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The Castle

“I told you we shouldn’t have come!”

Mary looked down again, and quickly turned away. “Have you seen how fucking high we are? Oh, my God, I’m fucking terrified.”

“Don’t look down then,” Mark snapped from the driving seat. Even he had begun to lose his cool

“I knew we shouldn’t have come. It was you, Karin, who fucking suggested it.” Mary said.

Karin leaned forward from the rear seat of the car. She had once been described as being cold-blooded, but now there was just a hint of worry in her voice. “Excuse me, Mary, but I most certainly did not suggest it. If you remember, you asked the manager of the hotel if he could suggest someplace we could get a good view of the mountains from, and he suggested we come up this road. You then said yes, you thought it would be a good idea, and we, every one of us, agreed. So, no, I most certainly did not suggest we come up this fucking road.”

The four of them were silent for a while. Mary, twenty-nine, fair, slightly overweight, her hair in a fringe and making her look younger, sitting in the right, passenger seat of the hired Subaru, glanced down into the valley once more and quickly turned away. Mark, black haired, black bearded, and bespectacled, at the wheel, edged the car carefully up the deteriorating surface of the road. Karin, tall, thin, intense, her black hair in a ponytail, sitting behind Mark, looked over his shoulder mesmerized by how narrow the road had become. And Karl, tall, fair-haired, and crop-haired, sitting behind Mary, looked down into the valley but without the fear being felt by her. He after all, had been a Marine, and had done some mountaineering in the past.

This was more or less the end of their European vacation. They were flying back to the States in a few days’ time: two Americans, and their two British partners, all of them from Los Angeles, all of them writers, and each of them in his or her twenties. They’d met at a writer’s workshop in LA, had colluded in the homework, honing their writing skills and commiserating over rejection slips until, after two years of submissions, Mary had sold a novel and the film rights of it had then been sold. Mary was American, and she was married to Mark, who was a Brit. Karin, who was a Brit, was married to Karl, who was American. This was the third time the four of them had vacationed together, and it had been Mary who had suggested they come to this part of Europe. She was thinking of a series of vampire books, and she’d wanted to see Eastern Europe where the first stories of the genre had been set. The four of them had flown to Vienna, had hired a car to drive through Hungary, and then come here into Rumania. They had visited various castles before Mary had suggested they drive into the countryside to see some of the real vampire land.

This they had done, checking in to a beautiful small inn, and spending two nights there. The food had been good and the proprietor friendly. A short, pot-bellied individual, he had not been able to do enough for them. “We have some beautiful countryside around here,” he’d said, after he had brought them a delicious evening meal. “Why don’t you go up the hill? There are some fabulous views to be enjoyed.”

They’d discussed this suggestion and agreed the day trip would be a fitting end to an enjoyable holiday. The proprietor of the inn had made them a picnic lunch and given them his own local road map and, immediately after a pleasurable breakfast, they had set off.

The drive to the vantage point the proprietor had suggested was one of about thirty miles in length and after they had covered about half that distance they could see the Carpathians in the distance. They’d left the towns behind, and passed through smaller and smaller villages. They’d passed through forests too, and finally found the road the proprietor had told them about. Karl had been map-reader. “Here it is,” he said, finally, as they come to a road turning left and into a forest. “Turn here, Mark. This it is. This is the road.”

Mark had swung the four-wheeler up the turning and they had passed through a quaint little village with a dancing group wearing the black and white folk costume common in these parts, and passed an old battered farm vehicle, and an aged gentleman with a handsome handlebar moustache riding a rusty bicycle. They’d then passed through fields for a mile or so until the gradient increased gradually up the mountain. At this point, Karin called out: “Look, look!”

On both sides of the road were fields decorated with crosses. Wooden ones, iron ones, plastic ones, weather-beaten ones, painted ones, crosses of all shapes and sizes.

“What’s that then?” Karl had asked.

Mary had wanted to stop to take a look, but Mark was accelerating now, and quickly passing the spot, and thought it too late to stop or turn and go back. 

