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"I'm fine, honestly," Tim insisted to Victoria, trying an optimistic smile. "It's not all that bad. It could have turned out so much worse for me."

He was stretched out on the narrow bed in his small Viennese apartment, and in my humble opinion he looked as if a pack of hungry wolves had attacked him.

His right leg was in plaster from the sole of his foot to his knee, his arm on the same side was in another cast from wrist to elbow, his face was covered in scratches and there was a thick bandage on the left side of his neck. Hidden underneath was a kind of burn, caused by a weapon that Tim had described as a taser and which—according to his explanation—could deliver powerful electric shocks. Even lethal ones, if things went badly.

My four-pawed friend Pearl, who considered herself the top feline expert on crime and murder, immediately commented: "A taser? How exciting! In my opinion, an unmistakable sign that this time we are dealing with a criminal case worthy of our attention as leading international detectives."

"Leading what?" I repeated incredulously.

"Well, we've already solved cases halfway around the world, haven't we?" came the bright reply.

Pearl's geographical knowledge wasn't half as strong as her self-confidence, of course. I would have let myself be talked into half of Europe, but even that would have been an exaggeration. That she and I were detectives was knowledge confined only to the two of us; at most a few two-leggeds who were our close friends suspected that we had a certain instinct for criminal cases, but there was really no question of us being leading detectives. Neither internationally, nor in Europe, and not even on our tranquil little lake where our home was located—which we hadn't seen for a while. So I might have described us as semi-nomadic sleuths on four paws, but what did I know? My canine ego was small potatoes compared to that of my cat friend.

"A taser really isn't an ordinary weapon, Athos!" she continued to lecture me, clearly in her element. "An electric shock pistol!" She let the words melt in her mouth like delicate morsels of salmon. "Isn't that what that supervillain used to kill his victims with? In that spy movie we watched last week … what was it called?"

Her whiskers twitched with excitement. Or should I say, with pleasure?

“No idea,” I grumbled. We watched several of these movies a week, spending our time in front of the TV with murder, manslaughter, espionage, and thrillers, and regularly watched serial killers, kidnappers, terrorists and psychopaths at their bloody work. Advanced training for top detectives, as Pearl called it.

The tiny feline may have looked like a cuddly fluffy toy, but Pearl's tastes—and not just when it came to television—were bloodthirsty and morbid through and through.

I didn't approve, but of course nobody cared what I thought. After all, I wasn't Pearl's father, I was just her … well, what was I? Her slave dog, I sometimes thought to myself. Her protector. Her valet when she was playing the spoiled lady again—in other words, very often. If I was feeling optimistic, I would have said: her pack leader, but I was probably just fooling myself.

Besides, I really didn't want to talk about our TV programs, or further feed Pearl's detective fantasies. Tim had been attacked in a really heinous way, and even though he was now acting heroic for Victoria’s benefit, I was fully aware that he had been extremely lucky and had only escaped death by a hair's breadth.

Victoria was not only my own two-legged, but had also been Tim Mortensen's girlfriend for a long time. She saw through his "I'm fine. It's not that bad," just like I had.

"It could have been worse?" she repeated his assertion with raised eyebrows. "In what way? In that you would have ended up in an open grave in the cemetery? Or maybe that you could now be lying in the morgue like your professor?"

Tim's smile, so bravely adopted, faded. He reached for Victoria's hand. "I couldn't save Magdalena," he whispered. "I should have taken better care of her, I…"

"Please don't blame yourself," Victoria interrupted him. "You'd better tell me exactly what she got you into. Who was this woman, anyway? Who on earth would want to kill a professor of history?"

Pearl, who was sitting next to Tim on the bed, quickly switched from the role of bloodthirsty tiger to sweet kitten mode, which she uses to wrap the whole world around her tiny paw—and that's not a geographical misjudgment on my part!

She snuggled up to our poor, badly battered two-legged, which unfortunately caused him to let out a cry of pain. In her attempt to cuddle with him she had bumped the bandage covering his neck. The taser wound.

Victoria grabbed the tiny one. "Careful, sweetie," she warned. "We'll have to treat our dear Tim with kid gloves for the time being."

She put Pearl further down on the bed next to Tim's uninjured hand, and he reached out for the kitten and began to stroke her. Pearl purred loudly.

"At least a small part of me is still operational," Tim joked, giving Victoria a wry smile.

He was really brave, you had to give him that. He must have been in terrible pain. How could it have come to this, our two-legged lying here in plaster casts and bandaged like a mummy in front of us?

What a mess! I had been so looking forward to spending Christmas with Tim, to a few quiet weeks in which no two-legged would kill another one for once, and in which Pearl and I could take a break from our constant missions as four-pawed detectives.

I’d hoped for lots of snow, which would turn the streets and parks of the city into a frosty wilderness, for a wonderfully fragrant Christmas tree in the apartment and above all for cozy hours spent with my pack. I had imagined that, for once, I wouldn't have to play bodyguard or emergency rescuer or rack my poor canine brain over some criminal mystery. And I’d also wanted to dust off a few Christmas cookies. They tasted almost as good as ice cream, and I love ice cream!

Sigh. I had rejoiced too soon.
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Victoria, Pearl and I had driven all the way to visit Tim in Vienna, to spend the Christmas vacation with him.

He was currently living here because he had decided to study history at the university, even though he had long since passed his student years. Victoria, the tiny one and I, on the other hand, were currently living on the North Sea island of Sylt, which I had firmly taken to my doggy heart.

I had been looking forward to seeing Tim again for weeks—and now this! He had only been left alone for a few months and now he’d escaped death by a hair's breadth. I couldn't be everywhere at once and personally protect every member of my pack! I already had my paws full with Pearl, who sincerely thought she was an indomitable tigress, but in reality was an extremely vulnerable—and constantly sniveling!—kitten.

Tim had only been discharged from hospital this morning. Victoria had picked him up and then we had all driven together in her car to the southern part of the city, where Tim's rented apartment was located.

On crutches, and leaning on Victoria, Tim had made it up to the third floor and reached the bedroom of his apartment, and this short distance had completely exhausted the otherwise strong two-legged. Fortunately there was an elevator, although Tim's apartment was not in an ordinary, modern apartment building.

He had come to rent this accommodation through his professor at the university—the one who was now in the morgue—because she owned the house, and I'm sure it made his historian's heart beat faster. I thought it was wonderful too, and I can probably also call myself an history enthusiast, even if we dogs are not generally thought to have such interests.

The building complex was called Schloss Neuhof – Newcourt Palace - which in my opinion was very misleading, because it was neither new, nor did it look like a palace..

Schloss Neuhof was rather like a castle, which could well have been built in the Middle Ages. Perhaps the complex really was that old, but no one had thought it worth the effort to tell me its history.

The structure had meter-thick walls on which two large round towers sat enthroned, and I had even been able to make out the remnants of a moat when we’d arrived, though there was no longer any water in it and the associated drawbridge had long since been dismantled. Only the remaining pillars and anchorings told the experienced historian—i.e. me—that the bridge must have once existed.

But back to our poor Tim and the vicious attack. His account of what exactly had happened to him sounded pretty chaotic, although I was listening very carefully. He mentioned several times that he had been given high doses of all sorts of drugs in hospital, so his otherwise clear mind seemed to be quite confused.

What I had been able to make out so far went something like this:

At the center of the terrible events was Magdalena Weiß, who was a historian and had taught Tim at Vienna's main university. I've already mentioned that much.

Magdalena had married a certain Christian Weiß a long time ago—I think we’re talking about twenty-five years, so more than a dog's life. The man was also a professor at the university, but he was a theologian, one of those two-leggeds who studied the religion of humans. In Christian's case, mainly—or exclusively?—Christianity. Very fitting for his name.

What I knew so far about the life of Jesus, the founder of this religion, was as confusing as Tim’s current attempt at telling us how he had gotten so badly injured. But I don't want to digress.

Magdalena and Christian Weiß had three children who had belonged originally to Magdalena's older sister. She and her husband had died in a boating accident several years ago, and so the offspring had ended up with Aunt Magdalena and Uncle Christian, who had adopted the little ones, and so now they were mother and father—an even more confusing state of affairs. The two-leggeds really were funny, as Pearl liked to point out.

In family terms, it all sounded quite straightforward and not necessarily perilous, I thought—apart from the boat accident perhaps, behind which Pearl immediately sensed a murder in her morbid way. But there was no mention of that.

My point is that Magdalena seemed to have been a completely normal professor, just like my first two-legged, Professor Adler, who had passed me on to his daughter Victoria in his will. He too had been an historian, a person who lived at least partly in the past, was hungry for education and loved to spend his time in his library, and who certainly had no interest in adventures where you might fall victim to a murderer out of the blue. On the other hand, he had been murdered, but I have already reported about that elsewhere. Perhaps historians actually lived more dangerously than I’d assumed?

In any case, Magdalena had been attacked with a taser and killed a few days ago during the night at the nearby Vienna Central Cemetery. The perpetrator had incapacitated her with the electric shock gun—and then set her on fire! What a horrific death. Just thinking about it made my stomach turn.

Tim, who had accompanied Magdalena that night, had also been attacked—and if I interpreted his confused account correctly, he had been the first to be tasered, even before Magdalena. However, he had not been rendered unconscious immediately, but had managed to reflexively flee, although he’d stumbled in the darkness and finally collided with a stone angel watching over a tomb and had fallen into a pit. This was the cause of his broken limbs and the scratches on his face.

Pearl or I would probably have survived such a fall or collision unscathed, but the two-leggeds were fragile creatures that didn't even have the protection of fur. And their falling technique was beyond criticism. Our own species usually landed neatly on their four paws, but the humans always seemed to hit the ground with their most vulnerable body parts first.

After Tim had escaped, his attacker had concentrated on Magdalena and this had unfortunately cost the poor professor her life.

Tim had subsequently lost consciousness, perhaps as a result of the electric shock from the taser. In any case, he had initially been completely unaware of Magdalena's murder.

He had regained consciousness with racking pains all over his body and had let precious time pass before he’d even known where he was, or how he had gotten there. He couldn't even remember what had taken place, but he’d finally dialed the emergency number on his cell phone because he could not get to his feet on his own.

Only the rescue workers who’d rushed to Tim's aid had come across the half-charred body of the professor. Brrrrr. I couldn't get the image of her terrible flaming demise out of my head. And Pearl's pink snub nose had twitched so vividly at Tim's description that it seemed as if she could even smell the scent of burning flesh.
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"I couldn't save Magdalena," Tim lamented. "I didn't even know at the time exactly what had happened to me." Tim had repeated these self-accusatory words what felt like twenty times since we had been sitting at his bedside.

"Could it be that the assassin wasn't after Magdalena at all, but rather after you?" Victoria now asked. "I mean, you were both attacked, after all. Why do you assume that she was the actual target?"

Tim was still stroking Pearl's fur with one hand, but Victoria was sitting close to them both and carefully touching his arm. She smelled depressed and rather confused, which was no wonder, of course.

"Who would want to kill me?" Tim objected. He shook his head—or rather he tried to, because he immediately stopped himself with a soft cry.

"Damn it," he hissed through clenched teeth. "It feels like my whole neck is on fire."

Victoria grimaced sympathetically. "Do you think the assassin was a madman who just attacked the first people he came across? In a cemetery, of all places?"

"The police seem to think so," Tim answered, holding himself stiffly and carefully upright now, only moving his lips. "But I'm convinced Magdalena was his target. I was just standing in the way, you could say. She was on the trail of some foul thing, I'm sure of it—she dropped some pretty strange hints to me before she died, you know."

"What kind of hints?" asked Victoria.

"I think it was about the grave fires at the Central Cemetery…"

"I’m sorry, what?"

"I guess I need to go into a little more detail. Magdalena was also a tour guide in addition to her work at the university, you know. Not on a grand scale, but just for fun, so to speak. And in recent months, she'd been specializing in tours of the Central Cemetery, since we live right next door to it. The Central Cemetery by Night, a spooky tour with Professor Magdalena Weiß—that's what she called her program. And her tours were very popular, almost always sold out. The city of the dead really is a very special place; many famous people have honorary graves there. Beethoven, Schubert, Johann Strauss … and, more recently, Falco and Udo Jürgens, all very popular musicians. There is also the eerily beautiful atmosphere and the charm of the good old days, as many graves date back to the 19th century…"

"Yes, well," Victoria interjected impatiently, "but what about these grave fires that you mentioned? Was it the tombs of these famous people that caught fire? Or were they set on fire? Is that what you're getting at? Were there arsonists at work?"

Tim’s brow furrowed. "Magdalena made inquiries about these fires in the cemetery," he said. "I know that much. As far as I understand, it wasn't celebrity tombs that were desecrated in this way, but rather normal, inconspicuous gravesites. I had the impression that Magdalena found out more about these acts of vandalism, more than the police or the cemetery management could bring to light—but then she suddenly became silent and secretive, and I have no idea why. One evening she said she wanted to show me something, and that's why I was at the cemetery with her that night, you know? She was doing another one of her tours and asked me to come along because she'd made a discovery and wanted my advice. It struck me as odd—after all, she was my professor and I'm only at the beginning of my studies. So how could she have needed my advice?"

"Maybe what she wanted to show you had nothing to do with her area of expertise? Or at least not directly," said Victoria.

Tim nodded, barely noticeably. "I suppose so. As I said, she hinted that it had something to do with her investigations—and they revolved around these tomb desecrations. That much I know."

"Hmmm," Pearl said, staring at me sharply. "Very strange, don't you think? And suspicious. A professor walking around the cemetery at night with one of her students…"

I didn't answer her. What was I supposed to say in reply to that?

The whole thing seemed just as bizarre to Victoria. "But what did Magdalena want to show you in the middle of the night?" she asked Tim. "Something she couldn't discuss with you in daylight?"

"Possibly—it certainly seemed that way. She was very secretive, which wasn't usually her style."

He frowned and suddenly stared at me in much the same way Pearl had just done, as if I might be able to fathom this mystery that had quite possibly cost his professor her life.

I started to pant nervously until I realized that Tim wasn't looking at me at all, but staring straight through me into empty space. Phew, what a relief!

"Well, anyway," he said immediately afterwards, turning back to Victoria, "when the tour was over, Magdalena took me to the northwest part of the cemetery. Her tour always ended in front of the large church by the presidential crypt, and it was from there that we took the path to the northwest. Unfortunately, she didn't tell me exactly where she wanted to go or what she absolutely had to show me. I assumed it was a particular tomb—but that’s pure speculation. The area is absolutely huge. The Central Cemetery is one of the largest burial grounds in the world, you know, a real city of the dead, where about three million people are buried. Can you imagine that? That's a lot more than the current population of Vienna."

"More of the dead than the living," Pearl repeated, her expression carefully imitating that of a sphinx. "That's incredible. The two-leggeds really are strange, but that's nothing new."

"And what's in the north-western part of the cemetery?" asked Victoria. "Any tombs of celebrities? Or the graves that were set on fire?"

"Yes, two of the graves that were set on fire are in that area. But as I said, there have been several such grave desecrations recently, and they are scattered all over the cemetery with no apparent pattern."

Tim carefully lowered the back of his head against the headboard and closed his eyes for a moment. He seemed to find it difficult to concentrate for any greater length of time.

I could only guess at the amount of painkillers he’d been stuffed with that were clouding his ordinarily sharp and alert mind. And how much suffering he was still enduring.

"There's also the old Jewish cemetery, and the Buddhist section, in the north-western part," he said to Victoria as he opened his eyes again. "Magdalena didn't mention anything about taking me to either of those areas, though."

"Jewish and Buddhist graves? In a Christian cemetery?" Victoria asked in astonishment.

"Yes, it is something special. The Central Cemetery is not restricted to any particular religion, even though the vast majority of burials are of course in the Christian tradition. Many different denominations are represented. You'll also find Muslim and even Mormon graves or neo-pagan forms such as tree burials." Tim groaned. "I wish I knew what Magdalena had found out. She should have confided in me much earlier. I…"

Tim didn't get any further, because at that moment there was an energetic knocking on the front door.

Victoria got up, hurried through the open door of the bedroom, into the anteroom of the small apartment, and opened it.

A broad-shouldered man, perhaps fifty years old, almost ran into her. He was wearing light-colored linen trousers and a navy wool sweater. "Where is he? That bastard! I'll finish him off!" he roared. He stormed towards us with his legs stomping like an angry rhinoceros. The bastard he was looking for was apparently Tim.

Pearl reacted faster than I did. She got up on her paws, arched her back and hissed like a wannabe tiger.

I joined her immediately—except for the hump, of course. I've never thought that a hunchback looked dangerous, even if the cats of this world seem to think so. And of course I hissed like a truly terrifying wolf, not like a half-pint kitten whose teeth you had to look for with a magnifying glass.

Whoever this intruder was, who seemed to be beside himself with rage, I would certainly not allow him to lay a hand on our poor, currently defenseless two-legged.
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The angry man, who’d reminded me so much of a rhinoceros, came to a halt when I stood in his way, growling. The sight of my bared teeth had the desired effect. At least he didn’t seem to be tired of living.

However, that didn't stop the maniac from shaking his raised fist in Tim's direction and bombarding our poor patient with a foul tirade. The intruder's face was bright red and he would surely have suffered a heart attack had Victoria not intervened.

She stepped up next to me and said gently: "Relax, Athos, I'm sure there's just been a misunderstanding."

I didn't get that impression, but I did Victoria a favor and shut my mouth.

Tim apparently knew the man, but didn't seem to know what had made him so angry.

"Christian?" he exclaimed, puzzled. "For heaven's sake, calm down! What's going on?"

That was a pretty friendly and calm reaction, I thought, considering all the things the visitor had just thrown at him. The simple "bastard" that he had called Tim in his initial greeting had actually been one of the more harmless insults. Who was this guy who seemed to have a really bad anger management problem?

It took me a moment to make the connection. Christian—that's how Tim had just addressed the two-legged rhinoceros—and that was precisely the same name as Magdalena's husband, wasn't it? But could this enraged rake truly be the theology professor that Tim had mentioned in his report to Victoria?

I had imagined a model Christian who trained others in the faith to be very different—hadn't the founder of the Christian religion, the two-legged man they called Jesus, preached something about loving your neighbor and being gentle to all?

I must have misunderstood something. On the other hand, the followers of this faith always pretended to eat this holy man in a ritual way at their events, which they called Communion. And drank his blood!

"The purest cannibals!" Pearl, who had told me about this custom, had mocked them. I don't know where she'd picked that up, but when it came to bloodshed, she was the expert.

Behind the rhino, who was still snorting with rage, other two-leggeds appeared the next moment. He had left the front door open and apparently brought some of the other building residents with him. Or rather, he’d brought his offspring, as I found out a few moments later—the nephews and nieces he had adopted and who were now his children.

The young two-leggeds were of student age, two men and a woman—and their father's outburst of rage seemed to have surprised them as much as it did Tim and us.

"Have you lost your mind, Father?" the young woman asked rather coldly, while the older of the two young men grinned in amusement.

"Chill out, Dad!" he said. "What's all the fuss about? Were you looking for an opponent in your weight class and hence chose this poor cripple? No offense, Tim!" he added in a good-humored tone, addressing our own two-legged.

In the next breath, he turned his attention back to Christian: "Really, Dad, you should work on your temper! Relax! Take a deep breath."

Christian whirled around, his face now an even darker shade, and hissed at the young people: "How dare you talk to me like that?"

I saw both of his hands clench into fists, but at least he was able to control himself sufficiently so as to not hit his children.

Instead, his voice grew even louder, and he shouted at them so fiercely that spit flew out of his mouth: "Did I raise you to be a gaggle of gawking gossips, who flock together just when I raise my voice for once in this house? Get out of here!"

His words were also directed at his younger son, even though he hadn't said a word so far but had just stood there with a shocked expression. He was extremely thin and, despite his young age, already had a very high hairline. A thinker's forehead, as the two-leggeds liked to call it.

He, of all people, fearfully took a step back, but then halted when he saw that his siblings weren't budging.

The older brother, who was taller and more athletic and seemed much more self-confident, said: "What's up, Dad? Have you been drinking? And so early in the day?"

His straw-blond hair fell into his forehead, and he seemed to me to be the kind of two-legged who had a lot of friends and was the center of attention at every party.

The father's hands twitched aggressively again, while his face contorted into a hideous grimace. It wouldn’t take much, it seemed to me, and he would have slapped his son.

The daughter, who was brunette, green-eyed and also very slim, touched her father's arm, frowning, and murmured: "Don't sin by raising your hand against Benedikt—even if he provokes you!" She gave her older brother a disparaging look, causing him to roll his eyes.

Then she continued in the same reproachful tone, again directed at Christian: "Or by uttering such imprecations against this defenseless man, father! He lives under our roof and he is badly injured. What is he guilty of in your eyes?"

Christian moved away from her with a brusque gesture. "Don't lecture me, Domenica! You're forgetting who you're talking to!"

Nevertheless, his daughter's admonition seemed to have calmed him down a little. At least he lowered his fists and didn't hurl any more curses at Tim—and the son also got away without being slapped.

Victoria used the resulting break to defuse the situation.

She stepped forward, held out her hand to the man and introduced herself with a somewhat forced smile: "I'm Victoria Adler, Tim's partner."

Sometimes I really envied her composure. I had to make every effort not to growl at the rhino-man again in warning, and Pearl was still doing her little cat hump.

Christian Weiß didn't want to take her hand, that much was clear.

"His partner?" he repeated venomously. "Then you'll be interested to know that this bastard made a pass at my wife!"

"Are you out of your mind, now?" Tim roared. "That's a lie! Magdalena was never anything more than a mentor and friend to me."

"Oh really?" Christian literally spat the words at Tim. His hands tightened into fists again and drops of sweat glistened on his forehead.

I could no longer control myself—I just had to growl again. But in this case it certainly couldn't hurt.

He squinted down at me, and at least looked a little impressed. For the moment he shut his mouth and didn't seem to know what to do.

Victoria, on the other hand, only looked at Tim questioningly.

He leaned forward—which he regretted immediately. His hand went to the bandage on his neck and he let out an agonized groan.

"Where did you get this absurd idea, Christian?" he gasped, even though his eyes remained fixed on Victoria. "Just because Magdalena and I got on fairly well and…"

"Got on fairly well?" Christian interrupted him. "She left you a fortune, goddammit! As I've just found out."

"Father, you're forgetting yourself," his daughter said, trying to stop him again. She frowned at the word goddammit, looking at him like a strict mother who found it unacceptable when her naughty puppy wet the carpet.

She would have made a terrifying preacher, able to describe the depths of hell in the most glowing colors to the sinners in her community, so that they would immediately repent of all their missteps. I had to say that this young woman was a bit scary, even to me as a fearless almost-wolf.

The younger brother now came to her aid—the skinny one with the high forehead. He looked far more harmless than she did, and although his father's behavior clearly irritated him just as much, he spoke quietly and with great self-control: "Mother wouldn't approve of you making such a ridiculous scene here, Dad, and our heavenly Father certainly wouldn't either!"

Apparently, not only was the professor a theologian, but his children were also very religious. Well, two of them anyway, because the older brother suddenly began chuckling.

"Dear me, what clerics you two are," he mocked his siblings. "You should hear yourselves talk. This is unbearable!"

He approached Victoria, casually held out his hand and introduced himself with a disarming smile. "Benedikt Weiß. You'll have to excuse my family; I'm afraid they're all rather a stuffy lot, even on their best days. The death of our mother … has thrown us all off course."

He shook his head and his smile suddenly faded. "You'll have to forgive us all for being a little tense."

"It's all right," said Victoria. She took the hand Benedikt was holding out to her and shook it.

"That's my sister Domenica and my brother Ignatius. Both downright fanatical Christians, as I'm sure you've already noticed," Benedikt added with a disparaging nod of his head in their direction. "They both study theology like our dear father." His tone was only seemingly reverential, the mocking undertone impossible to ignore.

He tapped his own chest with a hint of pride. "I, on the other hand, aim to become a doctor, so I really want to do something useful for humanity. But perhaps your friend has already told you that?" He gave Tim an amiable look and stroked a strand of blond hair behind his ear with a smooth gesture.

