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Introduction
The echo of strings reverberated within the hallowed halls of the Vienna station,
underscoring the rhythm of returning footsteps. Johanna Müller, her hands calloused
by years of disciplined study, gripped her violin case as tightly as she did her
memories. The city was unchanged, yet every corner shimmered with ghosts—of
childhood laughter, whispered rehearsals, and the lullaby of her father’s playing. It
was under Vienna’s ancient spires that her dreams had taken shape, molded by
tradition and ambition, shadowed ever since by longing.

For years, Johanna had been a student at the Paris Conservatoire, her father’s last
wish after her mother’s heartbreakingly brief illness. Letters home were her lifeline
and so were the scores he sent, annotated with encouragement. Now, she returned
not as a prodigy, but as a daughter bereaved. Her father, the beloved luthier, had
passed quietly in early spring, his absence a thunderous silence in the home Johanna
once filled with music.

Mourning was a solitary sonata. The house, tucked between bustling alleys and the
tranquil banks of the Danube, now stood as a museum of recollected joy and
unresolved mysteries. Sorting through her father’s possessions unearthed
recollections both tender and bittersweet: the scent of varnish, the dust of ancient
scores, and his prized violin, its polished scroll hiding a secret. Only when she
disassembled it for cleaning did she discover the letter pressed into its curve—a letter
unsigned, its words trembling with fear and genius: “They have taken my last
symphony. If you find this, hold truth above applause.”

That one revelation cleaved open the life she thought she knew. The world beyond the
music shop’s windows—the cobblestone boulevards, gilded concert halls, clandestine
cafes—became at once conspiratorial and beckoning. Her father’s old acquaintances,
remembered from dinners and dim-lit concerts, seemed suddenly to move in shadows,
each harboring a piece of a larger enigma. Guided by the cryptic message, Johanna
set aside grief in the service of a quest—a search for the missing masterpiece that
might restore her father's honor, and perhaps her own sense of belonging.

But Vienna’s heart was not easily won, nor its mysteries lightly yielded. Johanna would
need all her cleverness, courage, and her unique sensitivity to the subtleties of music,
to navigate both the visible world and the veiled conspiracies stretching between
palace and pub. As she tuned her strings and steeled her resolve, she understood one
truth above all: this was now her overture, and it would be composed in both hope and
peril.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

CHAPTER ONE: A Homecoming Note
The air in the Müller residence, usually redolent with the earthy scent of wood and
rosin, now carried a faint, unsettling aroma of dust and neglect. Johanna traced the
familiar patterns on the ornate wallpaper of the salon, her fingers brushing over faded
damask roses. Every object seemed to hum with silent stories: the grand piano in the
corner, its keys yellowed with age, where her mother had once played lively waltzes;
the overflowing bookshelves crammed with musical treatises and leather-bound
scores; and the very air, heavy with the echo of a life now stilled.

Days bled into one another, marked by the methodical process of inventorying a life.
Johanna found herself caught in a delicate balance between honoring her father’s
memory and confronting the stark reality of his absence. Each drawer she opened,
each box she unpacked, was a journey back in time, revealing snippets of the man she
thought she knew so well. There were countless letters from aspiring musicians,
grateful for her father's masterful repairs, and stacks of meticulously kept account
books detailing his thriving luthier business.

She had begun with the workshop, a place of almost sacred importance in her
childhood. Her father, a man of quiet intensity, had spent countless hours there,
coaxing new life from old instruments. The scent of linseed oil and fine sawdust was a
comfort, a whisper of his presence. She polished his workbench, carefully organizing
the array of specialized tools – chisels, planes, calipers – each one bearing the smooth
sheen of frequent use. It felt like an act of devotion, a physical connection to his craft.

It was in the midst of this ritual, on a particularly dreary Tuesday, that her gaze fell
upon the familiar, worn case of her father's most cherished violin. It wasn't his finest
instrument, nor the most valuable, but it was the one he played in the evenings, a
rich, mellow sound that had been the soundtrack to her upbringing. He had often
spoken of its unique character, its "voice" that resonated with his own. She picked it
up, the weight familiar in her hands, a bittersweet remembrance.

The violin itself was a masterpiece of craftsmanship, though not of famous lineage.
Her father had acquired it in his youth, and it had been with him through thick and
thin. Its varnish, a deep reddish-brown, shimmered under the muted light filtering
through the workshop window. She ran her thumb along the curve of the scroll, a habit
she’d inherited from watching him. It was a beautiful instrument, imbued with the
history of its owner.

