long time. Her laugh was truly magical.
“How do I look?” Her question snapped him out of his thoughts. Sophie pirouetted in front of him, sending the ruffles on her dress flying.
“Er… good. Great. I mean… very, very nice,” Jonas stammered, feeling like a fool.
Amused, Sophie giggled and made her way to the door. “Well, here we go, then.” To his surprise, however, she didn’t choose high heels that would have matched the sexy look. Instead, she reached for last night’s worn pointe shoes.
Irritated, Jonas watched her tie the laces. He had never seen anyone wear pointe shoes to go out. Though at least that explained their desolate state.
Sophie straightened up. “Enjoy your first night!” she said with a grin and opened the door. “See you in the morning.”
The door slammed shut, and all at once, silence fell. No rustling, no excited chatter, and certainly no laughter. Without Sophie, the little house seemed much emptier and more sinister. There were shadows he hadn’t noticed before. Jonas regarded the door anxiously. It would be far too easy for someone to kick it open.
What had he been thinking, taking this job? Or letting Sophie talk him into the flat share? That hadn’t worked out in the dormitory at the university. His nightmares had never remained hidden from the others for long, and the need to explain had driven him out of the house.
Jonas’ gaze darted nervously around the room. He was certain the walls would not withstand a grenade attack. Suddenly, it seemed impossible for him to spend a night in this strange house. His breathing quickened. With great difficulty, he managed to force himself to sit down and take a deep breath.
He was in Germany. No one would attack tonight, he kept telling himself, while he kept his hands busy unpacking. The house was safe. Still, Jonas’ hands shook more by the minute.
Maybe it would be better if he took another look at The DeModie. Not to spy on Sophie, but because the club made him curious. His fingers felt the soft fabric of the old coat he had received from the beggar, and his mind was made up.

      [image: image-placeholder]If Jonas hadn’t known exactly where The DeModie had been the previous night, he wouldn’t have found it again. The dark club was squeezed so tightly between the busy neighbouring bars that Jonas wondered how there was even room for a dance hall worth mentioning. For most of the nightly revellers, who were slowly arriving, the entrance was invisible. Only now and then did a group purposefully find its way in and gain immediate entry.
Jonas finally decided to try his luck and knocked on the door. Nothing happened. No  music even filtered through the metal out to him on the street, though he could clearly hear the competing beats of neighbouring clubs. He spent ten minutes waiting before a group of young people approached, and the door began to open. Had he bypassed a motion detector?
The surprisingly young and handsome bouncer who opened the door looked at him first with irritation, then with unkindness. “Get out of here, man! You don’t belong here.”
“And why’s that?” asked Jonas, irritably. He’d never had the nerve for childish power games. The bouncer crossed his arms, and Jonas sighed heavily. “What appears to be the problem?”
While blocking his way, the bouncer didn’t even glance at the three teenagers as they slipped past them. “We don’t let guys like you in here.”
The answer left Jonas speechless. Before he could reply, the door had already closed again. Guys like him? Jonas didn’t know what to make of that. He knew bouncers liked to assert their power or make their decision based on absurd things like choice of clothing; he hadn’t dressed up like Sophie and was only wearing a plain shirt and trousers. But then again, the three teenagers hadn’t looked like they came from money either.
Sighing, Jonas glanced at the reflective glass of the neighbouring club and startled. Deep circles lay under his eyes, and he was pale. It had been a while since he had last seen himself in the mirror, but the fact that he looked so sickly frightened him. When had he let himself go? No wonder they wouldn’t let him into the club.
Still, he was suddenly determined to find a way in. The curiosity was killing him. Maybe it would be enough if he wore the strange coat he had received from the beggar. It was noble enough, after all, despite the dreadful style.
Jonas decided that, apart from his dignity, he had nothing to lose by dressing in such an old-fashioned piece, and threw the coat around himself. Instinctively, he also put up the hood, though the temperatures didn’t demand it. He didn’t know much about fashion, but even he realised he looked downright ridiculous. Inwardly, Jonas was preparing himself for the bouncer’s ridicule.
He was about to knock when he was suddenly jostled from behind. Without so much as muttering an apology, the two young women looked straight through him and smiled brightly. Irritated, Jonas turned around and discovered the door of The DeModie was open again. The doorman smiled kindly, almost charmingly, and bowed elegantly. “Good evening, ladies.” He ignored Jonas completely.
In the face of such disparagement, anger crept up inside of Jonas. To deny him entry had been one thing, but to act as if he were nothing but air was too much. With all the self-confidence he could still find in himself, Jonas straightened his back and went after the giggling women, not even glancing at the bouncer. At any moment, he expected to be grabbed by the arm and pulled backwards, but the bouncer closed the door behind him without a comment. Perhaps the coat was some kind of secret symbol that he belonged.
Darkness enveloped him, and it took a moment for his eyes to adjust. After a while, Jonas spotted a faint glow in the corridor and began to feel his way down. Steps. The club was below the others, hence the narrow entrance. Ahead of him, he could hear the two women whispering excitedly. Silently, so as not to give himself away, he followed them.
The sight that met his eyes when he finally turned the corner almost took his breath away. Instead of a crowded narrow club, a forest of gold and silver trees stretched out ahead of and below him, shining so magnificently his eyes began to water. A gentle breeze made the filigree leaves tinkle in a delightful melody.
The stairs led straight through the seemingly endless forest. Jonas looked up at the ceiling, but from what source the unreal light came from that made the forest glitter and sparkle, he could not discover. Instead, dark billows of clouds piled up on the ceiling. “Smoke effects,” Jonas whispered, only then noticing that his unwilling companions were already halfway down the stairs. Hastily, he followed them so he wouldn’t lose them. Who knew whether The DeModie had any other obstacles in store for him?
The two women were not in the least disturbed by his presence. They dreamily raved about the handsome men they were about to meet. Even when one glanced briefly over her shoulder, her gaze went straight through Jonas. Then he remembered. The old man had talked about the cloak having a secret. Was he actually invisible?
Jonas raised his hand to check his insane thought, but it still looked exactly the same. Invisible! It was more likely that the two women were simply not interested in
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