"I'm pleased to meet you," said Victoria. "Even if the circumstances…" She broke off and made an embarrassed gesture with her hand.

But she quickly managed to regain her composure.

"You and your siblings have really unusual names," she said. She was clearly trying to make a bit of informal small talk to defuse the stormy atmosphere in the room.

As humans have no useful sense of smell with which to sniff new acquaintances, and no tail to wag in a friendly manner, they usually use this ritual to get to know each other. They chat a little, smile at each other and sniff each other in their own way—figuratively speaking, because that's all they're capable of. Right now, here in Tim's bedroom, which was more reminiscent of a trench in which hostile opponents were facing each other down, this ritual was urgently needed.

"We are all named after saints of the Roman Catholic Church," Benedikt explained, pulling his shoulders up as if he had to apologize for this fact. "Domenica, Benedikt and Ignatius. You can't imagine how many times I've wanted to murder my parents for that."

He chuckled merrily, but then suddenly choked.

He fell silent and looked like a wet poodle. Apparently he had just remembered that his real parents were long dead and that his foster mother had recently suffered the same fate. She had in fact been murdered.

How could he have forgotten that?
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Christian, however, wasn’t finished with Tim. His anger had subsided a little, but his eyes still reflected his undisguised hatred.

"Our lawyer just called," he hissed at Tim, "about Magdalena's will. This house is to go to the children and I get my compulsory share. At least she didn't try to disinherit us completely. But you, you bastard, are supposed to get the lion's share of the rest of the estate—to support the aspiring historian, for his research. Ridiculous!"

His voice had taken on a particularly disgusted tone with the last words. "You lousy pig, are you seriously trying to convince me that you didn't make eyes at Magdalena? That you didn't hit on my wife when she could almost have been your mother?"

"I didn't do anything like that," Tim insisted, "and I certainly didn't know that Magdalena was going to bequeath anything to me."

Benedikt whistled through his teeth. "So much money to a virtual stranger? Mum really wasn't a poor woman, but I wouldn't have thought her capable of such a crazy move. Not bad."

"Not bad?" his father repeated angrily.

"I thought you didn’t care about money, though?" Benedikt replied with a cynical smile. "What have you always preached to us? It is easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven? I'm sure Mother only wanted to make sure that you had a place in heaven with her will—on God's lap, so to speak. Look on the bright side!"

That was definitely too much for Christian to take. He let out an angry growl, his arm muscles tensed and in the next moment he had slapped Benedikt across the face.

The young man howled like an abused puppy. "Are you out of your mind?" He glared angrily at his father and I saw his right hand twitch. It wouldn't have taken much for him to hit back.

But he controlled himself. He clenched his fist, turned on his heel and stormed out of the room.

"Please, Christian, we all need to calm down," Tim said, taking the floor again. "It's really not your children's fault. And you have to believe me—I swear to you that there was absolutely nothing going on between Magdalena and me. We were just friends. I admired her as a historian and she probably saw me as something of an up-and-coming talent, which fills me with pride, of course. But that was all there really was to it."

He turned his head gently in Victoria's direction, but continued to speak to Christian. "As you can see, I have a wonderful girlfriend with whom I couldn't be happier. I would never cheat on her."

"Out of sight, out of mind," I heard Ignatius mutter. "They were separated for a long time."

The other two-leggeds probably missed his words because he spoke very quietly. But I picked them up.

Christian was unimpressed by Tim's protestations of innocence. His pale gray eyes darkened like a stormy sky.

"Do you know what else our lawyer confided in me?" he hurled at Tim. "Magdalena changed her will just two days before she died. Two bloody days! And then she's suddenly murdered. You can bet your life that Chief Inspector Fischer will hear about it! Perhaps he should rethink his theory about these supposed vandals, whom Magdalena fell victim to quite by accident in the cemetery. Maybe my wife wasn't killed by some junkies or grave robbers."

He pursed his lips in disgust. "But by a bastard who made eyes at her to get her money!"

"That really is quite enough!" shouted Tim. "First you accuse me of cheating on my girlfriend, and now I'm supposed to be a murderer too? You're out of your mind! I almost died myself in the attack that cost Magdalena her life, you madman. Look at me!"

Pearl scurried to one side, startled, because his fingers, which had been stroking her fur, suddenly tensed and curled up. He smelled terribly stressed and I was afraid that he would lose his temper at any moment.

"Humans!" commented the tiny one in a huff. "What a fuss they always make!"

Pearl ran across the bed toward me and dropped onto the floor, where she landed almost silently. Immediately afterwards, she began to groom herself, an unmistakable sign that she was very upset.

A few silent seconds passed, then she commented in her inimitable way: "If Tim really had been cheating with this Magdalena, then that could be an advantage for us, I think."

"Excuse me?" I snapped, irritated.

"Well, for the sake of pack expansion, don't you see? If Tim isn't so strict about monogamy, then Victoria could also be with Oskar ... well, you know. I'd really like to have him in the family, wouldn't you?"

Oskar was the chief inspector we had worked with in our last two murder cases on the North Sea island of Sylt. He was a really likeable two-legged and he and Victoria got on really well—perhaps too well for a purely professional collaboration. And yes, I had to admit that I would have liked him to join our pack.

But unlike Pearl, I knew that Tim would never tolerate it, and that he certainly hadn't cheated on Victoria. Neither with this Magdalena, even though she had apparently left him a fortune, nor with anyone else. He simply wasn't that kind of man.

I sat down on my hindquarters and let my tongue hang out of my mouth. Was it just me, or was it terribly hot in here? The people were heating up the atmosphere in the small room and polluting the air with their fumes of anger and hatred. Christmas peace felt very far away. I couldn’t see it at all.

Christian raised his hand and pointed his index finger at Tim as if he wanted to poke his eye out. "I demand that you get out of my house, right now!"

He paused abruptly. "Out of our house," he corrected himself, because he had probably just realized that Schloss Neuhof now belonged to his children, which only seemed to make him angrier. "Get out of my sight and never show your face here again!" he snapped at Tim.

"Don't worry about that—there's nothing keeping me here," Tim replied. "But you can't insist I leave immediately. I'm hardly in a position to look for a new apartment at the moment, in case you haven't noticed. I have a valid tenancy agreement and you can't just throw me out on the street right now! I also want to know who did this to Magdalena and me, who was responsible for this murder." The corners of Tim's mouth twitched, but he didn't add anything else to his words.

Christian clearly didn't like his answer. He grimaced as if he had eaten a whole lemon, but he also thought it best to end the conversation—or rather the argument—at this point.

"We're leaving," he said to his two remaining children, who had taken to watching silently for the last few minutes.

The two of them followed him out of the room without a word.
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Victoria closed the door behind Christian Weiß and his offspring and returned to our bedroom. She didn't sit down by Tim's bed, however, but stood and looked at him thoughtfully. The open and friendly expression that was usually on her face had disappeared.

Tim noticed it too; it wasn’t just me, who probably knew my two-legged best.

"Darling? You don't believe a word that madman said, do you?" he blurted out. "Magdalena and I were friends, nothing more and nothing less, I give you my word on that. I would never cheat on you, not with any woman. You know that, don't you?"

Victoria didn't reply.

"Honey?" If his injuries hadn't tied him to the bed, Tim would certainly have jumped up and pulled Victoria into his arms. But he could do no more than lie there helplessly and stare at her, half pleading, half offended.

And she? Instead of giving herself a jolt and finally sitting down beside her boyfriend, Victoria stayed where she was and stared in my direction.

I ran over to her. It was apparent she needed my emotional support. I was beside her in a few steps and gently nudged her with my muzzle.

Okay, maybe not gently enough. She almost lost her balance and had to lunge backwards. Sometimes I just forget how big and strong I am.

However, she didn't take offense at my nose-poke. On the contrary, she laughed, got down on her knees and hugged me tightly.

"Dogs are so much less complicated than men," she whispered in my ear. "With you, I always know one hundred percent where I stand."

"That's right!" I replied and gave her a sloppy kiss on the cheek. For once she bravely endured this caress, which was usually too damp for her liking.

However, Tim made sure that it wasn't just me who was to be cuddled, but also himself.

"Darling, please!" he called out—and in the next moment he stretched out his uninjured arm to Victoria. "Sit with me, will you?" He really was a pitiful sight that made your heart feel heavy in your chest.

Pearl, on the other hand, was apparently unimpressed. She sat next to me like a statue and didn't seem to notice anything that was happening.

While Victoria complied with Tim's request to join him, I turned to the tiny one: "Are you all right, Pearl? Why are you being so quiet?"

"What? Not at all … I'm just thinking about the best way to approach our new murder case. I was afraid we'd be bored out of our minds here with this Christmas idyll in Vienna, especially as the two-leggeds only ever bake those strange cookies and cakes instead of delicious salmon pies. What's wrong with humans?" Her pink nose twitched as she scrutinized me with her big blue eyes.

The question was rhetorical, of course. Pearl didn't wait for me to give her an answer, but continued straight away: "Anyway, as I've said before, a taser as a weapon sounds promising. And as far as this Central Cemetery is concerned, I'm also very excited. A city of the dead, Athos! Isn't that really creepy?"

"Um, yeah," I mumbled, "if you say so."

Pearl's eyes narrowed and she suddenly purred comfortably. "I just remembered that fantastic movie we saw a few weeks ago … Pet Sematary. It looks like we're also going to be investigating a cemetery haunted by death. Thanks to Tim, we're already in the middle of an exciting new case!"

"Isn't it normal for death to haunt cemeteries?" I dared to object, which earned me a reproving look.

I couldn't help but reprimand the tiny one a little too. After all, I simply couldn't let her get away with the callousness she so often displayed. Where was it going to lead?

"An exciting new case, you say? You make it sound like we're at a party," I accused her. "Tim was almost murdered! Can't you behave like a cute little kitten for once instead of always being so morbid?"

"I am a cute kitten," Pearl said—and as if to prove it, she opened her baby-blue eyes even wider and put on her most beautifully innocent face. The little hypocrite!

I’d only caught half of the movie she was referring to, cause most of the time, especially towards the end, I had pretended to be asleep just to avoid having to watch it. Creepy monster children, or even cats, as they appeared in this movie, were not for me. But I saw no reason to let Pearl know that.

Personally, I wouldn't have had the slightest objection to boring cookies, instead of going on yet another murder hunt—but apparently Tim was also determined to not let his professor's death go unpunished.

"I'm certainly not going to move out of here until I know who murdered Magdalena," he said to Victoria. "She was on the trail of some nasty business; she wanted to show me something that really upset her … the night she was killed."

"Yes, you already mentioned that," Victoria said. Her voice sounded different, not as friendly and warm as usual.

My poor two-legged! I approached her again and sniffed her.

Hmm. She smelled of stress—worry—doubt. No wonder, given what had happened.

Tim couldn't sniff that out himself, but he was sensitive enough to realize that Victoria was in a strange mood.

He began with a contrite expression: "Oh darling, I'm truly sorry that your Christmas visit got off to such a terrible start…"

Victoria made a dismissive gesture. "It's not your fault. But I wonder if—"

She broke off.

Tim squeezed her hand. He was not in a position to try much else.

But what did she do? She pulled her hand away from him, which was really strange.

She took a deep breath. "To be honest, I find it rather odd that Magdalena left you so much money. I mean, if you really were just friends—student and professor."

"If?" Tim repeated. "Don't you believe me? Do you think I would lie to you? Or even start something with another woman?"

"No … but … well," Victoria stammered. "You wouldn't be the first man to do something like that. We haven't seen each other for quite a while, and maybe you were just … lonely, I don't know."

Tim tried to lean forward, but he immediately froze and his hand went to the bandage on his neck.

He groaned. "I can't believe what you're saying, what you must think of me. You've never been jealous, and I've never given you the slightest reason to be. I thought there was something very special between us…"

"There is!" Victoria said quickly.

He scrutinized her with narrowed eyes. "And yet you think I could cheat on you."

"No, I … oh damn it, please excuse me. Maybe Magdalena just had a crush on you. That doesn't necessarily mean that you reciprocated her feelings." She tried to smile.

Instead of giving her an answer, Tim suddenly snapped: "Attack is the best form of defense, huh? What about your fidelity? You've got this new boyfriend, too—or admirer, whatever he may be. That chief inspector."

"Excuse me?"

"Well, you've been together quite a lot in the last few weeks, haven't you? And you always speak very highly of him."

"Because Oskar is a nice person. And a very capable detective," said Victoria. She clearly didn't like the fact that she was suddenly the one who needed to defend herself.

I smelled that she had started to sweat a little more, which inevitably made me gasp for air. She was also so focused on Tim that she didn't even notice the attempt I immediately made to calm her—and myself—down. I gently licked her hand, which she would have withdrawn immediately under normal circumstances.

But she didn't do that now, even though I slobbered on her a little. Embarrassing, but no surprise given the heat in this bedroom!

Her reaction—or rather the lack of any reaction to my wet caress—was not a good sign. My poor human was really upset.

"Between Oskar and me … it’s purely work related," she explained to Tim in a hushed tone. "We just had to solve two murders in quick succession, and that's the only reason we became friends. And it was actually Athos and Pearl who helped the inspector. I was just…"

She did not complete her sentence.

Pearl meowed at our two humans, at both Victoria and Tim. Which meant: "Don't argue, let's discuss our new murder case instead."

Couples therapy was not the tiny kitten’s cup of tea. And if it were up to her, Victoria could have acquired a whole harem of men, as long as they provided us with even more murder cases. And as long as they knew how to spoil Pearl with salmon and other tasty delicacies.

If you had asked the tiny one, the way to a woman's heart was through her cat's stomach—and over plenty of dead bodies.

The culinary element was another point in Oskar Nüring's favor, as the inspector had a cook who conjured up the most delicious pies. This made him even more likeable in Pearl's view.

It was, as they say, complicated.
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I drooled devotedly on Victoria's hand again and whimpered softly to let her know that she shouldn't argue with Tim. After all, we had to stick together as a pack, especially when we were being threatened by a murderer again!

This time, Victoria took note of my efforts—and to my delight, they even had the desired effect.

She took a deep breath, and then she patted my head. Finally, when she turned back to Tim, she also seemed ready to bury the hatchet.

"I actually do trust you," she murmured.

"Me too," he mumbled promptly. Then they both smiled a little sheepishly, and Victoria leaned over to kiss Tim.

Afterwards, when she’d broken away from him again, she said: "I'm not surprised when women fall in love with you, you know." This time, however, she smiled at her words and no longer smelled so frustrated, but more like I usually knew her. Friendly. Optimistic. A two-legged that you simply had to like—and I'm not just saying that because Victoria is my two-legged.

Tim raised an eyebrow, but seemed to realize that he no longer had to defend himself.

"Magdalena was really fond of me, I think," he said, "and not because of my, er, masculine charisma, but as a student of history. That to be honest flattered me a lot more, because she was fantastic in her field. She taught history in such a captivating way that you could listen to her for hours."

His expression darkened. "She also once hinted at a private scholarship that she wanted to give me, so that I could fully concentrate on my studies and later on move into research work—without having to worry about an everyday bread-and-butter job. But I really didn't know about the fact that she had included me in her will, and so generously too. I honestly didn't. I would have talked her out of it!"

He looked Victoria straight in the eye. "I told her from the beginning that I was with you, and she was dying to get to know you. I think you and Magdalena could have become good friends."

Victoria did not ask him to elaborate on these statements. Instead, she said: "We will find out who murdered her. We are already experienced in such terrible matters; it sounds horrible, but it's true. So I think I should have a look around the Central Cemetery. It seems to me that Magdalena wasn't killed there by chance."

She fell silent for a few seconds, then added: "What details did she give you about these grave desecrations? The arsons in the cemetery that you mentioned."

"Such a bad business," Tim muttered. He didn't seem to hear Victoria's question, and was lost in thought instead—but my two-legged didn't let up.

"What did Magdalena know about it? What exactly did she tell you? And how did she find out about the fires? Through the guided tours she gave at the Central Cemetery, I assume?"

Tim raised his head and met her gaze. Apparently he now realized that Victoria was looking for answers.

"Yes, exactly," he said. "Through her guided tours, as she was a regular visitor to the cemetery and already knew some of the people who work there. One of the gravediggers, with whom she occasionally exchanged a few words, told her about the fires, I think. In the beginning, when the first fire happened, the cemetery administration assumed it was an isolated incident. There are always a few weirdos hanging around there, you know—people who watch Supernatural too often, or other paranormal TV series about ghosts, vampires and the like. Such folk are drawn to cemeteries at night, where they seek contact with the afterlife or want to prove themselves as ghost hunters. I don't really know much about it. They perform rituals there, hold meetings, look for excitement. Occult stuff, you know … but only a few do any harm. Of course there are more incidents around Halloween, and even now, during the darkest time of the year, there are usually strange people hanging around the Central Cemetery. It's always been like that, Magdalena said. And the area is simply too big to be monitored. But fires used to be really rare, isolated incidents that generally didn't happen repeatedly."

"But in this case, there was more than one fire," said Victoria.

"Right. The last I knew, a total of six or seven graves had already been desecrated in this way. But there were also gravestones on which Magdalena discovered fresh white lilies. It was only she who noticed this; the cemetery employees did not. Which is understandable, because they really have other things to do than look after flowers. But the white lily is an important Christian symbol, didn’t you know? It stands for the Virgin Mary, for purity and innocence. While the custom of lighting graves on fire…"

"A custom, you say?" Victoria’s brow furrowed in astonishment.

"Well, Magdalena seemed to know something about it—I'll have to read up on what exactly she might have meant. And what she said to me is perhaps the most important thing: that the suspicion she harbored, or rather the trail she had discovered, possibly led under her own roof!"

"Good heavens!" Victoria gasped. "You mean to her own family? Did she seriously think one of them might be behind the grave desecrations? Which would also mean that she was murdered by someone … from her inner circle?"

"I don't know exactly," Tim admitted. "Under her own roof could also refer to one of the tenants who live here in the castle. There are seven or eight small apartments like mine that Magdalena rents out. About half of them are occupied by students, as far as I know. The other three or four have been rented out for decades and the residents are now quite elderly. For the life of me, I can't imagine any of them setting fire to graves at the cemetery—let alone attacking people."

"What do you know about the family members, Tim?" asked Victoria. "Could you imagine any of them being so severely disturbed that they would murder their own mother—or aunt, let’s say? Or in Christian's case, his own wife? He's got quite a temper, that much is obvious."

"Yes … I mean no, not normally. I actually thought he was a quiet and rather introverted fellow up till now. On the other hand, I don't know him or the children particularly well. Magdalena spoke of them occasionally, and once or twice I was invited to dinner with the family, but that was about it."

"There was nothing that seemed strange to you? No incidents in the past that you might now see in a completely new light?" asked Victoria.

"No—I mean, the kids are pretty weird, aren't they? A bit too religious for my taste. Domenica has always wanted to be a priest, ever since she was a little girl … but that's just not possible in the Catholic Church. She's really scary to me and definitely not quite right in the head. Magdalena always said she was far too serious and didn't have enough fun for her age."

"And the two sons?" said Victoria. "Benedikt seems the most normal to me. A bit cocky and very sure of himself, but that's not uncommon with young men."

"He's all right, I think," said Tim. "Ignatius, on the other hand, is having even less fun than Domenica. He wanted to be a monk for a long time, until he fell in love with a girl, Elena. She's really pretty, very feminine, dark-haired with striking blue eyes … and she's even living here in the house at the moment. She's Benedikt's girlfriend now."

Victoria frowned. "Excuse me?"

"Well, she was with Ignatius at first. I don't know why; Magdalena was quite worried about what her true intentions might be. She thought the girl had a cruel streak, that she liked to play with people…"

"That sounds bad," said Victoria.

Tim nodded cautiously. "Anyway, the relationship only lasted a short while, even though Ignatius fell madly in love with her, I'm afraid. She's now with Benedikt and he invited her to live with him without further ado, here in the house, in his living quarters in the family wing. Magdalena and Christian were unanimous in their opinion that they wouldn’t interfere in their children's choice of partner, even though neither of them liked Elena very much. And so they allowed her to become something of an appendage to the family. I only know her very superficially; I've exchanged a few words with her on two or three occasions when we've met in the house. And she also went on Magdalena's cemetery tour a few times. She's intelligent and can be quite nice, but she makes a calculating impression on me, if you know what I mean."

Victoria chewed on her lower lip.

"It all sounds quite commonplace so far," she said. "A bit crazy, but not dangerous. But as we know, unfortunately, the worst psychopaths often manage to pass themselves off as ordinary people and deceive everyone around them for years."

"You're the expert," Tim said with a wry smile.

"Not on criminal psychology," Victoria protested.

"You don't think so? But we deal with murder cases suspiciously often," Tim objected.

She grimaced and shrugged her shoulders. "I'll have to have a look around this cemetery, I think. Preferably today."

Tim shook his head, carefully enough that he didn't immediately wince in pain again. "Not a good idea, darling! Wait until I'm on my feet again, please, then we'll go together. We have to be careful."

"That could take a while, honey," Victoria said, pointing to Tim's numerous casts and bandages. "Until you're mobile again."

He pursed his lips in agony.

"I'll take Athos with me," Victoria suggested. "Then I’ll be safe."

I raised my head and basked in the glory of this remark.

Tim, on the other hand, said flatly: "No dogs are allowed in the cemetery."

What a downer.

"Please, darling," Tim repeated, "the cemetery can wait. Maybe you can have a closer look at Magdalena's family. I can't visit them right now, but I'm sure you'll manage to get to know them a little better. But please be extremely careful—under no circumstances must they realize that we suspect them. Otherwise you could be the next victim, and I would never forgive myself for that!"

"You really think Magdalena had suspicions about one of her own children? Or even her husband?" Victoria asked, frowning. The idea just didn't seem to fit right in her mind.

"It's possible," Tim said. "She wasn't usually a person who hesitated for long, or remained cryptic when it came to any issues. Quite the opposite, in fact. But she wouldn't tell me anything specific about the suspicions she had shortly before she died. She first had to make sure she wasn't mistaken, she said—she didn't want to wrongly suspect anyone. And in my opinion, that points to a close relationship, don't you think? She wanted to protect the person she suspected at the same time, or she couldn't believe that he or she was truly guilty. She certainly wouldn't have had such scruples with one of her tenants. In that case, she would have spoken to me about the matter instead of hesitating for so long and ultimately putting her life at risk."
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"Tim's right," Pearl said to me as we took Victoria for a quick walk around the house. "My money's on a family member as the murderer too. That husband is pretty aggressive, and we'll definitely have to take a closer look at the children as well."

"I'd still like to visit this cemetery," I said. The fact that dogs weren't allowed there had somehow hit me personally. "After all, that's where the killer struck, and where Magdalena organized her tours and carried out her secret investigations, whether she was inquiring into the grave fires or something else entirely."

When we returned to the house and Victoria went back to taking care of Tim again, Pearl and I managed to slip out of the apartment without attracting attention. Fortunately, the front door was no real obstacle to the skill of my by now well-trained paws. I pushed myself up, pressed the handle down and the way was clear for the tiny one and me. We walked along the corridor, past more apartment doors, but we didn't want to stop and see the other tenants in Schloss Neuhof. We were interested in the members of the Weiß family.

As I walked alongside the kitten—I strolled, Pearl trotted—I couldn't help thinking what a strange life we'd both led since we'd first met. You didn't see detectives like us on the TV, that was for sure, and yet we never seemed to run out of murder cases to stumble into. I wanted to bring this up with Pearl, but then we came to an obstacle. My philosophical musings would have to wait.

At the end of the corridor we reached a staircase, which unfortunately was the end of the line for us. A beautifully decorated, wrought-iron gate blocked our way into the corridor that led deeper into the interior of the castle building on the other side. A sign was attached to it, but unfortunately I couldn't read it. Not for the first time I resolved to finally learn how to read human letters, but to be honest I still had no idea how to go about it.

Pearl was less impressed by the gate and the sign, and she simply did what she was really good at when she was at a loss: she began to speculate.