The road had been in good order at first, double laned, well marked, and in good condition, but then it had deteriorated. But not too much, it had still been double width, although without further signs or markings, until they had risen to five hundred feet or so. Karl sat with the map open on his lap, the girls admiring and occasionally yelping at some sight or other. Then the road had begun to narrow, to just over a single vehicle width, although, at frequent intervals, it had been widened to allow vehicles to pass. Not that they’d needed to pull in to allow another vehicle to pass. They’d not seen another vehicle since the road had become single track.

They got steadily higher, and, simultaneously, the road got steadily narrower. A mile back, Mark had called out to Karl to ask him where the next passing spot was shown on the map. “A half-mile ahead,” he’d said. But now they had covered rather more than a half-mile, and they’d not come to a passing spot. Just ahead of them now, the road turned away, and out of sight, to their left. To the left of the road, the steep-cut side of the mountain rose out of sight, and, to their right, the ground fell away sheer, to a narrow pine-filled gorge about a thousand feet below.

“Where does the map say the road goes now?” Mark called back to Karl.

“It shows the road turning away to the left at this point,” Karl said.

“Which it does,” Mark said.

“Right.”

“So, what lies around this next bend?” Mark called out. 

Karl hesitated before replying. “Well, according to this map, the road starts going downhill.”

“Let’s carry on,” Mark suggested. “Everyone ready for that?”

“Let’s go back,” Mary said. “I’ve got a feeling something is wrong.”

“We can’t turn here,” Mark said.

“Let’s reverse back down,” Mary said.

“Oh, sure,” Mark said. “The light’s beginning to fade. And it’ll take us a couple of hours to reverse all the way back, and reversing on a road this narrow in the dark is not something I would want to do.”

“Perhaps we can turn at the next crossing point,” Karin said.

“If the next crossing point is as wide as the last crossing point, that will not be an easy thing to do,” Mark said. “The last one was only a couple of cars width wide. We would have our front wheels over the edge.”

The four of them sat in silence for some seconds.

“Let’s go around the next bend,” Mark said. 

“That suggestion makes sense,” Karl said. “Do you girls agree?”

Neither of the girls said anything for some seconds. Finally, Karin said: “Yes, that’s Okay with me.”

“Mary?” Mark asked.

“Oh, all right.”

Mark started the engine and started forward in second gear. Gradually, they went round the bend, and, after fifty yards or so, Mark brought the car to a halt. Beyond them, the road curved into a hollow in the mountainside, and, at the same level, and about five hundred yards ahead, went around another projecting cliff and disappeared from view. The four of them sat in silence for some seconds.

Finally, Karl said: “This isn’t the road.”

None of them said anything for some seconds. Then, Mary said: “What the fuck are you talking about?”

“I said this isn’t the road,” Karl repeated. “And, what I meant, is that this isn’t the road on the map.”

“You’ve been the map reader, Karl,” Mark said, turning.

“Yes I have,” Karl said, “and, so far the road we’ve been following has been exactly as the map has indicated it would be. But from here it appears the road is different.”

“How does the map say the road should be?” Karin asked, leaning over the map Karl held.

“Well, there shouldn’t be a bend here, for one thing. For another, we should start going downhill at this point.”

“Oh, God! I don’t fucking believe this,” Mary said, panic showing in her voice once more. “We’ve got to turn around. We’ve got to turn around now.”

Mark looked across at her. “How exactly are we supposed to turn around here? I mean, the road here is about a car width and another couple of feet wide. And the drop on your side is about a thousand feet. So, how the fuck are we supposed to turn around here. Please tell me.”

“There,” Mary pointed to the road about twenty yards ahead. “It gets wider there.”

“It gets a little wider there,” Mark said, “and it’ll probably be just wide enough to allow two vehicles to pass. But it still won’t be wide enough for us to turn there.”

“We’ll have to reverse back down the hill, then,” Mary said.

Mark pointed at the sky. “It’s beginning to get dark. And even if we reverse back down slowly, and we’ll have to reverse back down very, very slowly, it’ll be dark before we get back to the main road. And I’m damned if I’m going to reverse this thing down a road as narrow and as high as this in the dark.”

“We should have hired a smaller car,” Karin said. “Then we could have turned it at one of the passing points.”

Mark turned around and looked at her. “What an idiotic thing to say.”

“What’s idiotic about it?” Karin asked.

“About saying it at all, for one thing. What do you want us to do? Go back in time, and change vehicles.”

“You chose the four-wheeler,” Karin said.