Deciding to give it a proper cleaning and perhaps even a gentle re-stringing, Johanna
carefully opened the case. The aroma of aged wood and rosin filled her senses, a
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comforting perfume. As she lifted the violin, a subtle tremor ran through her.
Something felt… different. Not wrong, precisely, but subtly altered. A faint, almost
imperceptible gap where the scroll met the pegbox, a whisper of a space that
shouldn’t be there.

Her father had taught her the intricacies of every instrument, how to feel its balance,
to understand its construction. This tiny anomaly gnawed at her. With the careful
touch of a surgeon, she examined the scroll more closely, her fingers tracing the
delicate carving. It was then she noticed it: a nearly invisible seam, expertly disguised,
running along the inside curve of the scroll, just beneath where the pegs were
inserted. It was an intentional design, not a flaw.

A hidden compartment? Her father, a man who valued transparency above all else,
keeping such a secret? The thought was perplexing. With a small, flat blade from his
own toolkit, she carefully pried at the seam. It gave way with a soft click, revealing a
shallow, narrow cavity. Nestled within, folded precisely, was a single sheet of aged
parchment. Her heart hammered against her ribs.

Her fingers trembled as she extracted the letter. The paper felt delicate, almost
fragile, under her touch. It was not addressed to anyone, nor did it bear a visible
signature on the outside. Unfolding it, she saw the elegant script, somewhat hurried,
yet undeniably refined. The words, when she finally deciphered them in the dim light
of the workshop, struck her with the force of a physical blow. "They have taken my last
symphony. If you find this, hold truth above applause."

No date. No name. Yet the message resonated with an intensity that sent a chill down
her spine. "They have taken my last symphony." The phrase echoed in the silent room,
a declaration of loss and perhaps, a plea for help. Who was "they"? And whose
symphony? Her mind raced, sifting through the countless composers her father had
known, the musicians who had frequented their home.

She reread the note, searching for any additional clues, any faint watermark or subtle
embellishment that might betray its origin. Nothing. Just the stark, powerful words,
penned with urgency. It was a direct command, a challenge thrown across time and
circumstance. "Hold truth above applause." It spoke of integrity, of a higher purpose
than mere recognition. This was not a casual complaint; it was a desperate confession.

The discovery fundamentally shifted her perception of her father. He was not just the
quiet luthier, the devoted father, but a man who had been privy to a secret, a
guardian of a truth hidden within the very heart of his craft. Why had he never spoken
of it? Why had he kept this letter, this potential clue to a musical crime, concealed for
what must have been years? The questions swirled, demanding answers.

Johanna tucked the letter carefully into her apron pocket. The cleaning of the violin
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was forgotten. The dust motes dancing in the sunbeams no longer held her attention.
Her grief, which had been a heavy, suffocating blanket, now felt electrified, sharpened
by a burgeoning sense of purpose. This wasn't just about mourning her father; it was
about understanding him, and perhaps, fulfilling a silent obligation he had carried.

She knew she couldn't simply ignore it. The world of Viennese classical music,
seemingly so refined and harmonious, had always possessed an underlying current of
intense rivalry and guarded ambition. Composers, performers, patrons – they all
moved within a complex social dance where reputations could be made or broken on
the strength of a single performance, or the whisper of a damning rumor. Could this
missing symphony be at the heart of such a struggle?

Her thoughts drifted to her father's eclectic circle of acquaintances. There was Herr
Schneider, the cantankerous but brilliant piano tuner who frequented their shop; Frau
Schmidt, the opera singer with an impressive voice and an even more impressive
network of gossip; and, of course, the various composers and conductors who had
brought their instruments to be lovingly repaired. Any one of them could hold a piece
of this bewildering puzzle.

The initial shock began to give way to a determined resolve. Johanna, the disciplined
violinist, the meticulous scholar, now felt a different kind of music stirring within her –
a detective’s melody, a composition of clues and deductions. Her education had
prepared her for the rigors of performance, for the precise execution of a score. But
this was a different kind of performance, a more dangerous one, where the notes were
secrets and the audience unseen.

She walked out of the workshop, leaving the scent of wood and the silence of memory
behind. The afternoon sun, breaking through the clouds, cast long shadows across the
cobbled alleyways of Vienna. The city, which had felt like a comforting embrace upon
her return, now seemed to pulse with a hidden energy, a clandestine rhythm that she
was only just beginning to perceive. The first movement of her own symphony had
begun, and its opening note was a stolen secret.
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