"It probably says that this part of the house is private," she explained to me with conviction. "No access for the tenants. So this is the right place for us to be if we want to join the family."

"That's possible," I replied, "but I'm afraid we can't go any further here." I eyed the bars to see if there was a loophole in this situation, but there wasn't one. I stood up on my hind legs again and tried my luck with the handle. But first, it was one of those round knobs that I hated because my paws always slipped off it, and second, I suspected that the gate was locked. Why put up a security grille when any two-legged could have easily opened it?

Despondent, I sank back onto all four paws, but of course I had once again not reckoned with Pearl's adventurous spirit. Before I realized what she was up to, she was already halfway through the bars. She simply squeezed her tiny body through the ornate grille and looked very pleased when she reached the other side—almost as if she had just been served a fresh pink salmon steak.

"I'll take care of interviewing the family, and you can have a look around this cemetery in the meantime if you’d like," she explained to me like a chief inspector giving instructions to her sergeant. "Ghosts and long-dead bipeds aren't my cup of tea anyway."

It almost seemed as if Tiny was afraid of this city of the dead, even though she liked to act like a fearless lioness.

I had no fear of the cemetery; dead people were nothing more than a large collection of bones, and a dog really has no problem with that. What I didn't like so much was the idea of letting Pearl sniff around in the ranks of this family all by herself, where a murderer might be hiding.

She seemed to read my thoughts, or maybe they were written all over my snout.

"Don't worry, Athos. Nobody would hurt a cute kitten like me," she said. And the next moment she stomped off on her velvet paws without looking back.

I didn't feel comfortable with this. On the other hand, I didn't want to let this opportunity—while Victoria obviously hadn’t missed us and we could roam around freely—go to waste.

Pearl was right, I told myself as I ran down the stairs to the ground floor. Even the most brutal killers would hardly see a kitten as a threat, so hopefully they wouldn't do anything to my tiny little friend.

Now I just had to find my way to this Central Cemetery—and get in somehow, even if I probably wouldn't be able to walk through the main gate unhindered.

A dog the size of a Chihuahua might have managed that, but I just wasn't inconspicuous enough. Sometimes it was a disadvantage to be such a big, handsome almost-wolf. And not only when it came to stupid gates blocking my way.

Fortunately, the castle’s large entrance door was no hindrance to me. It had very a simple handle and was unlocked. But when I found myself outside in the forecourt and then on the sidewalk, I had no idea which way to go.

I sniffed around aimlessly and panted a little to cool myself down. Here in Vienna, even in December, it wasn't really freezing cold to my mind, compared to our North Sea island of Sylt, which I almost considered my new home.

Up there in the far north there was almost always a harsh, frosty wind blowing around your ears at this time of year, but here it smelled primarily of car exhaust fumes.

I’m just not a city dog, I told myself. Then I decided to start walking and ask for directions along the way. After all, there were lots of animals living in big cities too, and one of them would know how to get me to the Central Cemetery.

The first local I met was a Methuselah of a dachshund, walking alongside an equally old and frail human.

The man looked at me in astonishment at first—probably because I was traveling without my two-legged—but the next moment he smiled and bent down to pat my head.

Not necessarily the kind of caress I liked best; you inevitably got a headache when people were a bit too vigorous about it. But the old man dropped his bony hand on my head very gently, and what was even more important, his dachshund was not one of the grumpy representatives of his breed, as you so often encounter them, but very helpful and also extremely knowledgeable about the area.

He had spent his whole life in the neighborhood, as he explained to me when I asked if he knew his way around. And he added: "Yes, of course I can tell you where the central cemetery is. We've walked past it many times."

He spun around a bit on his short legs and then said: "You walk in that direction and then over there by the hot dog stand on the right. Don't bother begging the owner for a bite of sausage. It smells delicious there, but the guy is a terrible cheapskate."

"No problem," I said quickly. I wasn't hungry and I certainly wouldn't be distracted from my mission by something sausage flavored.

"What are you doing at the cemetery, anyway?" the dachshund asked curiously. "I hope your two-legged isn't … dead, is he?" He looked at me with concern in his round brown eyes.

"What? No, no," I said quickly. "I just want to, um, look around there a bit. I find the graves … interesting, you know."

It would have taken too long to explain my true motives to the friendly dachshund, so I allowed myself this little fib.

He didn't probe any further. "You do know that dogs have no access to it, don't you?" he said. "And that the entire necropolis is surrounded by a wall."

That wasn't good, although I had feared something similar. Cemeteries were almost always behind high walls, even if I didn't know why. Were people afraid that their dead ancestors would run away from them?

"Do you have any idea how I could still get into the cemetery?" I asked hopefully.

"No, I'm sorry. It's been a long time since I was as adventurous as you, my young friend."

If he had been a human he would have smiled wistfully now, but among dogs I perceived this mood merely as a scent emanating from him.

"Ah, the young, wild years," he said. "What wonderful memories!" His tail bobbed back and forth excitedly. "But I don't miss them, I have to say. I'm also very comfortable on my blanket on the sofa."

And with that, he and his two-legged went on their way.

I followed the dachshund's directions and soon found myself in front of the cemetery wall he had warned me about. Unfortunately it was very high. No chance of getting over it if you weren't an athletically built showjumping horse. Or a monkey with climbing skills.

I walked along the wall for a good distance, hoping to discover some weak spot. Luckily, the street to my left and the sidewalk I was trudging on were not very busy. Only a few cars drove past, but they didn't pay any attention to me, and there weren't any two-leggeds on foot at the moment.

The area seemed almost rural, considering that we were in a city of millions. The buildings lined up on the opposite side of the street were low single-family houses with large gardens.

But the wall was consistently too high and too slippery for my paws to make a climbing attempt worthwhile. There were cracks and small holes near the ground that Pearl might have been able to squeeze through, but the best I could do was stick my snout into these openings.

The wall seemed to go on forever, no matter how long I walked along it. When I took a breather—almost ready to give up on my visit to the cemetery—I saw a blackbird sitting on the wall, looking down at me with interest.

"Do you have any idea how I could get into the cemetery?" I asked her hopefully.

She looked at me as if she didn't understand my problem in the slightest. She preened her feathers a little with her beak, then took to the air and disappeared between the treetops behind the wall.

I felt mocked. Not everyone had wings!

Suddenly I heard a friendly voice next to me, or more precisely, at my feet. "These flutterers are pretty arrogant."

I lowered my head. Between the wall and the sidewalk, in a narrow crack, sat a small, gray-brown mouse, sunning itself. A local, it seemed to me—could she perhaps help me?
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I was afraid that the mouse would not understand my problem any more than the blackbird had; after all, it was small enough to fit through any of the cracks in the wall.

But before I could even ask the good rodent for help, it said: "If you walk a little further, until you reach the corner of the wall, you will find the exit of a badger's sett just before it. There are tunnels leading under the wall. This is how the badgers come and go into the cemetery."

She tripped a few steps towards me and scrutinized me with her intelligent dark eyes. "Hmm, you're bigger than a badger. Quite a lot bigger. Quite chubby, I must say."

"I'm not chubby, I'm fluffy and strong! And handsome," I replied indignantly.

"Hmm, whatever you want to call it," said the mouse. "You could get stuck. That's a risk. You'd be completely defenseless … and could get eaten."

"Who on earth could possibly eat me?" I replied. After all, my handsome figure had its advantages!

"That's probably true," said the mouse. And then she offered to show me the way to the badger's den.

She ran nimbly along the wall and I had no trouble following her.

"I'm quite talented—and experienced—when it comes to digging," I said to her. "If the tunnels are a bit too narrow, I could widen them. Make them fit for me, you know."

"Which probably wouldn't make you popular with the badgers," said the mouse. "I certainly wouldn't find it funny if someone behaved so inappropriately in my family's home."

I didn't know what to say in reply, so I just wagged my tail sheepishly and followed the helpful rodent the last few meters to the entrance of the badgers' den.

It was hidden behind and between a few tufts of grass growing along the wall. A neatly dug, earthy-smelling dark tunnel opened up promisingly in front of me. And to my delight, it seemed to be wide enough for me to fit into.

I sniffed and looked around for the badgers, but to my great relief I couldn't pick up a scent trail. To be honest, I wasn't an expert on exactly what badgers smelled like, but there were no fresh scent marks at all at the exit of the tunnel—apart from the mark a dog must have left maybe a day or two ago. At least I knew what my fellow canines smelled like!

"Looks like those badgers have long since moved out," I said to the mouse.

"Possibly," she said, then wished me good luck and walked towards a small projection on the wall that was bathed in sunlight.

"Time to warm up a bit," she told me. "Farewell, dog!"

I thanked her politely, then boldly plunged into the tunnel entrance of the badgers' lair.

Luck seemed to be on my side. Apart from one narrow spot where I had to dig a bit—only very carefully, without damaging the architecture!—I was able to traverse the badgers' tunnel without any problems. They had built very generously, even though they had probably by now actually moved out. I couldn't sniff out any trace of them inside the tunnel at all.

When I emerged from the ground in the cemetery, a squirrel squatting nearby almost had a heart attack. It scurried away as fast as it could—and for a brief moment I felt the impulse to chase it. I mean, what dog can resist a squirrel, right?

But I remained steadfast and focused on my task. After all, I hadn't come to this city of the dead just for fun. And apart from that, squirrels were far too fast for me anyway.

I quickly took cover behind one of the gravestones so that I wouldn't be spotted by a two-legged.

But this precaution proved to be superfluous; the area was full of graves, but dense vegetation grew between them. Trees, bushes, ornamental plants … and there were also plenty of statues depicting the god of the Christians or his mother. And of course dozens, if not hundreds, of angels, also made of stone.

There were only a few people about, and they had neither eyes nor ears for a dog that didn't belong here. Some of them seemed to be mourning, but most of them looked to me like they just wanted to stretch their legs a bit. This cemetery could also be called a huge and rather attractive park.

Now I just had to find a witness who might have seen what had happened to Magdalena and Tim. The poor professor's murderer had probably been careful not to be caught by another two-legged during his cruel work, but he certainly hadn't given a thought to how many birds or four-legged creatures had watched him commit his heinous deed.

The fact that Pearl and I were able to question these witnesses, who were invisible and in any case inaccessible to the two-leggeds, was one of our greatest advantages as four-pawed investigators. Unfortunately, we also had to contend with countless disadvantages—which I have already reported on several occasions.

I wandered aimlessly between the graves for quite a while, trying my luck with the ravens perched on the gravestones. But none of them deigned to talk to me; on the contrary, most of them just grumpily fluttered away.

If only I'd had the tiny one by my side! Pearl had a knack for casual conversation, especially with strangers. With her harmless appearance it was easy for her to approach even the most fearful contemporaries, whom I, as a near-wolf, scared away with my very appearance.

Whatever. I had gone to so much trouble to get to this cemetery; I certainly wasn’t going to give up now!

When I spotted a large green dome between the treetops, I decided to head in that direction. Tim had mentioned that Magdalena's tour had ended at the cemetery’s church and that they had gone from there to the northwestern part of the cemetery. This dome looked like it must be part of such a structure, and it was at this church that I had the best chance of finding a witness to the murder—hopefully a brave and forthcoming animal that wouldn't run away from me straight away.

I reached the church, which I really liked as a four-legged who was interested in history, but was now faced with a new problem. Which way was northwest?

I trotted off at random, but after a short while I settled down behind the statue of a weeping angel to rest for a bit.

However, looking at this sculpture quickly depressed me.

So I got back onto my paws. I decided to walk back towards the church and talk to every animal I came across. Someone would surely talk to me.

Before I could put this plan into action, however, a furry little creature suddenly emerged from the ground to my right. It was startled at the sight of me, just like the squirrel had been earlier, but to my delight it didn't immediately flee headlong. On the contrary, it stood up on its hind legs, stared at me curiously out of its black saucer eyes and sniffed at me.

It was a type of hamster I had never seen before. Although the little fellow I had in front of me still looked like a youngster, he was bigger than the specimens that the children of the two-leggeds occasionally kept as pets. His fur was also not uniformly colored, but patterned in brown, red and white, and his belly was completely black! Apparently he wasn't an escaped pet, but lived here in the cemetery.

He was polite enough to introduce himself to me—probably because I had been staring at him as though at some curiosity.

"I'm a field hamster," he explained to me, "but what on earth are you? You're huge!"

At least he’d said huge and not chubby or anything like that. In general, he came across as very friendly and open. Maybe he was my chance—ideally the exact four-legged witness I had been looking for.

"I'm a dog," I explained to him, "a Malamute, to be precise. We're very closely related to wolves."

"A dog?" the hamster replied. "I didn't know they could get so big—and walk so well."

"Excuse me?"

"Well, the other dogs I know are tiny and are usually carried by their two-leggeds in their handbags."

"Oh…" I gasped.

I quickly realized what the problem was, here. As no dogs were allowed in the cemetery, this field hamster only knew those members of my species who could be smuggled in by their humans—in the handbags that the little one had mentioned. And logically, there was only room in them for tiny dogs.

Some two-leggeds were apparently not prepared to give up the company of their canine companion when visiting a cemetery, especially if they needed comfort and attention after a death. But this had given the young hamster a completely distorted idea of my species.

Another hamster suddenly appeared behind the little one. His belly was also black and he was just as friendly as his fellow rodent. He looked to me like a slightly older male, who was a good size, almost as big as Pearl—or as tiny, I should say. But still considerably large for a rodent.

As far as I knew, hamsters were nocturnal, but that didn't seem to have filtered down to these bright fellows. Apparently the appearance of a large dog that walked around on its own legs instead of being carried in a handbag was something of a sensation.

"Don't you have any mortals with you?" the older hamster asked me. He looked around and sniffed in different directions.

The term mortal confused me a little, even though I figured it must refer to the two-leggeds.

"I'm traveling alone," I explained to the hamsters, who had now been joined by another member of the species. The little guys really were quite curious.

It was time to look for the witness I was so eagerly hoping for.

"I'm sure you notice everything that happens at night in the cemetery, don't you?" I began.

"Of course!" came the unanimous reply.

"Very good. Because I'm looking for witnesses, you see. A woman was killed here a few days ago. Her name was Magdalena, and she often came here because she led other two-leggeds around the cemetery. Always in the evening, when it had already been dark for a long time. She was a friend of my two-legged and he was also attacked—he only just survived. Did you perhaps witness any of it?"

"Oh yes, of course we did!" exclaimed the young hamster who had appeared first. "That was totally creepy! The woman was killed by the Brotherhood. And they almost got your human too."

"Brotherhood?" I repeated incredulously. "What kind of brotherhood?"

"The Brotherhood of Death," the little one replied in an almost reverent tone. "They're in charge here in the cemetery! Among the two-leggeds, that is. Ever since I can remember." Which couldn't have been too long, considering his young age … but of course I refrained from making a comment to that effect.

"They didn't exist when I was born," said the older field hamster. "But I…"

"Hey, where did you come from?" a two-legged suddenly shouted behind me. I almost jumped out of my fur in shock.

The hamsters disappeared into their burrows in a flash, and I whirled around yelping.

A man in work pants came rushing towards me. Behind him on the path was a small cart loaded with gardening tools. It must have been a cemetery gardener—not a real security guard or anything. But he still seemed very determined to get me out of here. He seemed to take the no-dogs-in-cemeteries rule completely seriously.

I got into gear and sprinted away before he reached me. However, he didn't give up immediately, but kept right on my heels. He was young and looked very athletic, but luckily I was much faster than him, even though I’m not a husky, which are so often admired for their speed.

I kept going in the direction I had come from, weaving between the graves like a hare, and finally managed to shake off my pursuer.

I considered returning to the hamsters in a wide arc, as we had been interrupted at the very point where things were finally getting exciting. But I decided against doing so immediately, and not just because of the overzealous and overly rule-obsessed gardener.

I would come back to question my witnesses more closely, but next time with Pearl and Victoria in tow—and under the cover of darkness, where no gardener or gravedigger could interfere with our investigation.

Brotherhood of Death, went ominously through my head. That sounded pretty bloodthirsty….

The tiny one would be thrilled.
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As I left the cemetery through the badgers' sett to make my way back to Pearl and my two-leggeds, I realized that I had been walking in circles on the way here from Schloss Neuhof. Before I had met the helpful dachshund, I had had no idea which way to go and had probably taken quite a long detour.

Now that I knew my way around the area a bit, I decided to take a shortcut that would hopefully get me home quicker. To do this, I had to cross the road, which wasn't a problem as it wasn't very busy. As a dog running around without a human, I got one or two astonished looks from drivers and an occasional pedestrian, but I quickly managed to disappear through a gap behind a hedge on the other side of the road.

To my astonishment, I found myself among graves once again, but they looked very different from the ones over at the Central Cemetery.

They were very small, mostly covered only with earth and flowers, not with stone, and there were only small, very simple gravestones, if any at all. Some of them were inscribed, but that didn't help me because I couldn't read the stupid letters. I looked in vain for angels or figures of Jesus.

What kind of place was this? Who was buried here? As small as the graves were, there was no room for the usual coffins used by the two-leggeds.

My throat tightened. Were there possibly little people buried here who had died as puppies? As children, I mean. What a terrible idea.

I quickly followed one of the paths between the tombs that led me in the direction I wanted to go—home—and tried to ignore the sight of the graves.

This cemetery wasn't big, and at the other end I could already see another hedge, which I only had to cross to get away from here.

I had almost reached it, without looking left or right on my way, or snooping too curiously. And that proved to be a mistake, because suddenly a huge bird landed close to me on a low-hanging branch. I hadn't heard it coming, so it must have moved completely silently through the air.

I flinched in shock—which I'm not proud of—and I also let out a yelp. Very embarrassing indeed!

The next moment I wanted to throw myself between the bird and Pearl to protect her from an air attack, but then I realized that I was travelling without my tiny one.

For some reason, Pearl, with her dwarf size and striking white coat, seemed to present a tempting morsel to larger birds. It wouldn't have been the first time that a flutterer had swooped down on her and I’d had to save her life.

However, the bird did not seem hostile to me.

"Hello dog," she greeted me, and scrutinized me with her large, unfathomable eyes. The pupils were huge and completely black, the irises a bright orange color. An owl!

I knew that with those eyes, when night fell, she could see better than me or even Pearl. And her claws and powerful beak made it clear that she was a dangerous hunter. Smaller animals definitely had to watch out for her. Her feathers, however, looked as fluffy as Pearl's fur.

"My goodness, you scared me," I said.

Then—finally—I remembered that I was not a defenseless kitten, but a big, fearless Malamute!

I sat down to demonstrate my peaceful intent, put my head back and stared directly into the bird's huge eyes. I had the impression that she could see right into my innermost being, which was pretty scary. But I was now determined to be brave.

"What kind of place is this?" I asked the owl, now that I had the chance. "Are there … little humans buried here?"

The owl's head jerked first to the right, then to the left, almost as if she were a two-legged trying to express a denial.

"People don't bury children here," she told me, "but their pets. Dogs like you, but also cats, guinea pigs, birds…"

"Oh." That was all I could manage. Dead pets? That was just as bad as dead human children.

"Many of them are still here," the owl continued, its gaze flitting over some of the graves. "Their humans still need their support, and so they remain on earth, even if they no longer have to."

"You can … see them?" I gasped. "The … spirits of these dead animals?"

"Of course I can. We owls are the birds of the goddess of the dead, don't you know that?"

"Um, uh, no—that's news to me."

"Well, it’s true," said the owl seriously, puffing herself up like Pearl when she was once again playing her favorite role as master detective.

Birds of the goddess of the dead…. The idea somehow made sense. People also seemed to give owls this role. They often placed them at night-time murder scenes or haunted places in the brutal and scary movies that Pearl so loved to watch. It was probably no coincidence, as I now realized.

"I can see in all directions," the owl explained to me. "To the left and right—forwards and backwards—into the world of the living and the dead—into the past and the future."

As if to prove it, she turned her head so far back that I was afraid she would twist her neck off. Then she jerked it back and set her eerie eyes on me again.

"Uh, very impressive," I stammered, "but I have to get going. My two-leggeds need me."

"I can see your past too, dog. And your future." The owl didn't seem ready to let me go yet.

"I can tell that you love the far north," she said, "the wilds of nature."

"You really don't need to be a clairvoyant for that," I grumbled.

"Your ancestors are very important to you," she continued impassively, "and the past of the humans is also of interest to you. Hmm, that's unusual for a dog. Your two-leggeds … you love them very much, but I also see a cat in your life that means almost more to you. How interesting. Oh—and violence. You've faced death many times."

Now I was impressed. "That … is right," I whispered.

The owl's eyes widened a little more, and her voice suddenly sounded ominous. "I can't see any future for you. And that probably means that—" She broke off.

"What is it?" I exclaimed, startled.

"Well, I think you'll soon be reunited with the ancestors you admire so much, in the eternal hunting grounds of the wolves. Or no, not so very soon. I think you'll be one of those faithful pets who stays here on earth for a while longer so as not to let your two-leggeds down. And your cat? That's really amazing, I must say. Quite extraordinary."

"What? I … but…"

"If you're lucky, they'll even bury you here in this cemetery. It's a beautiful, peaceful place and I will watch over your soul for as long as you stay here."

She tilted her head. "Yes, I think that's what will happen. Then I'll see you again soon, my friend! Nice chatting with you." And with that, she spread her wings and took to the air as silently as she had landed.

I was left speechless. My legs suddenly felt like jelly.
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It took me a while to get back into the swing of things.

I finally discovered a hole in the hedge through which I could find my way back to the road and walk to where I thought Schloss Neuhof was located.

Fortunately, my sense of direction didn't let me down. I only had to turn once before I found myself in the same street I had walked along on the way there and which would now lead me straight back to the castle.

I had only covered a short distance—my legs still felt pretty wobbly—when I suddenly had a vision. A small white cat was running towards me, its nose close to the ground and sniffing like a tracker dog.

Pearl? What the…?

I called out to her, still half unsure whether or not I was imagining her in my confused state.

She lifted her head and came trotting towards me in high good humor. So it wasn't my imagination. At least that was a relief.

"What … are you doing here?" I asked haltingly.

"Well naturally, I'm coming to save you!"

"Save me?"

"Sure! You've been away for so long; I've been investigating all the Weiß children in the meantime, so I thought I'd better check on you."

"You were worried about me?"

"Don't look so surprised! Do you think I couldn't save you, no matter the danger?" She raised one of her tiny paws and extended her claws demonstratively.

"Uh … yes, of course. But how could you even leave the building? You can't open any doors."

"I had a two-legged do it for me," she replied in the tone of a diva who has a whole army of minions to fall at her feet at all times. "One of the tenants, a cute little student, left the house and that's when I slipped out. He saw me and wanted to cuddle me so badly, but of course I didn't have time for that."

"And how … did you find me?" I continued to ask.

"Well, how do you think? You're not the only one with a nose."

"I … uh … wow, really impressive," I said.

Pearl eyed me suspiciously. "What's wrong with you? You look like you've seen a ghost. Is this Central Cemetery really haunted?"

"What? No … well, I don't know. I haven't seen a ghost."

I decided not to tell Pearl about my encounter with the owl; I didn't want her to worry. And to be honest I didn't want to expose myself to ridicule, because the ominous message from the bird of death had thrown me off kilter.

Instead, I began to tell her about the hamsters as we trotted along together, heading towards Schloss Neuhof. It was good to have Pearl by my side. My paws felt more secure again and reliably carried me forward. The feeling of being jelly had subsided considerably.

I told her all about the hamsters and then came to talk about the Brotherhood of Death, which the little rodents had mentioned.

"A brotherhood?" Pearl repeated incredulously. "Then we're dealing with a … what's it called? A consipracy?"

"Conspiracy," I corrected her. "I don't know. I hope not!"

In the movies we'd been watching, secret fraternities usually harbored terrible secrets and committed crimes of epic proportions. Stuff that was definitely out of our league!

I felt sick to my stomach. But this time I decided to be brave; a dog as big and strong as me couldn't be such a scaredy-cat just because a few rodents were talking about a brotherhood. And because some feathered oracle was uttering dark prophecies.