“Yes, I did, and it was the right thing to do.”

“Look!” Mary said, suddenly.

She pointed up front and Mark followed her directions and Karin and Karl leaned forward in their seats to do the same thing.

A vehicle had come round the far bend, and came down the road towards them. It sent up a trail of dust, and its headlights were on.

“Do I imagine things?” Mark asked the others.

“No, you do not,” Karl said from the rear seat.

“That driver must have nerves of steel,” Karin said. “I mean, what speed is he going at – fifty?”

“At least that,” Mark said, “and he’s going to want to pass.” He got the vehicle moving forward and drove it into the passing space, getting it as close to side of the mountain as possible. The four of them sat in silence for a while, watching the fast approaching vehicle. It looked to be a battered pick up, white-painted, being driven at high speed.

“How much room have I given him?” Mark asked.

Karl looked out of the window. “It’s about a car width, plus a couple of inches, nothing more.”

“He’d sure as hell better slow down, or he’ll be over the edge of that precipice,” Mark said.

But it did not look as if the fast-approaching vehicle would do that. 

The four of them watched in amazement as the pickup came on, at the same speed, until, at last, they could see the driver. 

“I hope to God he doesn’t hit us,” Karin said.

“If he does, it’ll be he who goes over the edge,” Mark said. “But hold tight in any case, just in case he does.”

“Oh, my God, I don’t like the look of this,” Mary said. “And I’m going to be the one who’s going to be hit hardest!”

“Shut up, Mary,” Karl snapped. “We’re all in this together.”

The four of them watched with mounting horror as the approaching vehicle closed on them. Its speed had been constant since it had come into view. Each of them would have agreed that is was doing about fifty, on a road above a precipice that was only a few feet wider than itself. It was throwing up a dust cloud too, and the three occupants of the four-wheeler tensed themselves for possible impact. “Hold tight. Here it comes,” Mark said.

And then it passed them, and continued on its way around the bend... without reducing speed. 

“Wow!” Mark exclaimed.

“Well, it didn’t hit us,” Karin said. 

“That was some driving,” Mark said. “I mean, he could earn a fortune in motor-racing handling a vehicle like that.”

The three were silent for some seconds.

“How much did he miss us by, Karl?” Mark asked. “Did you notice?”

“By about two inches,” Mark said. “And I guess his furthermost wheels came within an inch of the edge.”

“Wow! Mark exclaimed. “He was an expert driver who obviously knows this road.”

“Did anybody see his face?” Karin asked.

“I’m bathed in sweat,” Mary said.

“Yes, I saw his face,” Mark said.

“What did he look like?” Karin asked.

“He looked white,” Mark said.

“You mean he was a white person?” Karin asked.

“No, I mean he looked white,” Mark said. 

“What do you mean, he looked white?” Karin asked.

“I mean his face was white, you know, the color white.”

“Like a ghost?” Karin asked.

“Yes, like a ghost,” Mark said.

There was silence for some seconds.

“Do you see what I see?” Mark asked, finally.

Karin and Karl looked over the shoulders of the people in front of them, and Mark pointed to what he referred to. Down in the valley, beyond the next bed in the road, a light was now visible. Just one single tiny light. 

“We have to carry on,” Mark said. “We have to carry on to where that light is, which is probably where that vehicle came from. We can stay the night there, and come back in the morning. Is everybody agreed?”

“Yes,” Karl said, from the rear seat.

“Yes,” Karin said from behind Mark.

“Do you agree, Mary?” Mark asked, turning and looking at her.

She was silent for a moment. “All right.”

“Okay. That’s it. Let’s go,” Mark said.

*

Mark put the four-wheeler into gear and drove forward, cautiously now, around the road to the second cliff and, when they got there, brought it to a stop once more.

“So, I was right,” he said.

Karin and Karl leaned forward from the rear seat, and looked in the direction in which he had pointed. The road, now with a better surface, began to head downhill, and, about half a mile ahead, was a village. It was a settlement of about two hundred dwellings, peasant cottages, by the look of them with a couple of larger buildings amongst them. Pine-covered slopes surrounded the village, and rose perhaps five hundred feet to where they gave way to grass-covered hills.

“Well look at that,” Karin said. “What a lovely-looking place.”