"A brotherhood—a whole gang of criminals," Pearl mused to herself unabashedly, almost gleefully. "Hmm, that's a new challenge for us."

"How nice," I muttered.

She looked at me critically out of the corner of her eye as she trotted along beside me. "You're not scared, are you?"

"Scared, me? Are you kidding?"

"Then that's good," she said. "What else have you learned from the hamsters? Who are the members of this brotherhood? And why did they kill Magdalena?"

"I didn't get very far with my questioning," I had to admit. "A cemetery gardener chased me away. Besides, I didn't want to leave you alone for too long," I added.

I received a pitying look. "Then we'll just have to go there again," said Pearl. "Preferably at night, when we won't be disturbed."

"That was my plan too," I said quickly. "But now tell me, how did you get on with the Weißes? Were you able to find out anything?"

A thought occurred to me, which I immediately shared with her: "Could the Weiß children perhaps be members or even leaders of this Brotherhood of Death? After all, Magdalena suspected that someone from her own family might be behind the desecration of graves in the cemetery, and therefore probably also behind her murder."

"Someone from under her own roof, were her exact words," Pearl reproved me. "So maybe she did mean one of her tenants. But the cute little student who opened the door for me is definitely not a candidate…"

"Because cute creatures can't be bloodthirsty monsters behind their innocent facade, can they?" I dared to reply. I quickly added: "We assumed that the grave desecrator and murderer must be someone from the family, because Magdalena was so hesitant—because she didn't want to tell Tim about her suspicions, even though they were such good friends."

"Yes, yes, that's true. But this family, these children, I got the impression that they're not particularly close—rather the opposite. I can't imagine them forming a brotherhood. Domenica doesn't like Benedikt and also looks down on Ignatius, it seems to me. There is also some kind of competition between him and her to see who is holier, who commits fewer sins and who is better at quoting from their Bible, which they seem to have read a hundred times. Yet the family has a huge library with reading material to last them till the end of time. So why do they always read the same thing? And why are they so afraid of sin? If you never get into mischief, life is completely boring, isn't it?"

"Because the two-leggeds are funny?" I offered.

"You said it." Pearl moistened one paw and wiped it over her ear. Grooming should never be neglected.

"Oh, and Ignatius and Benedikt hate each other," she added.

"How do you know that? Why don't you tell me what you were able to observe in the house while I was away?"

"Okay … so I played the cute, innocent kitten and had a good look around."

"The pinnacle of acting," I interjected before I could stop myself.

"Excuse me?"

"Oh nothing. You are a cute, innocent kitten. And a dangerous tigress," I added quickly when I saw Pearl's critical look.

She could accept that. And I was glad not to get a badly scratched nose after the owl's death omen. That really would have been too much for one day.
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"So," Pearl began her report, "the family members all have their own living spaces, which are located in the corridor behind the metal gate, and on the floors below. The whole wing is off-limits to tenants. The parents' area is huge, but I only had a very brief look around. I started by scratching at the entrance door to draw attention to myself. And I managed to get someone to open it for me—Christian Weiß himself. But he wasn't pleased to see me. He didn't even pick me up or stroke me."

"How outrageous," I commented.

This time my sarcasm went completely unnoticed.

"Yes, isn't it?" Pearl replied. "He just looked around the corridor behind me, probably because he thought Victoria must be nearby. He could hardly have expected Tim to be with me; he's tied to his bed after all. I quickly sneaked between his legs and looked around the apartment. Once I was inside, I told myself, he would be pleased to see me."

"But that wasn't the case?"

"No!"

"What a monster," I said sympathetically.

"He must have killed his wife," said Pearl.

"Well, I wouldn't go that far right now. Just because he doesn't like cats … or maybe he does like cats … I mean surely he has to!"

"But not me? Or what are you trying to say?"

"Not at all! Maybe he's just in mourning over his dead wife and not in the mood to cuddle cats?"

"Hmm." Pearl wrinkled her little pink snub nose. "Well, whatever. I couldn't find anything suspicious in such a short time, and he was alone in his living area. He ran after me while I quickly looked at the individual rooms, and when he tracked me down in order to throw me out, I did him a favor and disappeared on my own. He had left the front door open so that I could slip out before he got his hands on me. Then I was lucky, because just at that moment another door opened a little further down the corridor. I noticed that it belonged to an apartment occupied by the eldest son. Benedikt was just throwing his brother out—Ignatius. Or rather, he was trying to throw him out."

"They had a fight?" I asked. "About what? Were you able to find out?"

"Of course! It was about a woman, this Elena, whom Benedikt is with and who used to be Ignatius's girlfriend."

"Oh. Well, that's really not nice of her, to abandon poor Ignatius and just grab onto his brother," I commented. "Even though he's probably the more attractive biped, from a woman's point of view."

"I think he grabbed her," said Pearl. "Not she him. And he probably did it with no regard for his little brother's feelings. Ignatius is furious with him over it. They hate each other, Athos—they started fighting in the corridor! Right in front of me. Ignatius quickly got the short end of the stick, though. Benedikt may not be that much stronger than him, but he's definitely more self-confident—and vastly more ruthless. He almost broke his nose."

"Oh my goodness."

Pearl stopped when we reached the forecourt of the castle. Before we returned to our two-leggeds, she apparently wanted to finish her report.

"I was also able to visit Domenica and Elena," she told me proudly. "They were both at home."

"Elena lives in the castle too," I said, recalling Tim's description.

"Yes, Benedikt had her move in with him. He has a total of five rooms at his disposal, and he's given her two of them—her own living room and a very nice bedroom. The castle really is huge. After Benedikt had chased Ignatius away, he took me in his arms and said: 'Let's go and see Elena, little one—what do you think? Now that Ignatius is stalking her again, I'm sure she'll be happy to see you. You're such a cute little kitten.' The man has taste, don’t you think, Athos?"

I hurried to give an approving hum.

"And Ignatius is stalking this woman?" I asked. "He's fighting with his brother over her and apparently hasn't buried the hope that she might return to him after all?"

"So it would seem," said Pearl. "Today, though, Ignatius didn't bother her as Benedikt feared. At least not while I was there. But Elena clearly said what a nut Ignatius was when Benedikt told her about the argument, or rather their outright fight. She seemed worried, not to say intimidated."

"Does that mean she's afraid of Ignatius?" I asked.

"Definitely. He's probably very stubborn."

"But how could all of this have anything to do with the attack on Magdalena?" I objected. "I find that hard to imagine."

"Who knows? Benedikt and Elena didn't do anything suspicious while I was with them. They were just playing around a bit, or rather she was focused on cuddling and playing with me. In complete contrast to Christian," she emphasized.

The fact that he had spurned her affection visibly gnawed at her.

She continued: "The two of them didn't say anything that would have linked them to Magdalena's murder, but when Benedikt left and I stayed with Elena a little longer, she did something strange."

"Yes?" I asked excitedly. "What?"

Did we finally have a lead?

"It could fit in with that Brotherhood the hamsters mentioned," Pearl said.

She narrowed her eyes. "Elena was on the phone with someone—with a friend, I think. But maybe it was a sister in this Brotherhood. Or would it have to be a sisterhood, then?"

"I think there are also brotherhoods that accept women," I said. "We shouldn't be misled by the choice of words. But what makes you think that the woman she spoke to on the phone wasn't just an ordinary friend, but a co-conspirator? Did they talk about Magdalena's death?"

My tail was wagging back and forth all by itself with excitement. It does that sometimes, but that doesn't mean that I don't have myself under control!

"No," said Pearl. "Not a word about Magdalena. That would have been too good to be true. But I had the impression that Elena and this woman—together with the other people they talked about—were planning something in the cemetery, Athos, at night. Unfortunately I couldn't find out exactly when, but it was probably something forbidden. And it sounded to me as if they weren't doing it for the first time. They certainly seemed very excited, and swore to each other several times that nobody must find out about it. Otherwise they would get into trouble, they said. That sounds a lot like dark machinations, doesn't it? And it would fit in with this Brotherhood of Death, that several people have joined forces and are pursuing sinister activities in the Central Cemetery."

"Definitely a good lead," I said.

Pearl began to clean her second ear with a satisfied expression.

"And what about Domenica?" I asked. After all, we couldn't ignore a family member just because the trail seemed to lead to outsiders. Actually, though, Elena wasn't truly an outsider. She wasn't a relative of Magdalena's, but she did live in the castle and was connected to the sons. Magdalena's remark to Tim that someone who lived under their own roof could be responsible for the grave fires also fitted with Elena.

"I also went to see Domenica, of course. I was very thorough," Pearl said proudly. "She lives one floor down, but she's probably just as strange as her father when it comes to cats. She didn't welcome me either. It was the same game as with Christian. I scratched at the door; she opened it, and was almost startled instead of being happy to see me. So I just walked between her legs again, into her living area, to at least have a look around. But she immediately ran after me and tried to chase me away—just like her father had done before. They’re really awful, this family. I mean, let's be honest: someone who doesn't like cats? They can't be right in the head."

I refrained from commenting and instead asked her, "But there was nothing suspicious in Domenica's apartment? Anything that could link her to this Brotherhood of Death, the murder of her mother or the grave desecrations?"

"Nothing—quite the opposite in fact. The apartment is crammed with pictures of saints and statues and lots of books. Maybe they're religious writings like their Bible, I don't know. Domenica strives to be the very best Christian, I think, and a two-legged like that wouldn't set fire to graves in a cemetery, would she? Or even go so far as to commit murder."
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I hoped for a breather, maybe even a little nap on the bedside rug to get my thoughts in order. The words of the owl that had prophesied my impending death would not leave my mind, no matter how hard I tried to suppress them.

But I was not granted a break. As Pearl and I walked up the steps of the staircase that would lead us back to Tim's little apartment, we could already hear the voices of our two-leggeds, and they sounded very upset.

"If that madman thinks he can intimidate us, he's got another think coming!" Victoria hissed, but even from a distance I could hear something else behind her obvious anger—fear.

Something was very wrong here!

Pearl and I stormed up the last few steps.

Victoria was squatting in front of the apartment door, which was open, and was sweeping something off the doormat with a hand brush and a small shovel. It was a grayish, fine, powdery substance.

I quickly ran to her and sniffed the stuff.

"Ashes?" I said to Pearl.

"I think so," said the little one.

"Where on earth have you been?" Victoria greeted us. "I was worried sick! You can't always be running away, especially not in the middle of a big city. You could end up under a car…"

Tim's voice came from the apartment: "Honey? What's wrong?"

"Athos and Pearl are back, thank God! They've just come up the stairs and are looking at me like butter wouldn’t melt in their mouths."

"Then they were probably just roaming a bit on their own again," said Tim. "The fact that Athos is so good at opening doors could become a problem one day."

I really wasn't the issue here! I gently nudged Victoria with my muzzle.

"What's happened here with you?" I asked. "What's with the ashes?"

The next moment I realized what we were dealing with—Pearl pointed it out to me.

"Ashes," she muttered, "it must be a threat. That's why Victoria is so angry!"

"A threat?" I repeated uncomprehendingly as Victoria swept the last of the ash from the mat and then stood up again.

"Don't you understand?" said Pearl, "Ashes are made with fire. And Magdalene died by fire. She was set on fire, they said."

"Oh, my goodness," I replied.

Victoria immediately confirmed Pearl's suspicions. "I'm going to go after those Weißes now," she called out to Tim. "I hope they don't seriously think we're going to be intimidated by a pile of ashes!"

"You think one of them did that?" asked Tim.

"We've established that they're our prime suspects, haven't we?"

She returned to the apartment and Pearl and I followed her. She ran into the bathroom, tipped the ashes into the toilet and flushed it. Then she wiped the cleaning utensils, put them away in a small cupboard and finally returned to Tim. She smelled stressed, but she was determined not to give in.

"How do I get into the Weißes' living quarters?" she asked him.

He described the way through the gate that Pearl had taken before. He mentioned that there was a bell button and an intercom, even though the Weißes didn't usually welcome being bothered by their tenants.

But when Victoria tried to make her move, he held her back. He stretched out his healthy hand towards her, but couldn't lean far enough to reach her.

Nevertheless, she remained standing by him, and even sat down on the edge of his bed.

"Darling," he said with a deep frown, "maybe we should get out of here. Right now, I mean, not just when I'm fit again and can look for a new apartment. We could rent a hotel room somewhere nearby. I'd manage to move there somehow, maybe with the help of a few sturdy paramedics. I—"

That was as far as he got.

"Out of the question!" Victoria interrupted him. Her voice sounded unusually brisk, not as gentle as it usually was in almost every situation. "We won't be driven out of here!" she said firmly. "And we will find out who murdered Magdalena. Now more than ever!"

Tim twisted the corners of his mouth. "I do feel the same. I owe it to Magdalena … but I would never forgive myself if something happened to you!"

I put my paw on Victoria's knee to signal that I would take care of her.

She smiled and placed her paw—sorry, hand—on mine in return.

Pearl, meanwhile, trudged resolutely towards the door.

"What are we waiting for?" she said. "Let's go after this strange family. Who do they think they are that they can threaten us?"

My brave little tigress….

So the three of us set off. Pearl, Victoria and I—fighting the dark premonition that all too soon I would have to be the canine bodyguard again. I almost had the impression that the goddess of the dead that the owl had spoken of might have followed me here from the cemetery like a dark shadow.

Next to the gate that blocked access to the private part of the castle, Victoria discovered the bell that Tim had described to her, as well as a screen that I hadn't even noticed before.

She pressed the button. Nothing happened at first, even though I imagined I heard the sound of a bell somewhere in the depths of the building.

Then the screen suddenly came to life and a very unfriendly-looking Christian Weiß stared back at us.

"What do you want?" he barked.

"To talk to you. We've been threatened."

"Excuse me?" He looked genuinely astonished. Or maybe he was just a master at pretending. I found the man unlikeable, even though he might have been a very nice fellow under normal circumstances. The loss of his wife—and the idea that she might have cheated on him with Tim before she died—visibly gnawed at him. Somehow I also felt a little sorry for the man.

After a brief moment of hesitation, he opened the screen door for us. There was a buzzing sound and the gate could then be pushed open without a problem. Christian gave Victoria a brief description of how she could find him, then the screen went black.
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We found the whole family in a large living room on the ground floor, where they had apparently just held some kind of service for Magdalena.

Domenica and Ignatius were kneeling in front of a small home altar when we entered, and the others present also looked as if they had just been saying their prayers.

Open books lay on their knees or next to them, and these volumes looked precious. They were bound in rich old leather, the scent of which filled my nose.

Christian immediately gave Victoria an explanation that confirmed my suspicions. "Is it really necessary to disturb us now?" he asked sullenly. "We were just engrossed in prayer. For my late wife…"

"You said you were threatened?" asked Benedikt, who had carelessly put his prayer book to one side. It was hanging halfway out over a sofa cushion and the spine of the poor book was folded open so far that it certainly couldn't have done it any good. Fortunately, books are not sentient beings.

Elena sat at Benedikt's side, half leaning against his shoulder, and while he asked his question, she stared at Victoria with undisguised curiosity. Her long dark hair fell over her shoulders like a veil and her eyes were a really intense blue, just as Tim had mentioned.

Victoria described the pile of ashes that had been placed outside Tim's front door to those present in rather dramatic terms.

"And you take something like that as a threat?" Christian asked disparagingly after she had finished.

"How would you interpret it?" Victoria retorted. "As an invitation to a barbecue?" She was clearly trying to remain friendly, but I could sense how tense she really was.

Christian shrugged his shoulders.

"I can't imagine anyone sweeping their fireplace and then dumping the ashes outside our door for no reason," Victoria went on, and I saw the young people nod in agreement.

Christian didn't contradict her again, but he didn't seem at all convinced.

"Should we call the police?" Elena asked casually. She was playing with a strand of hair and seemed to be somewhere else entirely.

Christian raised his voice again. "Definitely not! We want peace to finally return to our house!"

"I can understand that wish," Victoria said, "and I don't really think you need to call the police. But I myself would like…." She hesitated. "Well, I want to investigate, I'll tell you that quite frankly. My boyfriend wants to know who attacked him and Magdalena. And I want to support him. I may say that we already have some experience with…." She broke off again.

But then she straightened her shoulders and continued in a firmer voice: "Tim and I have been able to help the police solve murder cases several times in the past."

Her eyes wandered to Pearl and me. "Actually, not just us, but our animals … how can I say it best? Well, to put it briefly: the two of them are like four-pawed detectives."

Benedikt laughed aloud. "You're not serious, are you?"

He pulled Elena closer to him, but she didn't seem to want to know anything about it. She braced herself against him.

Ignatius hadn't taken his eyes off the young beauty for a second since we’d entered the room. He stared at her as if she were both a saint on a marble pedestal, whose feet he wanted to cover with kisses, and an evil witch destined for the stake.

A fate very similar to the one Magdalena had suffered, crossed my mind.

Elena pretended not to notice her ex-boyfriend's gaze, which I could hardly imagine was easy.

Victoria put her hand on my head. "I realize how that sounds. Four-pawed detectives. A dog and a cat as a gumshoe duo. And yet it's true; Athos and Pearl have already worked with the police and helped put a whole series of murderers behind bars. The two of them simply have a knack for crime, I can't explain it any better than that."

Benedikt rolled his eyes, while Domenica suddenly stared at me as if I were a little green man from another planet. From the way she looked, she probably found the idea of animal detectives more frightening than amusing.

"I would like to ask your permission, Mr. Weiß,"—Victoria turned to Christian—"to have a look around your deceased wife's rooms. After this incident with the ashes, I simply don't believe the police's theory that Magdalena and Tim fell victim to some vandals in the cemetery by chance."

Christian furrowed his brow. "And what do you hope to find when you’re rummaging through my wife's possessions, Ms. Would-be Private Snoop?"

"I won't rummage through anything, Mr. Weiß. I promise you that I will proceed as carefully as possible. But your wife made some hints to Tim just before she died, that she was on the trail of something in the cemetery—possibly in connection with these grave desecrations. Where fire was also involved," she added emphatically.

Christian didn't say anything in reply.

"Did Magdalena talk to you about these cemetery fires?" Victoria probed.

When he shook his head, she let her eyes wander over the faces of the young people, but they also denied it.

"How creepy. Who would do something like that?" Elena said, but she looked more excited than scared.

"There have been grave desecrations at the Central Cemetery from time to time in the past," said Ignatius. "There are often religious fanatics behind it. Some people don't like the fact that in a Christian country like ours, graves from other cultures and faiths also have a place in the Central Cemetery."

As he spoke, his eyes shone and he kept his gaze fixed on Elena.

She still didn't seem to notice—or perhaps it was her strategy to deliberately ignore him. However, she didn't look a bit as if she were afraid of him now, as she had claimed to Benedikt in Pearl’s report.

He clearly hadn't given up on her just because she was now living with his brother. I couldn't help thinking that he was making plans or at least hoping to win her back in spite of it all. And she didn't seem to me to be madly in love with Benedikt either. On the other hand, I wasn't exactly a specialist when it came to the ways—or aberrations—of the human heart.

"My father was a historian, and Tim is also studying this subject, as I'm sure you know," Victoria said, trying again with Christian Weiß. "If we can get access to Magdalena's documents, we can certainly make sense of her notes and do our own research into what she had discovered. Then we might find a clue to her murderer. In any case, I believe this person has access to your house and could therefore pose a threat to one of you. I'm sure you want to avoid that, don't you?"

She didn't talk about the fact that the suspect might even be in this room right now as we spoke, in the middle of the family circle. It was a wise decision, I thought, to not mention this suspicion.

Christian reached for his prayer book, which was probably a sign that he considered the conversation to be over. But at least he finished by muttering: "As far as I'm concerned, it’s fine if you have a look around my wife's rooms and go through her documents. Ignatius will show you the way."

The young man nodded dutifully.

"Thank you," Victoria said, bowing her head in farewell and then trailing Ignatius out of the room.

He turned around again and gave Elena a wistful look over his shoulder. Pearl and I followed on the heels of the two humans.

When I turned around again myself, I saw that Christian's face was filled with hatred, and that Domenica was still looking at us as if she were dealing with aliens.

I wasn't at all comfortable in my own fur. I had to take twice as much care of my two-legged and the tiny one in this strange palace that didn't deserve the name. And Tim, who was otherwise a strong and very capable man, would perhaps make the most helpless victim of all at the moment.

The fact that the owl had predicted my own imminent demise didn't make things any better.
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Ignatius led us up a winding staircase and then along a corridor, at the end of which he opened a double door for us. "Mother had her own bedroom here whenever she wanted some peace and quiet, and a study with a small specialist library."

He let us in, showed us around the two rooms and then seemed happy to disappear again as quickly as possible.

Victoria immediately set to work. She inspected cupboards and dressers, opened drawers and the large wardrobe in the bedroom and finally sat down at Magdalena's desk.

It was probably from the last century; it was huge and made of a dark wood that had been polished to a high gloss. Mountains of paper were piled up on the top, and the drawers that Victoria pulled open were just as full.

She sighed. "It's going to take a while, I'm afraid."

Pearl leapt over Victoria's lap onto the table and inspected the piles of documents with a critical eye, as if she was fully aware of exactly what the papers were.

Victoria had to smile. She began to go through the various piles one by one, while I didn't know how best to make myself useful. Research of this kind is not my strong point.

In the end, I just let my head sink onto Victoria's foot and took a nap.

When I awoke again, it was already dawn and I found the tiny one curled up and snuggled against my tummy. She was asleep too, snoring like a full-grown lion.

I pulled myself up without waking her and looked at Victoria. She was sitting there concentrating, her brow furrowed, studying the contents of a thick notebook from which a lot of loose pieces of paper were falling. These papers seemed to be of particular interest to her. However, she didn't speak to me, although she noticed that I was awake.

I lay down again, but didn't fall asleep this time. Had she discovered something useful? She would hopefully tell Tim about it later, so I would also find out what secrets Magdalena's notes had revealed to her.

Time seemed to crawl by. The twilight had long since given way to the early dusk of the winter afternoon, and at some point Victoria had gone through all the papers on the desk. Next, she set about inspecting the drawers.

Tim called her once, but only wanted to check briefly that everything was all right with her. She promised to come to the end of it soon—at least for today—and then report back to him.

In between, the young Weißes also dropped by. Benedikt came with Elena on his arm and his sister Domenica in tow. He and his girlfriend were dressed casually but carefully, while Domenica was wearing a shapeless dark gray flannel house suit and worn-out slippers. She didn't seem to be what the two-leggeds called a party animal. She probably had nothing to do with the leisure activities that are so popular among the young people.

Elena asked Victoria about the results of her research so far, but my two-legged brushed her off. "Nothing really useful yet," she said, "but I've only just begun."

"I really think you're wasting your time here," said Benedikt. "You don't really think you're anything like Miss Marple, do you? Do you seriously believe you could solve a crime while the police are in the dark? I mean, these people are professionals."

"I don't deny that at all," said Victoria. "And I certainly don't think I'm Miss Marple. But as I said, over the last few months and years, I've been involved in murder cases time and again, even though I really didn't choose to be. I've learned a few things in the process—and Athos and Pearl have helped to catch the murderer every time."

"Helped?" Pearl commented. She meowed loudly and slashed her tiny claws into Victoria's trouser leg.

Our human bent down, picked her up with a laugh and set her on the desk in front of her. "Don't get upset, sweetie! You and Athos were—and are—the stars of course, no question about it."

Being the center of attention was one of the tiny one’s favorite pastimes. She sat there, looking at Victoria with a patronizing gaze from her soft blue eyes and suddenly seemed completely satisfied.

Benedikt stretched out his hand and began to scratch Pearl behind the ears.

"If you're such a great sleuth, my cute little kitten," he said with a grin, "then you're sure to find a secret map in all this flood of paper here that will lead us straight to my mother's murderer. And maybe even to a treasure? I could really do with a cash injection, especially now that dear Tim has snatched up our inheritance." He laughed, but there seemed to be no envy or resentment in his words.

Pearl ducked away from under his fingers. His statement had probably disqualified him in her eyes. "It seems to me that he doesn't take us and our investigations seriously," she complained to me.