“Pretty, isn’t it?” Mark said. “So shall we go down?”

“Yes,” Karl said. “A place the size of that is sure to have someplace to stay.”

“Yes,” Karin said. “I could do with a bath and a glass of wine. I mean, I’m going to smell to high heaven if I don’t take a bath. I’m covered in fucking sweat.”

“How about you?” Mark asked Mary, turning and looking at her.

“Yes,” she said. “Let’s go down. I mean we can’t turn here and, in any case, I don’t want to go back along that road in the dark.”

“It’s agreed then,” Mark said. He put the four-wheeler into gear and headed steadily down the road. The incline was gentle, and the surface good, and Mark, now having switched on the headlights, smiled with relief that their ordeal appeared to be over.

The road led to the outskirts of the village, passed through it, and headed uphill once more at the end of the village. Mary pointed. “Look!” 

Mark said: “A castle.”

The large dark castle stood on a crag about three hundred feet above the village, backed by dark mountains, itself now only just visible in the darkness. 

“Spectacular!” Mark said. “We must go up there if we’ve got time tomorrow.” He drove steadily up the high street, the others taking everything in. 

“Most people appear to be in, “ Karin said. “Nearly every house is lighted.”

“Here’s a hotel,” Mark said, slowing the vehicle in front of a large gabled building. 

“I think we’ll like it here,” said Karin.

“So, we stay the night here,” Mark said. “Is everybody agreed?”

“Yes,” Karl said.

“Yes,” Karin said.

“Mary?” Mark asked.

“I suppose so.”

“Okay,” Mark said. “Let’s go.”

The four of them got out of the vehicle, slammed shut the doors, and gathered in front of the hotel’s door. Above their heads, a large illuminated sigh read: Castle Hotel. Through the window, the new arrivals could see a bald, bespectacled man fussing over the front desk, and, behind him, a large and elaborate wall clock.

Mark led the way, pulling the right hand one of the pair of swing doors open, and holding it back for Karin, who came next, and who in turn did the same for Mary, who did the same for Karl - who brought up the rear. Mark approached the man behind the desk, who looked up. The interior of the hotel was characterized by heavy dark wood beams, thick wooden pillars, and rough stone floors. 

“Do you have rooms for four?” Mark asked.

The man nodded. He was about sixty, Mark thought, of medium height, overweight, bald, and sad looking. Mark thought he would make a good undertaker. He wore a pin-striped white shirt, open at the neck, and, as he took some keys from the rack behind the desk, and came out into the hallway, Mark could see he wore Tyrolean type pants, tucked into knee-high thick woolen stockings, and brown leather boots. He seemed to have too, some sort of hereditary facial disfigurement, for his face was badly lopsided, the right side of it seeming to fall away from the left. 

“Come this way, please,” he said, in perfect English. He led the way up the stairs, which creaked under their weight, down a long, poorly lit passage to its end, and stopped and slipped a key into one lock.

“They’re both doubles,” he said. “This one overlooks the main street. The other overlooks the courtyard.” 

The four of them exchanged glances and Karl, who stood by the door to the courtyard-side room, said: “We’ll take this one? Okay?”

“Okay,” Mary said. 

The proprietor opened the door to the street-side side room, pushed it open, and departed. “Both rooms are en-suite,” he said, “and I think you will find the bathrooms have everything you need.” With that, he left and walked back down the passage. 

Karl and Karin walked into their room, and Karin closed the door. “You know,” she said, Mary will get a slap from me one day if she’s not careful.”

“She gets hysterical sometimes, doesn’t she?” Karl asked as he put their bag on the bed and opened it. 

Karin slipped off her shoes and flopped onto the other side of the bed. 

“My goodness, this bed is certainly comfortable,” she said, bouncing on it. “It’s like floating on air. I think I’m going to sleep well tonight.”

“You can sleep after I’ve finished with you,” Karl said, walking around to her side of the bead and leaning down and kissing her.

“I’m looking forward to it,” Karin said. “You know, after that bit of worry back there on the road, this is turning out to be a lovely end to our vacation.” She climbed off the bed and started to undress. “I think we’re going to have a holiday to remember,” she said.

*

Mark went to the window and looked out into the deserted street. “It’s quiet in this town,” he said. “And that proprietor. Didn’t he look mournful? He’d make a good undertaker, I think.” 

Mary had lain down on the bed and closed her eyes. She did not reply.

There came the sound of a vehicle from outside in the road. Mark went to the window and looked out. 

“Well, I’m damned,” he said. “It’s the driver who sped past us on the mountain road.” 

Mary still said nothing.

Mark watched as the pickup came up the main road at high speed and finally slowed as it neared the hotel. He watched it turn past the edge of the building and disappear from view.

Mark opened the door, walked across the passage, and tapped the door opposite.

“Hey, you two,” he said. “Can I come in?”

The door opened and Karl appeared.

“Karl, can you see into the back yard from your room?”

“Yes, sure.”

Karl stood aside and Mark walked in. He went to the window and looked out into the yard. Karl joined him. They looked down as the pickup drove slowly into the yard, headlights on, and came to a halt.

“That’s the crazy guy who passed us on the road,” Mark said. 

“So it is,” Karl said.

They watched as lights in the hotel came on below, and were reflected on the far wall of the yard, and then the proprietor of the hotel came out of the building and walked across to the pickup. The driver’s door of the vehicle opened and the two men watched as the driver got out. He was a tall thin white-haired individual, and he and the proprietor opened the rear doors of the pickup and started carrying boxes from it into the building.

“He went to get supplies,” Karl said.

“But what driving,” Mark said. “I’d sure like to meet that guy.”

When the two men had obviously taken everything from the pickup into the hotel, the driver got back into the pickup, and closed the door. The proprietor went back into the hotel and the two watchers saw the reflected light go out. And that was that. The two watchers waited for half a minute but the pickup did not move off. Neither did the driver get out again.

“The show’s over,” Karl said.

“Looks like it,” Mark said. “Anyway, I’m going to bed.”

“Good night, both of you,” Mark called out as he left the room.

“What was that about?” Mary asked went he went back into his own and closed the door. She was soaking in the bath, the bathroom door open, foam up to her chin.

“Oh, the guy who sped past us on the road has come back. It turned out he went into town to get some supplies. They must have been urgent supplies too, judging by the way he went to get them.”

Mark started to undress. “I think I’ll join you,” he said. “I’m sweaty after the drive here.”

“This bath is lovely,” Mary said. “They’d even provided a selection of soaps.”

“Yes, you know,” Mark said, “this is not the sort of room I would have expected in an inn like this. The only thing missing from this room is a television set.”

He slipped off his clothes, walked naked into the bathroom, and climbed into the bath facing Mary. “You, know?” he said.

“What?”

“This is the best room I’ve ever stayed in an inn of this sort. “I wouldn’t mind staying the rest of our holiday here. There are some lovely mountains around this place. We could do some good walking and some easy climbing here.”

“You and Karl can do the climbing,” Mary said. “I’m just going to take some easy short walks.”

“And we need to take a look at that castle before we leave,” Mark said. “I didn’t see any lights in it, so it most probably is a ruin.”

“I agree with your sentiments,” Mary said, slipping down into the bath until the water came up to her chin. “As you know, I wanted to turn back. But now I, like you, think I’m going to enjoy this place.”

*

Mark woke during the night. He leaned over, switched on the bedside lamp, and picked up his watch. It was one a.m., precisely. He heard something from outside in the road and got out of bed and walked naked to the window. Mary had drawn the drapes; he didn’t know why, because there were no streetlights in this town, and now he pulled them partially back and looked out. The main road was lit by moonlight, and he could see nothing at first. But then, pressing his face against the glass, and looking to the left, he saw it. It was the rear of a horse-drawn carriage and it was heading away. Mark shrugged, got back into bed and, within minutes, was asleep once more. He’d still felt dog-tired.

He woke again at six, opened his eyes and looked up at the ceiling. He lay there for perhaps ten minutes and then heard Mary sigh, and turned to see she had opened her eyes. 

“Did you sleep well, darling?” he asked.

“Like the proverbial log.”

“Me too. This is a fantastic bed.”

He turned on his side and put his arm around her. 

“How about some sex?” he asked.

“It’s all right with me.”

Mark mounted her and fucked her and then came and lay on her a long while. Finally, he said: “Let’s try that bath again,” and he got out of bed and walked into the bathroom.