"So what if he doesn’t?" I said. "We'll solve this case too, just like all the others before, and he'll certainly think differently afterwards." I didn't quite feel the optimism I was trying to exude, but Pearl immediately agreed with me.

"Yes, we will. He and his entire crazy family can take it from me!"

She began to throw herself into an indignant and very thorough grooming campaign.
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It was only when Victoria presented Tim with her findings and the discoveries she’d made inside Magdalena's room that Pearl and I found out what she had learned in the last few hours.

Towards the end of her research, when the children had long since left and she'd been alone in the dead woman's rooms, she'd quickly put a few sheets of paper and the thick notebook into her handbag.

"I'll take it all back, of course," she explained to Tim as she now placed her loot on his bedside table, "but first I want you to read through it. With an historian's perspective," she added with a small but rather proud smile. "And a criminologist’s one, even if that sounds terribly pompous. I think that the allusions Magdalena made to you and the trail she wanted to follow up on the night of her death did indeed relate to these grave desecrations in the cemetery, as you have already guessed. She closely examined the graves in question and made inquiries about the dead who are buried there."

"So she didn't think that the graves were just vandalized at random?" asked Tim.

"It doesn't look like that to me. Apparently she recognized one of the names on the graves from some old Weiß family chronicle," said Victoria.

"Wait! You're saying it belonged to a family member?"

"Yes, exactly. At least one of the graves that were set on fire—and one of the tombs where she found the white lilies also belonged to an ancestor. Almost certainly, as she recorded in this notebook here."

She pointed to the booklet she had placed on Tim's bedside table. "Magdalena apparently wanted to find out whether the other graves that had been decorated with lilies or desecrated with the fires were perhaps also ancestors. She started researching in the family library—where she then made another discovery."

"What?" asked Tim. "Don't keep me in suspense like this!"

Once again, my tail wagged all by itself. Pearl was apparently cleaning the same paw for the third time.

Victoria went on: "Magdalena found that someone else had been doing research in the family library—or perhaps I should say, the family archive. In any case, they had been researching one grave that she was already sure belonged to an ancestor. And perhaps others as well."

She frowned, broodingly. "With a commonplace name like Weiß, it must be a nightmare to research family relationships that lie far into the past. But the family archives must be very well stocked. These people are proud of their ancestors and their origins."

"But how could Magdalena have known that someone else had done research in the archive?" Tim wanted to know.

Victoria hunched her shoulders. "I was wondering the same thing. Maybe some documents weren't in the right place, or something like that? She didn't write down anything about it. She simply noted that someone had been in the archive and had apparently been interested in the people she had also come across in connection with her research at the cemetery."

Victoria exhaled audibly. "Do you realize what this means, Tim?"

"That her comment that someone under our roof, as she put it, must be responsible for the grave fires, was actually referring to her family members, and not to one of the tenants. They don't have access to the family library or this archive. I had no idea that the Weißes even had such a private library."

Victoria nodded excitedly. "And that means that we also have to look for her murderer in the immediate family circle, if we assume that she was killed because of her research into the grave fires."

"Elena might also be a possibility," said Tim. "She lives in the family wing and may have gained access to the archive, even if she doesn't strike me as someone who would dig through old books and chronicles to research someone’s family history."

"Me neither," said Victoria. "But you never know. Why does anyone study the documents in the archives at all, only to then … set fire to graves in the cemetery?"

"Or to place white lilies on them?" added Tim, and he immediately tried to come up with a possible explanation. "It seems to me that this person—our arsonist and murderer—must have harbored a grudge against these ancestors of the family. Or something like respect or affection for the flower recipients?"

"I'm sure it wasn't just about a single ancestor," said Victoria. "Magdalena had already gathered certain clues about other graves that had also been set alight. She assumed that these were also family members. But she was killed before she could dig any deeper!"

Tim held out his unhurt hand for the papers Victoria had brought with her.

"I'll have a good look at these too," he said. "But that's already a promising lead, which narrows down our circle of suspects considerably. Good work, darling!"

He gently tilted his head, presumably to entice Victoria into a kiss, but she suddenly sat stiff and motionless on the edge of the bed and seemed to be lost in her thoughts. Menacing ones, by the look of her.

"What's wrong, my love?" Tim asked in alarm. "What's the matter?"

It took her a moment to answer. "I deliberately set myself up in front of the Weißes as a top investigator who solves murder cases as a matter of routine. I hoped that if our murderer was actually hiding in their midst, I would be able to lure him out of his shell a little. But now I'm wondering whether I've gone a little too far out on a limb."

"I think she's on the wrong track," Pearl commented. "We need to tell her about this Brotherhood of Death that the hamsters mentioned, which is supposedly responsible for Magdalena's death."

"Didn't we say that members—or even the leader of this brotherhood—might be in the family circle, Elena included?" I asked.

"Yes, yes … but somehow I find that hard to believe," said Pearl. "Benedikt might make a good leader, but he certainly wouldn't dig through a dusty archive and do any historical research. Neither would Elena. Those two are only interested in the present, in having fun and in the finer things being a two-legged brings. And who on earth would let Ignatius or Domenica head a fraternity? They're total loners who don't even have any friends, it seems to me."

"So that leaves only Christian?" I concluded. "But I think he's honestly grieving for his wife—much more so than the children, I'd say."

"And he would maybe have murdered her out of jealousy, but not after setting fire to graves," said Pearl. "After all, he's a thelologian."

"Theologian," I said. "Just like Domenica and Ignatius."

We were—once again—going round in circles.

"We have to return to the cemetery," I decided. "Tonight would be best. Let's just turn in there on our evening walk with Victoria, okay?"

"Agreed," said Pearl. "We'll interrogate the hamsters more thoroughly, and find out who the members of this Brotherhood of Death are. And which of them murdered Magdalena."

She sounded like a prosecutor, one who could make one witness after another sweat with her questions. Yet she herself was hardly bigger than the hamsters we were discussing.

Tim, on the other hand, was visibly worried about his girlfriend. He didn't like the idea that Victoria might have provoked the murderer a bit too much for her own good. "He'll attack you at the first opportunity he gets, don't you realize that? And I can't protect you! Look at me."

"I'll take care of it, I'll look after Victoria!" I interposed, but my two humans ignored me.

Victoria assured Tim that she would be careful, but then said exactly what Pearl and I wanted to hear.

Namely, "I'm going to go to the cemetery tonight to have a look around the crime scene, and at the graves that Magdalena examined more closely. I'll take Athos and Pearl with me. No one will notice if my dog accompanies me at night."

"Not a good idea! What do you hope to find by doing so?" Tim asked unhappily.

"I don't know that yet. Hopefully a clue that will take us further along on this case. And the murderer won't attack me if Athos is by my side. He does look pretty scary, even if he is a big fluffy softie at heart."

Was I imagining it, or did Pearl look somehow amused by this insult to my tough, wolfish nature?

Of course I am not a big softie. Just good-natured, and that is quite different, after all. Perhaps too good-natured, I thought, not for the first time.

Victoria cooked dinner for herself and Tim in the apartment's small kitchen, and then helped him to eat it.

Pearl and I were given travel food—i.e. dry food, which my tiny gourmet didn't like at all, but it couldn't be helped.

Then Victoria got dressed warmly and put Pearl and me on the leash. "We're going out, my sweeties," she explained.

We were ready, of course. Full of excitement, we stormed into the elevator at her side. I ran so energetically that I almost brought the poor little kitten down, earning myself a menacing hiss.

"I didn't dwell on it with Tim," Victoria said suddenly, once we stood outside on the street, "so he won’t be worried or talk me out of this expedition entirely. But if one of the Weißes took my bait, he might even come after us if we go to the cemetery now. What do you think? He might sense an opportunity to get rid of me, the annoying snoop. Then we can catch him in the act if he tries to attack me."

She fell silent, fiddled nervously with her gloves and took longer than usual to put them on. "Was that stupid of me? Too careless?"

"Well," I began, "if you ask me like that…"

"Nonsense," Pearl interrupted me. "We'll look after you! Come on now, let's go. Otherwise we'll freeze our fluffy butts off here! Why do we have to spend the winter in such nasty climes?"

Victoria bent down to me, stroked my head and looked me seriously but trustingly in the eyes as I gazed up at her. "You have to take good care of me, Athos, do you understand? Of all of us."

I swallowed. So much for the pressure to succeed. There was no way I was going to fail!
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Victoria seemingly wanted to gain entry through the main gate of the cemetery somehow, even though it had long since been closed and she couldn't very well have hidden me in her handbag. She had walked straight here, and Pearl and I had played the good, properly-leashed pets and followed her—trusting that our two-legged would already have a battle plan.

Well as it turned out, she didn't have one. There was no one to be seen near the locked gate, no cemetery staff, no gardener, gravedigger or security guard to whom Victoria could have told some hair-raising story about why she had to get into the cemetery at this late hour. And with two pets in tow!

"We'll take the badger tunnel," I said to Pearl on the spur of the moment. "That is, you and I can crawl through the sett and Victoria will have to climb over the wall. Do you think she'll manage that?"

"In principle, she does have four paws," said the tiny one confidently, "I mean hands and feet, even if she usually only uses two of them when walking. It must be awful having to balance on her hind legs all the time, but we know how crazy the humans are."

"Yes, yes … but that's not the point right now."

"She doesn't have any claws worth mentioning either," Pearl added skeptically.

She put her head back and stared up at the cemetery wall. "But she could jump. She's huge compared to me, and I could make it onto the top of that wall with a bit of effort."

"You couldn't," I replied reflexively.

A mistake.

"Want me to prove it to you?" the tiny one said promptly, and I saw the miniature muscles on her hind legs tense up.

"No, no," I said quickly. "That's not necessary. You're an excellent jumper—and a climber—but anyway. I have to go through the tunnel, and I, uh, don't want to go alone. So please, come with me."

I couldn't allow the little one to end up breaking a few bones during one of her daring maneuvers, driven by her boundless overconfidence. One plaster-casted pack member was really more than enough.

Fortunately, she complied and I gently pulled on the lead to make it clear to Victoria that she should follow me.

"This way," I panted, "I know a way we can get to the cemetery."

I was terribly hot in my fur, despite the very cold winter night. Probably all the excitement. Would Victoria make it over the wall? Or would she break all her bones and would I be responsible?

I found the old badger sett without any problem and sat down demonstratively on my hind paws when we reached it.

"What is it, Athos?" Victoria asked in surprise.

"Show her the tunnel entrance," Pearl said, and I did. I stuck my nose into the opening, which was hidden behind a few tufts of grass, disappeared halfway in, and then crawled back a little so I could look at Victoria again. "We're going this way; you have to climb over the wall," I explained to her.

To my great relief, she seemed to understand what I was trying to tell her. She bent down and let Pearl and me off the leash. Then she walked a little way along the wall, her gaze flitting over the stones piled up in front of her. She was obviously looking for a place where she could find support for her hands and feet.

I felt queasy at the thought that she might slip with her awkward human extremities, and she herself seemed quite intimidated by the challenge ahead.

I was delighted when all three of us finally landed safely on the other side of the cemetery wall.

Pearl had changed her mind and wanted to climb with Victoria to "show her how it's done," but I had grabbed her without further ado and pushed her into the badger tunnel in front of me. I had received an indignant hiss for this, but the tiny one had then trotted through the tunnel in front of me.

Fortunately, the former badgers' den was so spacious that she didn't have to squeeze through most of the passages like I did. I can't imagine if her silky white fur had gotten dirty in the process! She would never have forgiven me for that, and I would have had to listen to what a barbarian I was for pushing her into the tunnel for at least two interminable days.

So only I had to shake some soil out of my fur when we returned to the surface on the other side of the wall, then we were ready to guide Victoria to my new hamster friends.

Of course, I had no objection to her looking at the graves Magdalena had investigated or the crime scene where she had been killed. I was also aware that the hamsters—or any other animals—would not be useful witnesses for her. But I was eager to find out more from the rodents about the so-called Brotherhood of Death, which was supposedly behind Magdalena's murder.

Fortunately, Victoria didn't decide to put Pearl or me on the leash again. But I also didn't dare to guide her in the right direction with wild barking and excited running back and forth as usual. We couldn't afford to attract the attention of any of the cemetery’s guards.

I had to think of Victoria's plan to lure the murderer into a trap if he really was hiding within the Weiß family. As I said, I wasn't at all comfortable with the idea of her making herself a decoy—and a target!—but to my relief, no one had followed us here from Schloss Neuhof. I had listened meticulously for footsteps that would have given away a pursuer and I had turned around more than once and stared behind every bush, into every doorway, behind every parked car to see if there might be some dark figure hiding there.

We had been all alone on the street.

Of course, it was possible that someone from this ominous fraternity was hanging around the cemetery, or even worse, that several of Magdalena's murderers were already waiting for us here.

Would they be armed with electric stun guns and fire again?

How was I supposed to defend Victoria and the tiny one against such an attack, especially if it came from several sides at once?

I ran off quickly to dispel these thoughts. Pearl immediately joined me and trotted along at my pace. After a few steps, I stopped and looked around for Victoria.

"You seem to know where you're going, I think?" she said to me.

Instead of barking, I turned around once, wagging my tail, and then walked on purposefully.

She understood.
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I guided them to the spot where I had encountered the field hamsters in daylight. There I sat down on my hind paws and called quietly for the rodents.

Pearl settled down close to me, her whiskers twitching excitedly. Victoria, on the other hand, didn't really understand why I had stopped.

"What are you doing here, Athos?" she asked as she narrowed her eyes and stared into the darkness that surrounded us. Luckily the sky was starry, a glowing crescent moon hung over our heads, and we also benefited from the fact that it never really got dark in this big city. Victoria wasn't completely blind.

But where were the hamsters? Shouldn't they be nocturnal, or were they fast asleep in their hiding places?

Suddenly Pearl squeaked next to me. I almost jumped out of my fur in shock. Admittedly, I was pretty tense, and who could blame me?

"Look, Athos," she cried excitedly, "over there on the grave!"

Instead of running in the indicated direction, she reflexively retreated and moved closer to me.

"Wow, what's this? So many … hamsters?" I heard Victoria exclaim in amazement, even though her voice was no louder than a whisper. Then I finally understood what had inspired such respect in Pearl.

A good two dozen of the red, black and white patterned rodents had suddenly appeared on the grave to our right, like phantoms from the night. They had all reared up on their hind legs, and before I had really taken in the sight of them, the largest of the animals began to hiss at us. It dropped back onto all four paws and slowly approached us.

"They're really unfriendly," said Pearl, startled. "What kind of reception is this?"

"They were quite peaceful in the afternoon," I said.

I walked towards the rodents, placing myself between them and Pearl. Admittedly, the sight of so many—obviously bad-tempered—hamsters was strange, but a big, brave Malamute wouldn't be intimidated by that!

The hissing big guy came to a halt, but didn't back away from me. On the contrary, his buddies suddenly bared their teeth. They may have been small, but they certainly looked sharp and pointed.

"What's the matter with you?" I called out to the group. "What kind of welcome is this? I was here this afternoon and met some very friendly members of your clan!"

I looked around in the hope of spotting the animals I had made acquaintance with among the rodents.

To my relief, the young hamster I knew appeared to my left.

My joy was short-lived, however, as another dozen snarling fellows appeared directly behind him. The outlines of their small bodies emerged from the darkness like ghosts.

And right behind us, I heard the almost silent pattering of tiny paws. We were surrounded!

Victoria let out a strangled cry and froze. "What the hell…?" she gasped.

The field hamsters were—as I have already described—quite handsome, large and strong representatives of their species, at least when compared with domestic hamsters. And with their rapidly growing numbers and their demeanor, their so obviously displayed hostility, it gave them an air of something dangerous.

I resolutely pulled Pearl towards me with my left paw. She meowed in fright, but immediately realized my intention. She snuggled up to me and I could feel her trembling.

"Nothing will happen to you, don't worry," I whispered, even though I didn't feel as confident as I pretended to be.

I turned to the young hamster I knew, while the circle of other animals slowly but surely drew closer around us. New rodents were still arriving. I had long since stopped trying to estimate their numbers. There were—many. A great many.

I wanted to get the young one to vouch for me to his comrades.

"You know me," I shouted, "and Pearl and Victoria are part of my pack. We come as friends."

At that moment, a giant hamster suddenly pushed the youngster aside.

He approached me with a menacing expression, and completely fearlessly, as it seemed to me. Having so many of his companions behind him made him foolhardy. Apparently he was the leader of this clan.

"Your friend is not welcome here," he growled at me. "Get out of here, right now, before you're sorry!"

"But ... Victoria is a really nice human," I assured him. "She loves animals and would never hurt you. We're only here because we're looking for the murderers of a friend. Magdalena Weiß, a two-legged who regularly gave tours here at the cemetery and was recently killed. I'm sure you know her. Maybe you can help us—"

"Enough!" the hamster roared at me. Yes, he did roar, even though I couldn't believe my ears! He reared up in front of me like a bear gone wild.

"We don't care about your human!" he hissed at me. "She has to go! She's our enemy." He let his paw snap forward, flashing sharp claws, and if Pearl hadn't had such quick reflexes she would have been a head shorter in the next moment. She ducked under his blow and disappeared squealing behind my front leg. Her back—curved into a cat's hump—pressed against my stomach.

"Athos!" she wailed desperately.

Had this hamster completely lost his mind? I lowered my head protectively over Pearl, growled and let the crazy rodent see my teeth very clearly.

At least that had an effect!

For his part, he ducked down and made no further attempt to attack Pearl.

But his companions went wild. They shouted and hissed: "Get rid of the cat! We'll kill it! Cats are not welcome here. Our pact protects us from the murderers!"

"Let's get out of here!" I heard Victoria gasp, but that was easier said than done. On all sides, behind all the graves I could make out in the darkness, hamsters were now crouching and staring at us with their hateful little beady eyes. The fact that they glowed like fire in the dark didn't make things any better!

"Please," I implored the leader of the horde, "let's talk sense! Pearl would never hurt a hamster, I give you my word on that. She's, um, a fish eater, honestly. She doesn't care about meat."

"Why are they scared of me but not of you?" Pearl whispered to me in a shaky voice. "They're crazy! You're so much bigger."

I didn't understand it myself, and Victoria was also completely wrong in terms of her interpretation of the situation.

"They're afraid of you, Athos, I think," she stammered. "They probably haven't met a dog so big in their whole lives—seeing as it's forbidden to take you into the cemetery."

She didn't squeak as pitifully as Pearl did, but her voice sounded much higher than usual. She was probably underestimating the seriousness of the situation, just because the brightly patterned little rodents looked kind of cute. If she had looked into the glowing eyes of a pack of rats of the same size, she would have run away screaming long ago.

We had to get out of here and as quickly as possible. That much, at least, was clear to her. Victoria tried to get moving, but the hamsters kept the circle closed and hissed at her like furies.

She stopped abruptly. "Athos?" she called timidly.

I continued to negotiate. Attacking the hamsters was not an option. I would probably have got hold of one or two of them, even though these little rodents were certainly very nimble on their paws. But I wouldn't have been able to protect Pearl at the same time. Or Victoria, either. Even the strongest human didn't stand a chance against a pack of hundreds of bite-happy rodents.

However, Victoria's misguided attempt to explain the hamsters' crazy behavior put me on the right track. The hamsters here didn't know any dogs, or at least only harmless lapdogs, so they weren't afraid of us. While poaching cats, which existed in almost every human settlement, could certainly sneak into this cemetery in all possible ways and probably saw the rodents as easy prey. That's why they were the mortal enemies of the hamsters!

"You made a pact to defend yourselves against your enemies?" I said to the leader. "That … uh, I understand well. A wise decision."

I tried to keep my tone thoroughly friendly and understanding, even though I found it damn hard. Pearl was cowering behind my leg, angry and terrified, but fortunately she kept her mouth shut. Every word she said would only have provoked the hamsters further. Apparently the rodents were completely unaware of how small and harmless the tiny one truly was.

At least the leader seemed willing to talk.

"Yes, we have made a pact against the cats," he declared proudly. "You're looking at the fearless Brotherhood of Cat Hunters, defending our territory against the bloodthirsty killers! Just as the two-leggeds joined together to form the Brotherhood of the Immortals to drive troublemakers away from here."

"Like they did with Magdalena?" I asked cautiously. "The woman I mentioned? The tour guide…"

"Exactly right! She regularly dragged hordes of two-leggeds into the cemetery and disturbed the peace and quiet of the residents here. That's why she had to die! She was banished with fire by the Brotherhood of the Immortals."

"You mean the Brotherhood of Death?" I asked quickly. I kept my head lowered protectively over Pearl and at the same time nuzzled my shoulder against Victoria's leg to let her know she didn't need to be afraid. We were making progress! Maybe we would find out from the hamsters who had killed Magdalena after all. Apparently the attack on her had not escaped the attention of the rodent leader either.

"Brotherhood of Death?" he repeated disparagingly. "Only our young ones call them that. They fear them, are intimidated by the gatherings of the Immortals in the great cave of men. But they only gather there to worship their god, that's all. These bipeds mean us no harm. They are wise and together they are strong. That is why we have also fraternized, following their example. Against the vile cats that hunt us and kill our children! Now they no longer dare to come here. Never again!"

"Yes, yes, I understand," I hastened to say. "A wise decision on your part, to follow this example to protect your pack."

The leader stood up proudly. He liked my praise; it made him look strong in front of his clan. You could always rely on good old vanity, regardless of whether you were dealing with a biped or a quadruped.

"We'll get out of here in a minute," I said quickly, "but please tell me who from this Brotherhood killed Magdalena. You must have seen it, didn't you? Nothing that happens in your territory escapes your notice."

"Of course not," the leader said promptly. He was still eyeing Pearl, who had made herself all but invisible behind my leg, but he was no longer trying to harm her.

I allowed myself to exhale. I hadn't even realized that I had been holding my breath the whole time.

"It was the leader of the Brotherhood himself who killed the woman," announced the hamster, as if he were speaking of some dark deity. "The others cheered him on, crowded behind him and applauded when the evil woman was set on fire. She was a transgressor and had to be punished."

"The leader said that?" I asked. "That she had to be punished? And with death?

"That's how it was."

"What does he look like, this leader? Can you describe him to me?" I urged him.

"He always wears a cape and hood. All in black. He walks lightly, even if he's not a floater."

"Not a floater?"

"Not an immortal, I mean. Although he heads the Brotherhood of the Immortals."

"What does that mean?" I asked.

The hamster hissed at me like Pearl when she was in a bad mood: "Enough with your questions! Get out of here, we've put up with you long enough!"

"Just one more question! You mentioned the great cave of the humans earlier—where the members of the Brotherhood meet. Can you show us the way there? Please?"

"I think he meant the church," Pearl whispered to me.

She didn't speak quietly enough. With her barely audible voice, she reminded the hamsters of her presence. The rodents hissed and snarled and would have pounced on us if Victoria hadn't saved the day. She bent down in a flash, grabbed the tiny one and then ran off as fast as her legs would carry her.

I was immediately beside her, galloping along and looking over my shoulder as we ran. The hamsters followed us. They were fast, and they were still hissing and snarling as if we had fallen into a snake pit.
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"We're leaving!" I shouted. "Don't get so mad! We're out of here." As I ran, I incidentally bared my teeth. Open aggression was definitely the wrong strategy now, but it couldn't hurt to at least subtly make it clear to these crazy rodents that we weren't completely defenseless, either.

They followed us for a while, but none of the self-proclaimed cat hunters dared to attack us directly. At some point, I heard the voice of the leader calling his clan back. And then they were gone, as suddenly and as silently as they had appeared.

Victoria, however, didn't even notice; she ran and ran, holding Pearl tightly to her chest so that she almost took the poor tiny one’s breath away, and only stopped when we were back at the cemetery wall.

She looked around, searching for the badgers’ den that Pearl and I had slipped through, but it was somewhere else entirely. I nudged her gently with my muzzle and then walked along the wall in front of her.

"This way," I told her, and she followed me.

She only put Pearl down when I had found the right place.