They soaked for fifteen minutes, and then dressed in fresh clothes. “I hope there’s a laundry in this place,” Mary said, as they did so. “Everything I wore yesterday is beginning to smell of sweat.”

Mark opened the bedroom door and walked across the passage. He tapped Karl and Karin’s door, and said, quietly: “Hello, you two. Are you up?”

The door opened and Karin appeared. She smiled. “Yes, we’re nearly for breakfast. You too?”

Mark nodded. “Did you sleep well?” he asked.

“Yes, both of us did. We were exhausted after that drive, and the bed was so very comfortable. How about you?”

“Mary did. I woke up at one o’clock, though. There was a carriage going up the road.”

Karl appeared, dressed and shaved. “Okay,” he said. “Let’s get something to eat. I’m famished.” 

*

The four of them walked down the passage, and down the steps into the dining room to find it empty. 

“I wonder what time they serve,” Mark said, walking into the passage by the side of the reception desk, and looking around.

“I hope it’s not too late,” Karin said. She walked to the door, opened it, and walked out onto the upper step. It was a fine morning, but nobody was in view. She looked up at the hills, and could see every tree; every detail so clear was the atmosphere. The sky was cloudless, and she turned and looked up the road. The castle, which she guessed was about half a mile away, was on a crag, with no road obviously leading up to it, and the castle itself looked as lifeless as the village.

Karin was about to turn and go back inside the inn, when she noticed a movement a fifty yards up the road. A door opened in a building she now saw to be another inn, and two people came out. They were an elderly couple, dressed in walking gear, backpacks on their backs, hiking sticks in their hands, boots and thick woolen stockings on the feet. Karin watched them as they approached. Finally, when they came within earshot, she called out: “Good morning!”

They turned to look at her and, without slowing, said, “Good morning” back. The woman was white-haired, lean, tanned, as was the male, who was taller, stronger-looking, balding, and equally tanned. They looked like experienced hikers, and that, Karin assumed, is what they were. She watched them go to the end of the village road, and turn, and head off, finally disappearing from view.

Karin went back into the inn, to find Mark, Mary, and Karl sitting around a table. “It’s nearly eight o’clock,” Mark said. “I hope we don’t have to wait too long.”

At that moment, the leather-aproned proprietor came through the passage, rubbed his hands, and said: “Good morning, everyone. What would you like for breakfast? English, or continental?”

The four of them asked for continentals, having decided at the start of the trip to go light on breakfasts and heavy on lunches and dinners. The proprietor went back along the passage.

“Is anybody else here?” Mark asked.

“I saw a couple setting off on a hike,” Karin said. 

“That’s just what I would like to do this morning,” Karl said.

“It’s a wonderful morning too,” Karin said. 

“It’s agreed, everybody?” Karl asked.

Everybody nodded or murmured agreement.

The proprietor appeared. A young woman accompanied him. She was about thirty, Mark thought, quite attractive, and wearing what he supposed to be folk dress, but was rather sad-looking, he thought. Both of them carried plates of croissants, rolls, and packets of butter, and jam, and placed these on a large table near the wall. This went on for several minutes, until Mary got up and walked over to the table and the others rose too and followed her.

“Well, we can’t complain about choice,” Karin said, looking over the food laid out on the table. And, indeed, there appeared to be a wide choice of almost everything. There were several types each of both white and brown breads, a whole range of different jams and spreads, different types of hams, different types of butters, as well as boiled eggs, fruits, and other breakfast foods. And, as the guests were selecting their choices, the proprietor and the young woman came back with a range of different coffees and teas.

They asked the friends what they wanted. All asked for coffee.

“My goodness, that coffee smells wonderful,” Karin said, as the young lady filled each of their cups. 

“Yes, it’s freshly ground,” the young woman said. 

The four guests took their foods back to their table and started eating as the proprietor and the girl departed.

“These croissants are fantastic,” Mary said. “They melt in your mouth.”

”Yes, they do,” Karin said, nodding in confirmation. “They’re the best I’ve ever eaten.”

They heard footsteps on the stairway, and Mary and Karl turned to see a couple coming down the stairs. The male was middle-aged, balding, and tanned, and the woman was perhaps ten years younger than he, but also tanned. They looked outdoor types. She noticed that the male suddenly spotted the four of them at their table in the corner and seemed to study them thoughtfully, as did the female moments later.

The female caught Karl’s eye. “Good morning,” she said. 

“Good morning.”

“Good morning,” she then said to Mary.

“Good morning.”

The two new arrivals went to the food table, selected items and put them on plates, poured glasses of orange juice for themselves and then took their food and drinks to a table by the window and started to eat. Moments later, another couple came down the stairs. They were much younger than the first, and wore jeans, check shirts, and trainers. They, unlike the first couple, did not look at the four new arrivals, but simply walked over to the breakfast table and selected food and drink.

“Wow, smell that!” Karl said, after a while.

The other three nodded in agreement.

“Somebody’s having a cooked breakfast, and, wow, does that smell good!”

“I think I’ll have a cooked tomorrow,” Mark said, “ because that smells so bloody wonderful.”

“I will too,” said Karin.

“Is everyone finished?” Karl asked, finally.

“I am, Karin said.

The four of them got up, climbed the stairs to their floor, went back to their rooms and emerged minutes later dressed for their walk. They had put on their lightened backpacks, got their hiking poles, filled their water bottles, and checked their cameras. 

“What direction shall we take?” Mary asked, as they went back down the stairs.

“If I’m reading the map correctly,” Karl said, “I think there is a path opposite the hotel leading up the hillside. Let’s try that first.” 

“I’d like to take a look at the castle,” Mark said.

“Let’s get an overall view of the place first,” Karl said. “We can take a closer look at the castle later. I’d love to get some panorama shots of this place to take back home.”

“Can we get some food and have a picnic?” Karin asked.

“That’s a good idea! Mary said.

“Okay,” Mark said. “Is everybody happy with that itinerary?”

Both Mary and Karin muttered their agreement, and the four of them walked through the breakfast room, where their fellow guests were still enjoying what looked to be a leisurely breakfast, and walked out into the road. There was nobody about. The four of them crossed the road, and Mary pointed to a shop sign forty yards up the road. They walked to the shop, and went inside. It appeared to be a sort of general store. On sale, were household goods, general stores, a small selection of tools and hardware, and a range of foods. The four friends stocked up with buns, sandwiches, and fruit, paid for this in the local currency to a mournful-looking, overweight, and severely asymmetrically-faced middle-aged lady, wearing an apron, and who had her graying hair in a bun, and then left the emporium. They retraced their steps and found a path leading between two houses, and started up it. The surface was cobbled at first, but this soon gave way to an uneven dirt surface. On one side of the path was a high wall, and on the other, first the side of the building, a rendered house fronting on the main street, and then a wooden fence, held together with wire, and behind which the four occasionally glimpsed chickens running free. This gave way to a more sturdy and higher fence, behind which a dog began to bark and leap. Finally, they came to the side of another building, a whitewashed single story affair of perhaps twenty feet in length, and heard the sound of sawing. At more or less the end of it, a window was open. Mary, who led the group looked in, and was joined moments later by the others, Inside, an old man wearing a leather apron sawed at a sheet of wood on a bench. He had his back to them and did not notice them: he just sawed, finally cut the sheet of wood in two and placed it carefully at the other side of the room alongside many similar sheets of wood. He went out through a door at the other side of the outbuilding, and the friends saw what he was making. 

“Coffins,” Mark said.

“Caskets,” Karl corrected.

“I hope we’re not going to have that language argument again,” Mary said. 

“They are boxes to put dead people in,” Karin said.

“And a hell of a lot of them,” Mark said, looking around the interior of the building. Completed coffins or caskets had been stacked against the end wall of the outbuilding, filling about a quarter of the interior.

“What are they expecting?” Karin asked. “An epidemic?”

“Looks like it,” Mary said. “Let’s go.”  

They left the buildings behind and the path became rocky, narrow, and steeper. They climbed slowly, Mark leading, Mary behind him, Karin behind Mary, and Karl bringing up the rear. The trees got denser, pines mostly, and, between the tops of their branches, the sky was a cloudless, deep blue.

“What a lovely morning,” Karin said at one point.

“Yes, it certainly is,” Mary said. “You know, I’ve almost got over that scary patch we
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