The poor kitten looked badly battered. Her blue eyes were wide with fear, her fur all rumpled, and for once no bold comment about our adventure fell from her lips.

When we were all safely back out on the street, Victoria put us both on the leash. She was hard on herself.

"What was I thinking, trying to snoop around here in the cemetery in the dark? We've achieved nothing except scaring up a few rabid hamsters. Come on, let's go home!"

"That's not true!" I panted. "We have achieved something. We now have confirmation that Magdalena was killed by this sinister fraternity, just because she disturbed the peace in the cemetery." A petty offense in my eyes, but apparently a deadly outrage if this Brotherhood of Death had their way! Or of the Immortals—whatever they called themselves. That aspect was of secondary importance to me.

Now we just had to find out who the members of this covenant were. And who was their secret leader, who had killed Magdalena with his own hands.

"How can it be that Tim didn't see all those people when he and Magdalena were attacked?" asked Pearl. "If the members of this brotherhood were as numerous as the hamster said?"

Her voice still sounded a bit timid and she swayed a little as she walked alongside me, but she seemed determined to play the intrepid investigator again. She seemed more motivated than ever to hunt down Magdalena's killer.

But I didn't know the answer to her question either. The hamster's words didn't really make sense—especially his ramblings about immortals and floaters.

"These rodents with their cat pact are completely bonkers, if you ask me," said Pearl. "We really can't take them seriously as witnesses!"

"But this is our best lead!" I protested. Our only one so far, if I were honest.

I followed Victoria through the dimly-lit streets without looking around at the people or cars as we passed. I was preoccupied with my thoughts, but luckily Pearl wasn't so blind to our surroundings.

She stopped suddenly and pressed her nose to the sidewalk like a tracking dog.

"We know that smell, don't we?" she said to me as she took a few more steps, sniffing.

The sight was truly bizarre and even made Victoria smile. "Hey kiddo, what's wrong with you? Are you turning into a bloodhound?" she commented.

"Pah!" said Pearl. "As if we cats didn't have any useful olfactory organs! Those three suspicious figures who were just walking ahead of us … I think they were in the cemetery too. Anyway, they were coming from the same direction as we are. They were dressed all in black, presumably to be invisible in the dark—and they were wearing hoods to hide their faces."

"What?" I asked excitedly. I came to an abrupt halt and looked around.

"Sleepyhead!" Pearl chided me. "They're long gone, around the corner up ahead. Didn't you see them?"

"No," I had to confess, "I was busy thinking! But the description sounds exactly like the leader of the Brotherhood as the head hamster described him to us earlier. Dressed in black, with a hood…"

"What's going on, Athos? Come on!" Victoria pulled on the leash.

I didn't want to be strangled by my collar, so I did her the favor and got moving again. Pearl kept up with me effortlessly and looked very pleased because she’d noticed something that had completely escaped me.

"On the other hand, many two-leggeds wear black clothing. And a hood in winter," I objected. "That doesn't mean they're criminals!"

"Sure," said Pearl. "But one of those hooded figures was Elena, I’d bet the farm on that. I recognized her scent. Why don't you have a sniff?"

I pressed my nose to the ground as I continued walking.

"You're right," I had to admit. "I can smell Elena here too."

"Couldn't these three figures be members of the Brotherhood of Death?" Pearl continued thoughtfully. "Maybe they followed us to the cemetery to take out Victoria, but then didn't attack us because the hamsters scared them too?"

"I really can't imagine that," I said. "Surely we would have noticed them if they had sneaked up on us."

"Would we?" asked Pearl. "Well, those hamsters had really captured my attention, I must say."

"Mine too," I admitted.

"Tim mentioned that Elena went on Magdalena's cemetery tours several times," said Pearl. "Maybe she wasn't really interested in the tour at all, but just wanted to observe, and spy on Magdalena ... and then determine the best time to strike with her strange brotherhood."

"You seriously think she could be the leader?" I asked.

"We can't rule it out, in any case," said Pearl. "We have to keep an eye on her!"

Pearl and I philosophized half the night about deadly brotherhoods and all the things we had learned about this kind of association from television. We remembered the Templars and Illuminati, Rosicrucians and Freemasons, and Pearl even said: "I think this Brotherhood of Death must be similar to the Cuckoo Clan. They wear funny hoods too, just like Elena and her friends. And they like to set fires, don't they?"

"You mean the Ku Klux Klan," I corrected her, "but it's only active in America, not here."

"Know-it-all!" she grumbled. "America or not, these madmen in the Brotherhood of Death may have similar delusions, and kill other two-leggeds they don't like without giving it a second thought."
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After breakfast the next morning, we were in for a surprise—but not a pleasant one. An ambulance came to take Tim to the hospital to change his bandages and check the progress of his recovery. The paramedics transported Tim in their van and Victoria was also able to ride along.

But Pearl and I weren’t allowed access to the hospital, she explained, so we had to stay in Tim's apartment on our own.

And the worst thing: Victoria locked us in. Although she apologized for this measure with a few treats and some cuddles, she said: "I just don't want you wandering around the house alone or even through the city. I'm sure you understand that—and I know how good you are at opening doors now, my dear Athos," she added.

So there we sat behind the locked door, the tiny one and me, sulking. How were we supposed to solve a murder if we weren't given a free hand—or paw, I should say?

Pearl was offended in her vanity, and I was worried about whether Victoria and Tim might make a good target on the way to the hospital—or even at the hospital—without me, their protector. Was the leader of this dark brotherhood, of whose existence our two-leggeds hadn't the faintest idea, still trying to kill Tim? And was Victoria now also a target because she was sniffing around so eagerly?

The ashes outside the front door were a warning that I took very seriously.

Pearl and I wordlessly surrendered to a nap on Tim's bed. What else could we have done?

At some point, I dreamt that Tim and Victoria had returned from hospital early—I heard a noise at the door and assumed they were about to enter the apartment and apologize with more treats for locking us in like this.

I was inclined to forgive them; after all, I am a good-natured dog and don’t hold a grudge. Quite unlike Pearl. She often held some misstep I had committed in her eyes against me for weeks afterwards.

I got up on my paws and shook off my drowsiness.

There it was again, the noise at the front door. I hadn't dreamt it. I expected to hear Victoria's voice calling, "Where's my good boy? And my sweet kitten?"—or something similar.

But I didn't hear anything that sounded like the opening of the door or the voices of our two-leggeds.

It remained quiet in the apartment, apart from a soft scratching sound, followed by an odd hissing coming from the front room. I was just about to go and check when Pearl woke up next to me and, as she sometimes did when half asleep, clawed at my paw with her tiny forefeet, as she liked to use it as a pillow.

I paused.

"Wake up, snoozy!" I said, to rouse the tiny one. "Someone's at the door, I think—but apparently not our own two-leggeds."

Pearl was awake within a breath. "You don't think … that someone is leaving a threatening message or something similar again, do you?" she meowed.

I freed my paw and jumped off the bed. "That's possible. Come on, let's find out who it could be."

It wouldn’t be easy to sniff through a locked door, but the odd bit of scent could steal through cracks and crevices, so I had a chance of detecting who was tampering with the door. If Victoria and Tim came home to a pile of ashes or some other new threat on the door mat, at least Pearl and I would know who had planted it. A unique opportunity to expose the murderer, even if we would then have to deal with the usual problem when it came to communicating our findings to our humans.

Full of hope for a breakthrough in our investigation, I ran into the anteroom, closely followed by Pearl. Once again I heard a rustling and a hissing—and the next moment I froze in shock.

A pungent odor rose to my nose, so penetrating that even one of the stunted human olfactory organs would have detected it. I was also presented with a sight that made me yelp: flames were flickering up from under the front door. That is, to be more precise, they were already spreading toward us across the wooden floor of the anteroom.

"Holy salmon!" squeaked Pearl next to me. "I guess a pile of ash wasn't enough this time. Someone's started a fire, Athos!"

She was right—I saw and smelled a puddle of alcohol that was feeding the hissing flames. They were slowly but inexorably eating their way forward, straight in the direction of Pearl and me.

It certainly wasn't an accident! Someone must have deliberately poured the alcohol under the door and set fire to it.

I briefly wanted to try to smother the fire with my paws, but Pearl held me back: "Are you crazy? Look how high the flames are already! And how far they’ve spread! You don't stand a chance, you'll only burn your paws!"

I had to admit that she was right. It might have been possible to wriggle past the flames to reach the door handle, but it was no use, because Tim and Victoria had locked us in. We were trapped!

The floor didn't burn quite as quickly as dry logs would have if they’d caught fire. Perhaps the varnish that the floorboards were coated with was intended to make the wood less susceptible to flames, as I had already observed with other materials used by the two-leggeds—in the movies, of course. After all, I wasn't an action hero in real life, even if I was a four-pawed detective. And that was truly adventurous enough for me!

I couldn't help but think of the gloomy prophecy of the owl in the animal cemetery. Was the end of my life imminent? Would Pearl and I become victims of this fire?

We couldn’t let that happen. We had to do something! But what?

There was no way out for us anywhere. I ran into the living room, then back into the bedroom, but I already knew what awaited me there. Neither of the rooms had a balcony onto which Pearl and I could have escaped. There were only windows in both rooms, and of course they were closed in the middle of winter.

Without thinking, I tried to raise the alarm. I howled and barked as loud as I could to get help. One of the residents of the house needed to become aware of the fire and come to save us.

But the walls in this old house were thick. Who would hear my barking and realize that it was a call for help? Who would smell the fire in time before Pearl and I were roasted alive? And even if someone came to our aid, who would be quick enough to break down the front door, which in the meantime had also caught fire, and fight their way through the flames to us?

Another thought popped into my head: who had even known that Pearl and I were in the apartment? Who could have known before I barked?

At least one person—the murderer who had set the fire, I thought grimly. Or had this attack not been aimed at us? Was the arsonist after Tim and Victoria? But they could have saved themselves; after all, they had a key to the front door.

"Athos?" Pearl pulled me out of my stupor. "Do something!"

"Like what?"

"We have to jump out of the window!"

"You do realize that we're right at the top, under the roof—on the third floor. We'd break our necks!"
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It wouldn't be the first time I'd jumped through a pane of glass. I’d already had to perform such a stunt once to save my own two-legged. But this time there was an abyss behind the window!

Animals like Pearl and me are much more skilled than humans when it comes to jumping and falling safely, but three stories is too high, even for us. We would never survive a fall like that. We needed to come up with a better plan! But what kind?

Pearl jumped up onto the windowsill in front of me and pressed her tiny muzzle against the pane.

The smoke rose up into my nose and slowly filled the whole apartment. Behind me, the fire crackled and hissed as it crept inexorably towards us.

"There's a narrow parapet under the window outside," Pearl said. "Wide enough for me … but I’ve no idea if you could walk on it."

I was with her in two steps, standing up on my hind legs and bracing myself on the inside of the windowsill. The parapet she had mentioned was at most as wide as the tiny one’s body. I would have to place one paw directly in front of the other very carefully in order to balance along it and not fall off. But first I had to find a way to open the window.

I had little experience with window handles that could be operated in a similar way to door handles, but I had managed to push such handles down once or twice in the past to get a window open.

Here, however, the windows were old and secured with a self-locking lever that was far too small for my paws.

"Try your luck!" I asked Pearl, and she immediately did as she was told.

She could push her paws under the lever, but the problem was that she simply couldn't muster enough strength to set the thing in motion, let alone push it all the way open.

It would have taken her little paws, but my strength. Hopeless. And by now it was as hot in the room as if the July sun were burning down on us.

"We have to break the window," I panted.

"But how?" whimpered Pearl.

I spun around as if I were chasing my own tail for fun, but this time I was driven by desperation. I found it increasingly difficult to breathe and the room began to spin in front of me.

"The floor lamp!" I gasped. "If we can push it in the right direction, it'll fall right into the window."

"And that will be enough to break it?" asked Pearl. However, she was already jumping onto the armchair in the corner by the window. The floor lamp loomed behind it. It was made of a bronze-colored metal—a long, narrow stem and a moon-shaped crescent at the top.

"We have to try!" I cried.

Pearl jumped nimbly from the back of the armchair onto the crescent bowl of the lamp. It wobbled a little, but otherwise didn't budge.

"More momentum!" I shouted.

Pearl placed herself in the center of the moon-shaped bowl and began to rock back and forth with her entire body weight.

Her entire body weight—wasn't nearly enough. The armchair also had to be removed, because otherwise the lamp wouldn't fall over towards the window.

I braced myself against the chair, which was really heavy. If we could have used this armchair as a projectile, we could probably have smashed any window pane no matter how thick. But dogs can’t lift and throw anything, and neither can miniature tigers.

My fur was hotter than it had ever been before; my paws were soaked with sweat and slipping from under me. But I didn't give up. I pushed and pushed, lowered my head and pressed it against the armchair like a battering ram … until it finally moved. Slowly, bit by bit.

"That's good!" The tiny one cheered me on. "Keep going!"

I didn't need to be told twice. I mustered all my strength and pushed the bulky chair aside one paw length at a time. And finally the way was clear.

Pearl continued to rock back and forth on the lamp, but it just wouldn't budge more than a half-hearted swaying.

"Get down!" I ordered her without further ado. "Let me do it!"

"But you can't climb!" she protested.

"I don't have to! Come on, hurry up!"

With a mighty leap worthy of a leopard, she jumped off the lamp and landed on the armchair.

I took as much of a running start as the space allowed and then threw myself with full force against the stem of the lamp. I simply imagined that I was facing that monster of a two-legged that wanted to make barbecue chops out of Pearl and me.

It helped. I was amazed at the strength rising inside of me.

The lamp fell against the window with a spectacular swing and a deafening crash. And the pane broke! I could have shouted for joy.

Fresh air flowed into the room, giving me a moment of relief, but it also made the flames—which were already very close to us—flare up joyfully.

Pearl jumped onto the window sill and found her way out between the few pieces of glass still stuck in the window frame. The next moment she was already stepping along the ledge on the façade, where we needed to get to safety from the flaming inferno.

She made it look very easy.

I lifted my front paws, which allowed me to reach the inner, lower edge of the window without any problem. I quickly shoved aside a few of the shards that were in my way, then pushed my hind paws off the ground and managed to jump onto the windowsill. However, I had a little too much momentum and almost headed through the broken pane into the abyss.

I heard a panicked howl. My own!

I only just managed to regain my balance.

If my paws had felt like jelly the other day—was it really only yesterday?—after the encounter with the owl, I now had the feeling that they were melting under me like ice cream in the sun. And the fact that such a stupid comparison came to mind now, of all times, was certainly not a good sign.

I urgently needed to pull myself together and regain control of my renegade limbs. Otherwise I truly was doomed.

Pearl had stopped two dog lengths away and effortlessly turned around to face me on the narrow ledge.

"Is there anything I can do to help you?" she meowed, looking at me so worriedly, as if I didn't have the slightest chance of making it to her.

I had to cover a much longer distance on the ledge than just to reach her—I realized this to my horror as I looked around, panting.

The abyss gaped beneath me, seeming to grab me by the guts and pull me into the depths—into certain death.

My only chance was a small balcony a good five dog lengths away from me. If I made it there, I would be safe for the time being.

The fire would only reach me when the outer walls of the building went up in flames too, and hopefully that wouldn't happen. Some two-legged should finally realize the danger the venerable castle was in—along with its inhabitants, including Pearl and me!

I barked once more at the top of my lungs, but then I couldn't hesitate any longer. The blaze behind me was already scorching the tip of my poor tail. I had to get away from the window.

I stared into the depths again. A mistake! It dropped so abruptly that I felt dizzy. The abyss seemed to be reaching for me again.

How was I supposed to make it to the balcony? I was a dog and not a mountain goat!

"Come on, Athos!" Pearl shook me out of my torpor. "One paw in front of the other! Don't look down! Just imagine you're a cat!"

"An easy exercise," I gasped, then the smell of scorched fur hit my nose. My fur…

I gave myself a jolt. I put first one paw on the narrow ledge, then the second. The treetops of the garden twisted beneath me. My stomach felt like I'd eaten three-week-old fish. It rebelled.

"Go on, Athos! A little faster!" came from Pearl. "You're a cat! The best climber there is."

As always, she was exaggerating wildly. I could think of a hundred other animals that could climb far better than cats, but I kept my mouth shut. Now was not the time for pointless discussions.

One paw in front of the other.

Do not look down.

How much further was it?

I looked in the direction of the balcony that would be my salvation. And froze in horror.

Had I even come closer to it yet? I didn't have that impression. But turning around to see how far I had already moved away from our destroyed window was not an option—any unnecessary movement could mean my certain death.

"Come on, Athos, you're doing great!"

Pearl was a real little cheerleader. It made me think of those strange human sports where the bipeds—usually women—armed with colorful pom-poms, jump up and down next to the field as if bitten by a wild monkey.

Pearl walked a little way ahead. Then she stopped again and looked around for me.

"Super. Keep it up! You're doing great," she continued to cheer me on.

At some point, my paws moved of their own accord, even though I couldn't seem to feel them anymore. Slowly I crawled my way away from the flames.

The coolness of the winter's day enveloped me in a snug embrace. The wind whistled around my ears and I could breathe freely again. The balcony was getting closer after all.

And eventually I reached it. I pushed myself up on the railing, made one last leap and finally landed on the cold tiles, panting and howling with relief like a puppy.

Pearl licked my nose. "Well done. You're the perfect cat."

"Thank you for the compliment," I gasped.

I had barely caught my breath before she’d squeezed through the bars of the railing on the other side of the balcony.

"Where are you going?" I asked in alarm.

"You wait here—I think you're safe for now. But I need to mobilize help. Someone has to call the fire department and get you down from here!"

I hadn't even thought about that yet. I got to my feet and pressed my nose against the balcony door behind me.

It was locked, and there was no light on in the apartment behind it. The room I was looking into was neatly tidy and there was nothing lying around that would have indicated an occupant.

A rental apartment like Tim's, but one that was currently vacant? I couldn't have said exactly, but it was clear that there was no one at home who could have freed me.

I realized what Pearl was up to. Right next to the balcony, a drainpipe led down into the depths. Pearl wrapped her paws around it and was already slipping and sliding down it before I could shout a warning to her.

Her claws barely found a grip on the smooth metal; they only made a hideous noise that went right through my trembling bones, but the tiny one managed to hold on to the pipe as though it were a tree branch. Fortunately it was relatively thin, otherwise Pearl would have been too small for this action. Her paw span was not exactly impressive.

This drainpipe would never have carried my weight. The anchors holding it to the façade looked fragile and even a little rusty. I would definitely have overstretched them with my bulk and I would have fallen down, along with the pipe itself. Apart from the fact that I couldn't climb like Pearl, even if she had just dubbed me an honorary cat.

It took a load off my mind when I saw the tiny one land safely on the ground.

"I'll get help!" she called to me, then she scampered along the base of the castle and finally disappeared around the corner that would lead her to the main entrance.

I looked around for the window we had climbed out of. Black smoke was billowing out of the opening we had created, but the outer walls of the castle were resisting the fire. So far. It was only a matter of time before they went up in flames too.
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What felt like an eternity passed before I finally heard the sirens of emergency vehicles in the distance.

Soon afterwards, two large fire engines appeared, from which numerous two-leggeds jumped out. They shouted all kinds of instructions to each other, unrolled hoses, extended ladders….

I got to my feet, ran up to the balustrade and lifted myself up. Then I yelped and howled at the top of my lungs. "Helloooo, humans! I'm up here. Please come and rescue me!"

I spotted Pearl among the men scurrying around on the ground below, a tiny speck of white amongst all the black and yellow of the firefighters' uniforms that the bipeds were wearing.

She clawed at the trouser leg of the leader who barked most of the orders, no doubt trying to get his attention.

However, it took the man ages to even notice her, and then he didn't understand what she was trying to tell him. He probably thought she was a frightened pet that needed to be rescued. He took her gently in his arms and carried her towards one of the fire engines. There he put her in the driver's seat through the open window.

She took off again as soon as he turned back to his work and would certainly have made a second attempt, but luckily I managed to attract attention without her help. It was far easier for me to bark really loudly than to pretend to be a cat and balance on a narrow ledge at a dizzying height.

Several of the uniformed two-leggeds looked up at me, and soon one of the vehicles extended a seemingly endless ladder. At the end of it there was a small open cabin, and in it stood a man who finally stretched out his arms towards me when he reached my height.

Now, once again, careful paws were needed. In my joy at finally being rescued, I couldn't just jump on the man and possibly throw him off balance!

I carefully climbed over the balustrade of the balcony and put my front paws on the man’s shoulders. He fortunately looked very strong and could certainly carry a big Malamute like me. Then I pulled my hind paws up and he wrapped his arms around me tightly.

"Got you!" he shouted. "Good puppy!"

The fact that he referred to me—a full-grown near-wolf—as a puppy, well. I forgave him outright, given the fact that he held me safely and tightly in his arms until the little cabin reached the ground again.

It could be that I closed both eyes on the ride down, which doesn’t mean that I am afraid of heights! But for the time being—no, for the rest of my life—I would be only too happy to leave the lofty heights to my feathered contemporaries.

When the fireman finally set me down on the grass in front of the building, I couldn't help but jump up on him—now that he was no longer in danger of falling—and press an extremely wet kiss right on the tip of his nose out of sheer gratitude. The man was my hero.

Then Pearl appeared and hopped excitedly around me, making the nearby firefighters squeal with delight like eleven-year-old girls.

We were saved. Not only Pearl and me—the time-honored castle would also survive the blaze.

Tiny and I trudged off, taking up position under one of the trees so as not to get in the way of the firemen, and they continued with their work.

In the end, there was still a little smoke and fumes coming out of the window, but the men seemed satisfied. The fire had been extinguished, and now they just had to make sure that it wouldn’t break out again. No ember, no matter how small, was to be overlooked, or that's what I gathered from the orders the leader shouted to his men.

At some point—I couldn't have said how much time had passed—Tim and Victoria returned. They arrived in the ambulance, and Victoria jumped out of the vehicle with a startled cry when she saw the firefighters and their huge vehicles. She called our names and Pearl and I immediately rushed towards her.

Tim let the paramedics help him into a wheelchair that he had obviously acquired at the hospital. He wanted to be mobile, it seemed to me, not just lie in bed and be condemned to inactivity.

However, he was not yet familiar with handling the small vehicle, and with only one strong hand to get the wheels rolling, it took him a while to make it over to us.

Victoria gave me a great big hug, stroked my ears and patted Pearl's head so hard that the tiny one flinched.

"We're fine," I assured our two-legged as she hugged me so tightly that she almost strangled me. Then she picked Pearl up and buried her face in her fluffy white fur.

"Thank God nothing happened to you!" she shouted over and over again.

My hero, the fireman, later explained to her that he had rescued me from a balcony on the third floor, and Victoria's eyes widened.

"But … how did Athos get there?" she asked, startled. "He and Pearl were in our apartment. I—I locked them in."

A pained expression twisted her face. "So they couldn’t get away, you see. Athos is really good at opening doors…"

The man put his hand on Victoria's arm reassuringly. "Don't blame yourself. It's perfectly normal to leave our pets alone once in a while, and to lock the front door when you do. You couldn't have known that a fire would break out."

The subsequent investigation revealed that the fire had not simply broken out by itself, as this man had initially assumed, but had been deliberately set under Tim's front door. Police investigators turned up, men in overalls and boots, and later also the detective whom Tim had already met after Magdalena's murder—Chief Inspector Fischer.

He was still a young man who smelled of pipe tobacco and made a confident impression. However, I didn't have the opportunity to get to know him better, because he seemed very busy and I lost sight of him as soon as he arrived.

Some of his employees also scurried through the house, for what seemed like hours—while men from the fire department took Tim and Victoria's few belongings, which had been spared from the flames, out of Tim's bedroom.

"I'm insured, of course," said Tim, "but … where are we supposed to go now? Another attack by fire, Victoria, just like on poor Magdalena. It can't be a coincidence!"

"No, I don't think so either." She grimaced anxiously.
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Victoria's suspicions were soon confirmed by the police officers.

"It was arson," a young officer in civilian clothes, who was apparently an expert in such crimes, explained to her. "You were lucky you weren't at home."

"Luck?" Victoria repeated. "Our pets almost burned to death! Didn't you see what they had to do to save themselves?"

"Sorry, I really didn't mean it like that," the man said quickly. "It's quite amazing how your animals managed it—an incredible achievement. The presence of mind to use the floor lamp to break a window … remarkable. I think we generally give our pets far too little credit."

At these words, he looked down at me, and then his gaze swept over to Pearl. "And the escape of these two … the kitten made it to the ground under its own power, and your dog saved itself by climbing onto the neighbor's balcony. Which is quite a long way away." He shook his head and repeated: "Truly remarkable."

Chief Inspector Fischer spoke to Tim and Victoria immediately afterwards. They tried to make it clear to him that he should finally discard his theory about the vandals who had simply struck at random in the central cemetery and attacked Tim and Magdalena in the process.

But he was still not ready. "The front gates here in the castle are open all day. Surely you're aware of that. So just about anyone could have gotten to your apartment to set the fire there."

"But surely not a stranger who just happened to choose Magdalena and me as his victims at the cemetery the other day," Tim disagreed. "It must be someone who knows us, someone who felt threatened by Magdalena's investigation into the grave fires. Or something like that."

He exchanged a meaningful glance with Victoria, whereupon she shook her head almost imperceptibly. Was he asking her if they should really tell the Chief Inspector everything they had found out? Especially that Magdalena had suspected a member of her own household to have had a hand in the grave desecrations?

It seemed that way to me, and I assumed Tim and Victoria didn't want to voice this suspicion until they had concrete evidence to back it up—apart from Magdalena's research and notes. Whatever their real reasons were, they didn't tell Chief Inspector Fischer.

Instead, Tim said to the man: "Apparently Magdalena's killer still sees me as a danger, and either wanted to threaten me with this fire or kill me outright. Maybe he thinks I recognized him that night in the cemetery … or that Magdalena confided everything about her investigation to me. But I'm telling you, we're not dealing with some random lunatic here!"

"I'm not saying that either," said the Inspector. "The attacks are certainly not indiscriminate, but I don't think they're directed at you personally either—or that they’d been targeted against Magdalena Weiß. Just as these arsons in the cemetery could hardly have been about the dead who are in the graves. They were not prominent people, and most of them died many decades ago. Based on our latest evidence, I assume that the vandals and thus the alleged murderers of Mrs. Weiß are some kind of religious fanatics. And you and your professor, Mr. Mortensen, probably just got in the way of these madmen. Perhaps Mrs. Weiß with her cemetery tours in particular."

"What kind of evidence?" asked Tim.

"Didn't you notice this drawing next to the front door of your apartment? It must have been put there by the arsonist, probably at the same time as he set the fire."

Tim shook his head, once again too violently for the burn on his neck. It was hidden under a new bandage, but was obviously still causing our poor two-legged a lot of pain. He winced in agony.

"What drawing are you talking about, Mr. Fischer?" asked Victoria.

"Well, someone has painted a cross on the wall next to your front door with ashes—and next to it something that we interpret as a sword. The cross as a symbol indicates a Christian background. The pictures are very sooty and difficult to make out, but our experts couldn't miss them."

"And the sword is an indication that we should die?" asked Victoria. Her face had suddenly turned chalk-white.

The inspector took out his cell phone, switched it on and swiped the screen a few times. Then he showed Victoria and Tim a photograph that he had probably taken at the door of Tim's apartment.

The wood of the door frame was charred black, and the walls next to it had also been badly affected by the fire. But you could still see that there had been a not particularly successful sketch on the wall.

I pushed myself closer to the two-leggeds and was fortunately tall enough to catch a good glimpse of the photo. I recognized the cross the inspector had mentioned. To the right of it, something was sticking up which, with a lot of imagination, could be interpreted as a sword. There was also some scrawl to the left of it, but I had no idea what it was supposed to represent. Some kind of plant? I recognized twigs and leaves.

Tim frowned, but said nothing.

Pearl scurried excitedly back and forth between Tim's wheelchair and the chief inspector's legs. "We have to make it clear to them who the murderer is, Athos! This leader of the Brotherhood of Death. And he's certainly no stranger; he lives here in the house. The ‘Christian fanatics' thing fits the Weiß family, doesn't it? They're all super religious."

"Except for Benedikt, it seems to me."

"Yes, okay. But the others," Pearl insisted.

"Elena, of all people, doesn't strike me as a particularly devout believer," I grumbled. "And last night we still thought she might be a member of this fraternity. Maybe even the leader?"

"She could still be some lunatic with Christian leanings and a weakness for fire," said Pearl. "We don't know that much about her. The fact that she doesn't quote the Bible all the time or seem to be a devout believer doesn't necessarily mean anything. You know how good people are at pretending."

"That's true," I said.

Pearl continued: "She may have seen us on the street last night—even if she and her cronies weren't actually following us. So she may have known that we have been investigating at the cemetery. She might have realized that we are actually the ones who could be dangerous to her! Not the police. And maybe that's why she set fire to Tim's apartment today, when he was in hospital with Victoria. He wasn't the target of this attack—it was you and me, Athos."

"Do you know what you're saying?" I replied. "How could Elena—or any other two-legged—suspect that we're both detectives?"

"Victoria told the whole Weiß family all about it, remember? She talked about the murder cases we've already solved, and Elena was there too."

"Yes, but … nobody took Victoria's claims seriously!" I protested.

"Apparently someone did."

My head hurt.

Pearl, however, was not finished yet.

"The fire was definitely meant for us," she insisted. "Our two-leggeds drove off quite conspicuously with the ambulance. The murderer must have seen that. And even if he didn’t, he would hardly have assumed that they would be fast asleep in broad daylight and not notice him setting a fire under the door. They would certainly have detected the flames quickly and nobody would have stopped them from unlocking the door and fleeing. We, on the other hand, were locked in and therefore easy prey."

What Pearl was saying made sense. But still, no human had ever really taken us seriously as investigators. Even Victoria still occasionally doubted us, after half a dozen successfully solved murder cases.

Pearl stamped one of her tiny paws impatiently. "It must have gone just like I said: the killer—Elena, that is—watched us investigating in the cemetery. When we were together with Victoria last night, or when you were alone in there for the first time. Just because you didn't see her doesn't mean she wasn't watching you. She and her cronies seem to know their way around the cemetery very well."

Whew. I didn't like what Pearl was saying at all, precisely because it was entirely possible.

"And speaking of the graveyard," she continued unperturbed, "the hamsters were talking about some kind of immortals and floaters, weren't they? This Brotherhood of Death—they must be in league with dark forces. Demons, devils, something like that. That's often the case on television when it comes to such fraternities, isn't it?"

"Really now, Pearl," I protested. "Demons, devils and such things … that's only in the movies!"

"How do you know that?" she asked me cheekily.

To which, of course, I had no answer.

She came right to the point: "In any case, I can imagine that such uncanny beings may know far more about us animals than ordinary humans do. They may be fully aware of what we are capable of. And through these helpers, Elena could be far smarter than other humans. That's why this fraternity sees us as a danger, Athos!"

I was panting from sheer stress.

What had we gotten ourselves into? Wasn't it enough that we were constantly straying into the path of murderers? Did we now have to take on some dark forces that we didn't have the slightest idea about?
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Christian Weiß reacted in an unexpectedly friendly and helpful fashion to the arson. He actually offered Tim and Victoria one of the guest rooms in the family wing of the castle until they could find a new place to stay.

The room was huge for mere guest accommodation, but for some reason it was only furnished with a narrow single bed that could accommodate Tim alone. However, the sofa against the opposite wall was big enough for Victoria to sleep on.

There was also a small bathroom, two wardrobes, small chests of drawers, a table with three chairs and a large rug between the bed and the sofa where Pearl and I could make ourselves comfortable.

I should emphasize that the guest apartment was on the first floor—otherwise I would have refused to move in. Who could say how safe we were from further attacks by the Brotherhood of Death?

Not a bit safe, in Pearl's and my opinion. And I never wanted to have to climb out of a third-floor window again. Should the arsonists make another attempt to turn us into rotisserie chickens, at least this time we had an escape route. Beside the bed that Tim occupied was a floor lamp that bore a striking resemblance to our rescuer from the third floor. And jumping from the first floor into the depths—both Pearl and I could do that. After all, we were both equipped with four soft paws and good jumping ability.

Still, I hoped it wouldn't come to that. We had to hunt down this dark fraternity before they tried to kill us again.

Elena had been our best lead so far. But I wondered whether her allies were strangers we didn't know, or whether members of the Weiß family might also belong to this Brotherhood of Death.

We absolutely had to investigate further!

Fortunately, Tim was also interested in finding out more about the arson, and thus, he hoped, about the murder of Magdalena Weiß.

After we had moved into the guest room, Victoria announced that she wanted to take a quick trip to a nearby shopping center. "To get a few things," she explained. "Something to wear, and toiletries. We have almost nothing left." Her luggage and Tim's entire wardrobe had fallen victim to the flames.

Tim was worried about letting her go off on her own, while she asked him at least five times if she could really leave him—and the two of us—alone.

"I'm mobile now," he reminded her, pushing himself a little closer to her in his wheelchair as if to prove it. "And Athos and Pearl are real action heroes, they've just proved that. We're a dream team; nothing will happen to us!"

Behind his confident smile and gallows humor, I could still smell how tense he was. And Victoria had to reassure him several times that she would take a cab instead of exposing herself to a possible attacker on public transport or on foot. She could have taken her own car, which was parked outside the castle, but she was probably far too nervous to be driving at the moment.

She also pointed out that the shopping center was a very busy place, with no dark corners or secluded spots where an attacker could ambush her. So there really was no need to worry.

"Nothing bad will happen to any of us!" she finally said—with more confidence than she probably felt, because she also smelled anxious and very stressed.

Then she said goodbye to us, and Tim decided to make use of the time by conducting his own investigation into the arson in his apartment and the murder that had to be connected to it.

Specifically, he skillfully took on the Weißes, in whose family home he was now temporarily housed, one by one.

Tim had to ride around the family wing in his wheelchair for quite a while until he came across the first two-legged he could interrogate.

Fortunately, there was an elevator here as well that connected the three floors of the castle within this wing, so that he didn't have to fail in his objective due to the insurmountable obstacle of the stairs.

Pearl and I were hot on his heels—his wheels, I mean—and continued to feverishly think about how we could draw his attention to Elena, our prime suspect. But for once, luck was with us.

The first two-legged we managed to track down was Ignatius Weiß. And he was not alone.

Tim initially became aware from the sounds that the young theology student must have just walked through the entrance hall of the castle. We were just passing along the corridor where the kitchen and the larger of the two dining rooms were located. To our disappointment both rooms were empty, but then suddenly we all heard the young man's excited voice coming from the hall.

Tim grabbed the wheels of his wheelchair to accelerate—but then he halted and pushed himself forward very slowly and carefully.

He stopped a dog's length or two before we reached the hall and demonstratively put his index finger to his lips. He was probably trying to signal to us that he wanted to listen in and that we should shut up.

No problem for Pearl or me. Our ears picked up the entire argument that was unfolding in the hall.

And who was the person Ignatius was arguing with? None other than Elena.

"You can't just run away from me!" he hissed at her just then. "You promised you'd go to the movies with me tonight. I’ve got tickets for Star Wars, just like you wanted. And afterwards, I’ve got a really great table at the—"

We weren't to find out to which restaurant he was intending to take his beloved, because she cut him off, whining, "Let go of me! You're hurting me."

He mumbled an apology, but that didn't change her mind.

"Don't make such a fuss, Iggy," she cried. "You're behaving like a three-year-old. We'll watch your stupid Star Wars another time—something's just come up."

"My stupid Star Wars? You said you wanted to see it too."

"But it's supposed to be quite bad. I've heard that from several people in the meantime."

"I've already bought the tickets though! Do you have any idea how expensive they were?" Ignatius's tone now sounded almost like the whimpering of one of my own kind, when he has just had a nice juicy bone taken away.

Elena groaned. "What a cheapskate you are! Am I not even worth two stupid movie tickets to you? Now let go of me, damn it!"

Ignatius was not yet ready to admit defeat and release his hold on his beloved. "Where are you going tonight anyway?" he cried. "Who do you have to see so urgently?"

I heard Pearl's voice next to me. "The two of them had a date? Did we miss something?" she asked me almost silently. We can get by without barking or meowing when we want to talk unnoticed in the presence of the two-leggeds.

"I thought the relationship between the two of them was history," she added. "Elena is with Benedikt now, isn't she? And she’s supposedly afraid of Ignatius because he stalks her so persistently."

"Well, that's probably not the case. She must have lied to Benedikt's face," I said.

I raised my head and looked at Tim. He seemed to be just as surprised as Pearl and I were.

Elena was not prepared to give Ignatius an account of her urgent appointment. Apparently she tried again to break away from him and finally leave, but he was again quicker than her.

"Get your paws off me!" she hissed. By now, her patience with him seemed to be rapidly coming to an end. "And stop acting like a jealous jerk. You're not my husband!"

"It's Benedikt you want to see, isn't it?" whined Ignatius. "You promised me you'd break up with him! Have you still not spoken to him?"

Again, I had to think of a dog who’d had his favorite bone taken away.

"You're annoying me!" she hissed. "Get out of my way or I'll scream the whole house down."

"I wonder what she's up to," Pearl muttered to herself.

I was about to turn to her and only now realized that she was standing a few steps in front of me, nestled against the wall, but with her head stretched out into the atrium.

"Come back here! They'll see you!" I hissed at her.

"Oh nonsense. I'm a top spy! And they're both far too preoccupied with themselves. Ah … now he's given up and she can finally get away. Should we go after her tonight, what do you think? Is she going to the cemetery to meet up with the other conspirators again? The Brotherhood of Death … are they planning their next murder?"

"Do you always have to be so morbid?" I complained.

I received no reply.

The next moment, I heard Ignatius desperately shouting, "Elena, please! Don't go!" but immediately afterwards the front door slammed shut. Behind her, I assumed.

Ignatius fell silent.

I expected to hear his footsteps, because he was now leaving the hall too—and I heard two or three. But then the poor, disappointed young man dropped down onto the stone steps of the grand staircase, as master spy Pearl, who was still peering into the hallway, reported to me in real time.
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Tim hesitated for a moment, then rolled carefully into the hall.

There he pretended to be astonished to discover Ignatius sitting on the stairs.

"Oh, hello," he called, approaching him quickly.

Ignatius jerked his head up in shock—he had dropped his face into his hands—and I saw that there were tears in the corners of his eyes. He quickly wiped them away with his shirt sleeve.

"Oh, it's you, Mr. Mortensen," he said lamely.

"Tim, please," our two-legged replied. "I … are you all right?"

The question was certainly meant kindly, but it was pretty pointless. It was more than obvious that Ignatius was anything but all right.

However, he now tried to put on a brave smile.

"Women," he said. "How are you ever supposed to understand them? And why do they always have to break your heart?"

"Oh dear," said Tim. "Heartache? I'm sorry about that."

"It's all right," Ignatius sniffled.

Once again, he used his shirt sleeve to dry his tears, looking the picture of misery.

Pearl took the initiative and jumped onto the poor guy's lap, snuggling up to his belly and purring.

I contributed a little comforting drool, which I spread liberally over Ignatius' hand, and lo and behold he smiled slightly again. Pearl and I weren't just detectives; we also made a pretty good team of therapists, I thought.

"Would you like to talk about it?" Tim asked gently as he scooted his wheelchair very close to the young man. "It helps sometimes, you know."

Ignatius stroked Pearl's head, looking at her as if she were a miracle sent to him by his God.

"Our Lord has created so many beautiful beings," he murmured. "It's not right to mope in the midst of this creation. That is selfish."

"Well, you're allowed to mope a little," said Tim with an encouraging smile.

Ignatius sniffled once more, then lifted his head and tried to return Tim's smile.

"You and … Victoria," he began, "you make such a happy impression together. You're a team that would walk through fire for each other, I imagine. How do you manage to make her love you so much?"

Walking through fire … I didn't like the phrase at all after what Pearl and I had just been through. But it was common enough, and Ignatius had probably used it without malice.

Tim shrugged his shoulders with a grin. "I think I just got goddamn lucky there, buddy. No idea how I could ever have earned Victoria."

Ignatius' expression suddenly darkened. "Swearing is a sin," he muttered.

"Excuse me?" Tim asked in astonishment. "But I didn't…"

"Goddamn," Ignatius quoted. "To take the name of the Lord in such a blasphemous way—"

"Now listen," said Tim. He attempted a disarming smile. "I'm sorry if I hurt your, uh, religious feelings. I really didn't think about my choice of words."

"God sees and hears everything," said Ignatius. His tone suddenly came across as rather ominous.

The fur on the back of my neck bristled, and without meaning to, a low growl escaped me.

Fortunately, the two humans didn't even notice. I really didn't want to spoil the mood, even though it had suddenly turned negative.

Both men were silent for a moment, then Ignatius said: "I want to marry Elena, to make her my lawful wife before God. Because I really love her, and that's the right thing to do."

Tim nodded wordlessly at first, but then he seemed to want to make a comment. "I don't know if she's ready yet. Maybe she just … needs some more time?"

Ignatius rose from the stairs. "I have to go now."

Then Tim finally remembered what he had originally intended to do, namely, to investigate the members of the Weiß family. To get to the bottom of the murder—and now also the arson—on his own.

"Wait, Ignatius," he said quickly, "I wanted to ask you one or two more questions. About the fire in my apartment. Did you perhaps see or hear anything … anything suspicious that might shed light on the matter?"

"Me?" asked Ignatius in astonishment. He hesitantly sat down again. "No, why should I have? And why are you even asking these questions? The police are looking into it. Someone must have sneaked into the house because the doors are always open, at least during the day. He has misused the Holy Cross for his crime, as I have heard, and our Heavenly Father will judge him for it. I don't doubt that for a second."

"Yes—good. But you have no idea who this villain might be?" Tim probed.

"Really, no."

Tim hesitated for a moment. "Were you in the house at the time … when the fire was set?"

Ignatius pinched his lips together. He clearly didn't like this line of questioning at all.

Tim attempted a guileless smile. "I just, uh, want to be able to rule out all the occupants of the house, you know. Before I can believe in the police theory that an outsider set the fire. No offense."

Pearl purred a little and then climbed up from Ignatius's lap onto his shoulder, where she playfully raked her claws through his hair.

He could do with a little distraction from his overly biblical thoughts, she opined. Sinners, blasphemy, the Holy Cross … the young man was far too serious and stiff for her taste.

I could only agree with her.

"I was at the university when the fire must have been set," he finally said to Tim. "I met with my study group … they can confirm that. As I've already told the inspector!"

"Okay, thanks."

"You're wasting your time with us," Ignatius added. "No one in my family would commit such a crime. We keep God’s commandments, Father, Domenica and I. And Benedikt may not have found his way to Christ yet, but he's not a murderer either. Besides, he of all people would certainly not misuse the sign of the Holy Cross, I hope you realize that. If he were to commit any misdeeds, it would be for entirely worldly motives."

"So you would consider it possible in principle that your brother…"

Ignatius jumped up. "Enough now," he shouted sullenly. And without giving Tim another chance to speak, he trudged out of the entrance hall.


26                

"Let's see if we can find someone else to make ourselves unpopular with," Tim said to me with a wry smile, while Pearl jumped onto his lap to go for a stately ride in his wheelchair.

We took another look around the ground floor, but it was as deserted as before.

In a kitchenette on the second floor we finally found Christian Weiß, who was preparing a cup of coffee for himself.

"Are you lost?" he asked Tim instead of greeting him. "Or are you looking for someone?"

His tone was no longer quite as hostile as yesterday, when he had accused Tim of adultery with Magdalena and would have liked to have killed him, but his words didn't really warm the heart either.

"I wanted to talk to you, Christian," Tim said without beating around the bush. "To you and your children … about the fire in my apartment." His tone was far friendlier, or let's say more polite. At least, it wasn’t accusatory.

Christian turned his back on him, opened a small fridge and took out a bottle of milk. He poured a tiny amount of it into his freshly brewed coffee.

Then he turned around again, fixed his pale gray eyes critically on Tim and said, "I see, so because they found a depiction of a cross at the crime scene, and some of us are theologians, you automatically assume that you will find the culprit in our midst?"

Tim raised his uninjured arm defensively. "I really can't imagine," he said quickly. "I don't think any of you are that … disturbed."

"How kind of you," Christian commented with a grim expression.

"But I want to find out the truth," Tim continued impassively. "About this arson attack that almost cost our innocent animals their lives. And about Magdalena's death—not because she was my lover, but because she was my mentor! And I think you're just as interested in solving these crimes as I am, aren't you?"

Christian sipped his coffee. "Of course," he said after a short pause.

"There must be a connection, I think," Tim said, after staring silently into space for a while. "Between the research Magdalena did at the cemetery, the grave fires, the lilies that were placed on the other gravestones … and now this attack on me. Or on our animals, even! I don't even know which of us this arsonist was hoping to burn in my apartment."

"Terrible thing," muttered Christian. Then he took another sip of coffee.

"I can't help thinking," Tim said, "that we have to see a religious motive behind these acts. A Christian motive. The cross the police found next to my front door is a more than clear indication."

"I guess that's true," Christian said slowly.

Then he added in a slightly friendlier tone: "Would you like a cup of coffee too?"

"Yes, thank you."

The expressions on both men's faces brightened a little.

Christian prepared the proffered drink for Tim, handed him milk and sugar, and when he had finished, he suddenly pulled out his cell phone.

He tapped the screen a few times and then held the device out to Tim. "Perhaps you haven't dealt with the Roman Catholic Church in too much detail as part of your historical studies, I take it?"

Even if these words could be interpreted as criticism, Christian didn't seem to be aiming to insult Tim. It was a simple question he’d asked, and in the next moment he added: "Does this picture look familiar to you?"

Tim leaned over the screen. "A coat of arms? With a cross and … wow. A sword? Did the arsonist use this motif as a model for his graffiti? What does it represent? Whose coat of arms is it? How did you discover it?"

Christian smiled thinly at Tim's sudden torrent of words. Then he said: "Look, there's an olive branch to the left of the cross." His finger tapped on the cell phone screen. "The artwork on the wall next to your front door left a lot to be desired. I would never have recognized the scribble on the left as a branch if I weren’t very familiar with this coat of arms. I wrote my doctoral thesis on one of the spiritual fathers of the, um, organization it represents many years ago, you know."

Tim's posture changed—but in such a subtle way that Christian probably missed it.

But I noticed it. He was suddenly sitting more rigidly in his wheelchair, more uprightly. And he was no longer just looking at Christian inquisitively, he was also … on his guard?

"Whose coat of arms is this?" he repeated.

"The Holy Inquisition. The Spanish line, to be precise."

Tim sucked in his breath in shock. "Oh my goodness."

"You said it. It looks like our arsonist wants to resurrect a very dark chapter in church history."

"The tomb desecrations, the lilies, all that fire … that fits in with the Inquisition, if I'm not mistaken?" Tim said breathlessly, looking questioningly at Christian Weiß. "I don't know very much about it—"

"It does," confirmed the theologian. "It was one of the rituals of the Inquisition to take the bodies of heretics from their graves and condemn them post mortem, so to speak—to a death in the flames. This had an excellent deterrent effect on the living, as you can easily imagine. And the arsons at the Central Cemetery could be interpreted in a similar way. It was probably not feasible to dig up the dead, so the perpetrator simply set fire to their graves. That would be one possible interpretation of these acts, which I'm leaning towards now that the coat of arms of the Inquisition has appeared. And the white lilies that Magdalena discovered on other graves are a symbol of innocence in Christian symbolism. Of a pure soul."

Tim blinked as if he couldn't believe what he was hearing. "So our killer judged the dead in the cemetery? The heretics, the sinners … and the good ones? Some he set on fire, others he ennobled, so to speak, by placing white lilies on their graves? And according to Magdalena's documents, he probably focused primarily on the members of his own family."

Christian Weiß frowned. "I beg your pardon?"

"The graves we're talking about here most likely contain ancestors of your family, Christian," Tim explained. "Victoria took a closer look at Magdalena's documents yesterday. And there were notes that some of the dead were probably your ancestors. Magdalena didn't live long enough to check that for all of the graves. But I honestly don't care whether these dead people are related to you or not. I find it appalling that their graves were desecrated in this way, but at least the fire could no longer harm them physically. Magdalena, however, was murdered in cold blood! And…"

Tim took a deep breath, then dropped the bombshell: "…and she suspected the arsonist was one of her own family members. Victoria found confirmation of this in her research yesterday. I think that's a clear indication of where we need to look for the culprit."
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I expected Christian to throw an outright tantrum at this accusation, but it didn't happen. On the contrary, he grew very quiet, as if he were suddenly too weak to stay on his feet any longer. He slumped down on one of the chairs that surrounded the small kitchen table.

"God help us," he murmured.

Tim gave him a moment to collect himself, but he clearly had more questions burning on the tip of his tongue. The fingers of his uninjured hand drummed on the armrest of the wheelchair. The cup of coffee that Christian had prepared for him stood forgotten next to him on the counter.

"You said that the history of the Inquisition was something like your specialty?" Tim said, finally addressing the theologian again. Again, his tone was not accusatory, but I got the impression that he was wary of Christian.

Did he now suspect him because he had just confessed how well he knew the history of the Inquisition? In Tim's eyes, was Christian the one who had smeared the coat of arms with its sword, cross and olive branch on the wall?

But then he wouldn't have been so stupid as to tell us personally about the meaning of that very graffiti. Or was he deliberately pointing it out to mislead us? Or even to boast about his deeds?

I didn't know much about the Inquisition myself, except that they had been something like murderers on behalf of the church. And Pearl wasn't any better informed.

"The Inquisition," she mumbled to herself. "Remember that movie with the hideously ugly men who all wore black robes and burned innocent villagers and even a few monks? And those killers in black were called Dominicans, weren't they?"

"What movie do you mean?" I asked.

"I'm always so bad at remembering the titles—although the humans claim that fish is good for the brain."

"Which you eat quite a lot of," I mumbled quietly to myself.

"Right. So what was the name of that movie?" She squinted her eyes in concentration. "Something about flowers—was it tulips? No, I think—roses!"

I remembered the movie. It had been so gruesome and bloodthirsty that, as was so often the case with our TV programs, I had pretended to be asleep most of the time just to avoid having to watch it. But I refrained from telling Pearl about that.

"I did my doctorate on St. Dominic, whom I referred to earlier as one of the spiritual fathers of the Inquisition," Christian said, as if on cue. "The Spanish Inquisition, whose coat of arms we were just talking about, only came into being centuries later, but this lineage essentially had the same goal as Dominic, his pope and the early Dominican order.”

"To wipe out heretics, to fight dissenting beliefs, to kill every enemy of the church in the most brutal way?" Tim commented dryly.

"That's probably the best way to put it, yes. But before I began to delve deeper into the history of the Inquisition, I was entirely fascinated by Dominic. He was a man who put everything into scholarship, study, knowledge and books—in complete contrast to Francis of Assisi, who was all about poverty in following Christ and a very simple life with practically no education. My daughter is even named after Dominic, just as all our children have been named after saints. Benedict of Nursia was the founder of the Benedictines. Ignatius of Loyola was the father of the Jesuits—and Dominic was the founder of the Dominican Order."

Tim raised his eyebrows. "I don't quite understand how you can venerate a man you describe as one of the spiritual fathers of the Inquisition. How did he come to be canonized?"

Christian groaned softly and moistened his chapped lips with his tongue. "It's the same with Dominic as with the church in general, you see. Where there is a lot of light, there is also a lot of shadow. There are very dark chapters, but also many good and beautiful things that we owe to the church, and to the founder of the Dominican Order as well. In later centuries, his monks served the people with great love and dedication. You have to see that too."

Tim nodded, but didn't look at all convinced. "So that means the murder of Magdalena and the fire in my apartment were motivated by Christianity? Some madman—"

He broke off and shook his head. "What exactly does this lunatic want? To re-introduce the Inquisition? Punish heretics? But Magdalena hadn't committed any sacrilege."

"A matter of opinion," mumbled Christian. "At the beginning of our marriage, she had no problem with me being a theologian, but over the years she grew to dislike my work more and more—especially my charitable activities in our parish, the many honorary posts I hold alongside my professorship. In her opinion, this ate up all my time and put pressure on our marriage. Recently, she did everything she could to get me to finally give up these philanthropic acts. And she didn't like the fact that our children, at least Ignatius and Domenica, were also growing up to be such devout and active members of the Church. From an inquisitor's point of view—not mine, I would like to emphasize!—you could say that she had fallen away from the true faith and that she even wanted to divide good Christians—my children and me—from God. Not to mention the tours she had offered at the Central Cemetery for some time. It was mainly gossip about the graves of celebrities … no mention of reverence for the dead. And then her relationship with you—"

"We didn't have a relationship! How many times do I have to tell you that?" Tim snapped.

"Yes, yes, all right. I want to believe you. But it certainly looks like it, you'll have to admit that."

Tim shook his head gently—by now he was practiced at not inflicting pain on himself with overly forceful body language. But he didn't continue to object.

"Did you also tell the police about the Inquisition? That you recognized the coat of arms?" he finally asked.

"No," replied Christian Weiß. "Otherwise some innocent Christians or even our church itself will be caught in the crossfire, just because a few murderous psychopaths are misusing the coat of arms for their own purposes. Those vandals the chief inspector is looking for—what good would it do if he knew they thought they were a reincarnation of the Inquisition, or something similar? He won't find them anyway. And no true Christian of the twenty-first century would set himself up as an inquisitor and murder innocent people!"

He seemed to have conveniently forgotten that Magdalena had suspected the psychopath or psychopaths in question to be part of her own family.

"Is Elena in any way religious too?" Tim suddenly inquired, seemingly out of context.

"Why do you ask?"

Tim hesitated for a moment before answering: "Well, she's been on Magdalena's tours of the cemetery several times in the last few months. In retrospect, that seems kind of strange. I mean, Magdalena's tour was amusing … and a bit creepy too, but to take it several times?"

"Didn't you do that also?" Christian asked with a frown.

Tim didn't have a quick-witted answer to that.

Christian let the matter rest. Instead of probing further, he said: "Do you seriously think Elena might have something to do with those vandals the chief inspector blames for Magdalena's death? Is that what you're saying?"

"I don't want to accuse Elena," Tim replied, "as we don't have any evidence against her, but Victoria and I are both of the opinion that we can find the murderer…"—he hesitated—"well, Magdalena herself was of the opinion that we would have to look for him or her here under this roof. Or more precisely, among those who have access to your family archive. And that includes Elena, since she lives with Benedikt. Besides, she's not related to your wife by blood, so she probably had fewer scruples about killing her."

Christian seemed to prefer to suspect Elena instead of having his own family be targeted. Or himself for that matter. "To be honest, I personally wouldn't put anything past that tramp," he said suddenly. "I hate the way she plays with the feelings of my two boys. But of course they won't listen to me when I tell them to keep their hands off her. Ignatius even dreams of making her a respectable woman by marrying her! God help us … that witch is going to break his heart."

"You're talking about Elena?" I suddenly heard a voice at my back say darkly.

I whirled around, startled.
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It was Domenica who had appeared in the doorway of the kitchenette, and now she entered the room.

She looked first at her father, then at Tim. "What is this? Are you holding a war council?" she asked suspiciously.

Christian shook his head. "I got carried away and vented my displeasure about Elena," he said, as if he were apologizing to his daughter.

"I understand you perfectly," she said. "She really is a snake. Neither Benedikt nor Ignatius mean the slightest thing to her. She just wants to wield power, that's all; she thinks she's an irresistible femme fatale."

Her father huffed. "And she shamelessly exploits the fact that she’s staying with us for free. Simply disgusting…"

Tim finally asked the question that must have been burning on the tip of his tongue: "Where was Elena when the fire was set in my apartment? Do you have any idea?"

"She wasn't here," Christian said, looking as if he regretted the fact. "She must have left the house about an hour before the fire broke out."

"Before it was started, you mean to say," Tim interrupted him.

"Yes, of course. I really don't doubt that! But anyway, a good hour beforehand I asked Elena if she would do some shopping for me. I still had a few seminar papers to correct and then I also had to cook. I now take care of the household all by myself and it's important to me that we can still have enjoyable meals together as a family, even though my cooking skills are pretty modest. So I hoped that she would give me a helping hand. My children do the same, very dutifully … and after all, she lives with us. Well, she lives with Benedikt, even if I fervently hope he kicks her out soon."

"She's taking advantage of him," confirmed Domenica. "She lives with him rent-free, lets us feed her…"

"And she's not even prepared to do a bit of shopping for you?" Tim asked in amazement.

"No," growled Christian. "She really is completely shameless. Anyway, she told me that she had to go to work straight away and therefore didn't have the time to help. So as far as the fire is concerned, she wasn't in the house at the time. Even though her excuse seemed a bit strange to me, because she doesn't normally work in the mornings."

"What does she actually do for a living?" asked Tim. "She's not a student like your children are?"

"No. She's a secretary, and only part-time—in a law firm. I don't know anything more about it," said Christian. "She doesn't need to earn much money, the way she takes advantage of others."

Domenica frowned. "She said she had to go to work?" she repeated. "This morning, about an hour before the fire?"

"Yes, why?" asked Christian.

Domenica said nothing in reply, but seemed to be mulling something over.

"What is it?" her father asked.

"I … no, it’s nothing. It was probably just a misunderstanding. I admit that I dislike this woman, but I don't want to slander her just because of that. I'm sure there's a harmless explanation."

"Don't beat about the bush like that," Christian insisted. "What about Elena? You think she lied to me about having to go to work? Are you saying that she actually stayed in the house and snuck off to Tim's apartment?"

"I really don't want to accuse her!" Domenica raised her hands defensively. "All I know is that she didn't leave the house, as she apparently has tried to make you believe. I met her in the hallway, up on the third floor, where you can get through to the rented apartments. By that time, the fire must have already broken out at Mr. Mortensen's, although of course I had no idea. Elena came towards me from the direction where your apartment lies," she said, turning to Tim. "She had a thermos flask with her, and a lighter, which she was putting in her handbag when I met her."

"A lighter? You can't be serious!" Tim exclaimed.

"It really doesn't have to mean anything," said Domenica quickly.

She seemed extremely uncomfortable accusing Elena, but the observation she had made was clearly important—too important to keep quiet. Perhaps even crucial to our case.

Pearl's ears twitched excitedly, and my tail once again wagged back and forth all by itself, even though I was sitting on my backside.

Domenica continued: "When I saw the lighter in Elena's hand and she tried to hide it from me so quickly, I just thought she had started smoking again. She is supposed to have quit a few weeks ago, you know?"

Tim ran his unhurt hand through his hair. He cleared his throat. "The thermos could have contained the alcohol she used to start the fire under my door," he said.

"Or just some coffee to go," Domenica countered. "Even though I've never seen Elena with a thermos flask, I have to admit."

She crossed herself. "God help us to bring the truth to light without harming anyone," she murmured.

"And what do we do now?" Christian interposed. "Shouldn't the police find out about this? Or would we be slandering Elena in truth if she's innocent in the end and there's a completely harmless explanation for everything?"

He looked at his daughter, but she didn't answer.

"Benedikt and Ignatius would hate me," he whispered, "if I turned Elena in to the chief inspector. It would certainly drive a wedge through our family, and that's the last thing we need right now."

"I think it's still too early to inform the police," Tim said. "We should, um, do some research of our own first. We need to make sure we find solid evidence before we try to charge Elena." He nodded, as if to encourage himself. "Victoria and I will take care of that."

Pearl, who had been sitting motionless on his lap until now, suddenly straightened up on her hind paws and braced her front legs against his stomach. She raised her head and looked at him seriously.

"Leave it to us," she told him. "Athos and I will provide the necessary evidence. We know more than you do, and Elena is definitely guilty. It's good that you're finally on the right track."

Tim stroked her, but of course he had no idea what she wanted him to know.

"Honestly, I'm not comfortable with this," said Christian Weiß. "Whatever you do, Mr. Mortensen—or your girlfriend—please take care of yourself, will you?"

When Victoria returned home from shopping, Tim told her all about the conversations he’d had.

"The Holy Inquisition?" she asked, stunned. "Really now?" She ran back into the front room where she had put down the numerous shopping bags she had come home with. Tim scooted after her, Pearl letting herself be chauffeured on his lap, and I trotted into the front room on my own paws.

"What are you up to, darling?" asked Tim.

"I give up, even though I never thought I would say that. But this is really too much—let's get out of here. We'll look for a hotel on the other side of town, then we'll find you a new apartment…"

"But the murderer?" exclaimed Tim. "Or rather the murderess—now that we finally have a suspect, you want to throw in the towel?"

"That's exactly what I want. Honestly, it’s just going too far for me. Someone who sets him or herself up as an inquisitor is out of my league. I won't let us all end up as living torches. Let's go, please!"

Tim sat motionless with his eyes widened in astonishment.

Victoria began to frantically collect her few belongings from all over the room and in the bathroom, then stuffed everything into the shopping bags and finally reached for her coat, which she had hung on the coat rack in the anteroom. Next, she tried to slip into her shoes—black, fur-lined pumps that were under the coat rack.

But she was not to succeed, because Pearl quickly took up position in one of the two shoes. She sat there like her great role model Bastet, the Egyptian cat goddess: graceful but determined, very upright, her tail wrapped around her hind paws. She looked seriously at Victoria with her baby blue eyes.

"Come on, Athos," she urged me, "you have to occupy the second shoe."

"I certainly won’t fit in there," I replied reflexively, while still trying to make sense of Pearl's behavior.

At least she was kind enough to explain herself to me. "We can't let Victoria give up now," she meowed passionately. "Now that we're sooo close to arresting the murderer!"

We had never arrested a murderer before, because that was a matter for the two-leggeds, but I refrained from making that remark.

"Victoria is just scared," I said instead. "And I can understand that all too well."

I was anything but comfortable with the idea that we were dealing with a whole fraternity of lunatics who were acting as modern-day executioners in the service of a bloodthirsty god.

"Now don't whine about it, just sit down in that stupid shoe!" Pearl meowed impatiently.

What can I say … I gave in and did what she asked of me. The brave part of me wanted these assassins to pay for their bloody deeds—and for life, yes! In my eyes, they deserved nothing less.

Of course, I couldn't sit in the tiny pump, I could only sit on the shoe. Which flattened it.

But Tim immediately understood what we wanted to say to Victoria.

"Look, darling, our little ones don't want us to go either!" He scooted very close to her and took her hand, looking up at her with a tender expression.

"Nothing will happen to us," he said. "We'll look after each other. And we also have two very brave bodyguards." He looked first at Pearl and then at me, smiling proudly.

Victoria stood stock-still. I could see her struggling with herself.

Tim squeezed her hand.

I leaned forward and gave her a gentle nudge with my muzzle.

"We can do it," I said. "We'll get Elena and her bloodthirsty gang of conspirators!" Even though I had no idea how.

Victoria groaned finally, but then tried a tentative smile. "All right, then. If that's what you really want … then I guess I'm outvoted. But what on earth are we supposed to do now?"
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"We have to monitor Elena," Tim said, looking determined. "After all, she's our prime suspect. Maybe we can lure her into a trap?"

"With us as bait? How do you imagine that?" said Victoria. "Over my dead body!"

"Okay, not such a good idea … so then we'll just keep an eye on her. Maybe she'll return to the cemetery to desecrate more graves? If we could catch her in the act—"

"We? Don’t you mean me?"

Tim looked contrite. "I'm afraid I can't be much help to you. I don't make a very good hero right now, and I doubt I'll be able to sneak around silently and observe in this thing." He slapped his hand on the armrest of his wheelchair in frustration.

"I'll help you. And Pearl too, of course," I said bravely, and put my head on Victoria's knee.

She had sat down on the sofa, which was now also her bed, looking anything but adventurous.

But my gesture at least gave her a little courage.

She scratched my head and mumbled: "All right. We'll manage." She didn't sound very convinced, though.

My stomach clenched.

Elena did us the favor of coming to the Weiß family dinner, to which we were also invited now that we were staying in the guest room and no longer had our own kitchen.

Christian had prepared dinner with the help of his two sons this time, and Domenica took over the serving.

Ignatius, however, looked as if he would rather have killed his brother with a kitchen knife than sit peacefully at the same table with him. Obviously Elena had not broken up with Benedikt in the meantime, as she had promised Ignatius.

During the three-course meal, the two-leggeds hardly exchanged a word with one another, apart from Christian saying grace at the beginning.

Pearl and I were also generously given something to eat. It was chicken, not the fish that my little glutton loved so much, but Pearl put on a brave front and didn't complain.

After dessert, Elena complained of a headache and said she wanted to go to bed early.

"Weren't you planning something?" Ignatius asked bitingly, but she wasn't impressed.

"I'll just postpone it," she said. "I feel very unwell."

Tim gave Victoria a meaningful look—he probably didn't buy Elena's excuse. He seemed to sense that she had plans for tonight, and they didn’t involve going to bed early.

I had exactly the same impression.

Domenica announced that she also wanted to retire to her room, because she had to study for an important exam.

"I'm sure Elena is meeting with the Brotherhood," Pearl whispered to me. "This is our chance! We'll go after her!"

It occurred to me that Domenica also suspected Elena of being the murderer, just as we did. After all, she had been the one who had found Elena armed with a lighter and a thermos flask, right at the time when Pearl and I had almost been barbecued alive.

Was Domenica also planning to shadow Elena? Or was she telling the truth and she actually did have to study for university?

I wanted to warn her, to make it clear to her that she should leave the investigating to us, but once again I was forced to realize that communication with the two-leggeds just didn't work—especially not when you had something very important to tell them. It was even more difficult with people who hadn't known Pearl and me for a long time, as was the case with Tim and Victoria.

Christian invited his two sons to go to evening Mass with him, and then to attend some charitable event in the parish, and the two young men accepted the proposal. However, both Benedikt and Ignatius stared grimly after Elena as she left the dining room.

It seemed that neither of them was a member of Elena's deadly fraternity. And Christian probably wasn't either. It would also have been very strange if he had accepted the young woman as a leader, apart from the fact that he obviously hated her.

And if the family members weren't Elena's allies, it must mean that the other two-leggeds in the Brotherhood of Death apart from her were strangers to us, and did not live in Schloss Neuhof—or that they could at most be tenants, who were also as good as unknown to us until now.

"We can't let Elena out of our sight from now on," Pearl emphasized once again. "We have to shadow her tonight."

"Victoria and I will go after her," I rebuked her. "You're the mortal enemy of the hamsters, remember? We can't afford to let you get in the way of those rabid rodents again while we have our paws full dealing with the murderous two-leggeds. Elena probably won't go to the cemetery alone, and we may already be under surveillance from one of her co-conspirators."

"Exactly," said Pearl. "That's why you need my support!"

I did what always helped when I didn't quite know what to do: I panted. How was I supposed to make Pearl understand that I was far less vulnerable without her, when she seriously thought she was my personal bodyguard? I mean, it was kind of sweet, but I would never let her go near those hamsters again....

Fortunately, the panting helped; I had a saving idea.

"We can't leave Tim here alone," I explained to the tiny one. "You have to look after him, warn him, protect him, get him to safety if one of Elena's cronies takes advantage of our absence and tries to start another fire."

Fortunately, Pearl was completely unaware of how crazy this statement truly was. She seemed to take it for granted that a quarter-size portion of cat could protect a grown man. And so she finally agreed to let Victoria and me go to the Central Cemetery alone.

Thankfully, our two-leggeds had no objections to our plan—or rather, for once their plan was the same as ours. Namely, that Victoria should shadow Elena tonight, whatever our suspect was actually up to.

So Pearl took up position in bed with Tim, while I lay in wait with Victoria in a storeroom that was in the immediate vicinity of Elena's accommodation. Victoria left the door ajar and we didn't have long to wait before Elena—dressed in her black hooded coat and carrying a small rucksack—left her rooms.

Christian and his sons had already left for evening Mass and I hadn’t seen Domenica. Hopefully she wouldn't follow Elena's trail and possibly complicate events at the cemetery. I had to concentrate on Victoria, and I couldn't also ensure that Domenica didn't put her own life in danger.
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We gave Elena a bit of a head start when she left the castle, and Victoria took me outside into the forecourt on a lead.

We looked quite inconspicuous—or so I hoped. Just a woman walking her dog, and not two gumshoes out to catch a whole gang of murderers. I was still very uncomfortable at the thought, but the frosty night air did me good and calmed me down a little.

We saw that Elena was heading straight for the Central Cemetery. After we had followed her to the graveyard wall, we noticed that she didn't climb over it straight away, but first walked along it for a short distance. At a point where a few stones were missing and a climbing two-legged could therefore find a good grip for hands and feet, Elena scaled the wall with astonishing agility.

I pulled on the leash to make it clear to Victoria that she should release me from it.

"You climb after Elena," I explained to her, "I'll quickly run to the badger tunnels and find you on the other side, okay?"

I had to push against the leash one more time before Victoria understood. She clearly didn't like the idea of following Elena alone—at least for a while—any more than I did, but there was no other solution.

As soon as she had finally released me, I rushed to the badger sett as fast as my paws would carry me and squeezed through it like a master mole.

As soon as I’d gotten back to the surface, I ran in the direction where I knew Elena and Victoria were—and thanks to my nose, I soon tracked down my dear two-legged.

She stopped for a moment when she saw me, got down on her knees and hugged me tightly.

"I'm so glad you're with me, Athos," she whispered in my ear, which filled my chest with loving pride.

We kept enough distance from Elena, hiding between the graves, but we didn't lose sight of her. My dog's nose proved invaluable here too. And the darkness that enveloped us was of course definitely an advantage.

Just as I had expected, Elena finally met up with a group of other two-leggeds.

The Brotherhood of Death, went through my head, and I couldn't help the fur on the back of my neck bristling.

There were so many figures appearing from different directions, like deadly shadows. Apparently their meeting point was at the tomb of a musician, which looked like a piano covered with a white cloth—presumably a wistful reminder that this artist would never touch the keys again.

Many of the two-leggeds Elena encountered wore hoods similar to hers, and they were all dressed in dark clothing. These rogues clearly didn't want to be seen.

However, there were a few glimpses of moonlight on the faces of the conspirators, so I could see that they were just as young as Elena.

They were also in a frighteningly good mood—almost exhilarated. They were whispering excitedly to each other, giggling quietly all the time and seemed to be really looking forward to their nocturnal adventure here in the cemetery. How chilling!

The last human to join the group was a young man. He was tall, very muscular and he pulled his hood off his head as he met the others, revealing a thick mop of blond hair. Just as if he wanted to show off his courage with this gesture. See, I don't have to hide. I'm proud of what I do and no one can touch me.

This man looked much more like a leader to me than Elena, who seemed particularly pleased at his appearance.

I stepped nervously from one paw to the other, while Victoria peered eagerly from behind the gravestone where we had taken cover.

To our left, the white marble statue of an angel towered into the night sky, and I fervently hoped that—if this God of the Christians really existed—he would bring his heavenly messenger to life to put a spectacular end to the heinous activities of the self-appointed inquisitors who were murdering people in his name. Here and now.

But I was out of luck; the angel seemed to have no such plans. His marble features composed, he stood perfectly still and seemed to mock me with his inactivity.

The young man who had just arrived stretched out his hands and walked straight towards Elena. Before I had realized what was happening before my very eyes, he had pulled her close and planted a passionate kiss on her lips.

She seemed to literally melt away in his arms. I could only just stop myself from letting out a surprised yelp.

Yet another lover? Elena was already playing with the hearts of the two Weiß brothers.

It was only now that I noticed that the other young two-leggeds, who were standing around between the tombs or had already settled down on some of the gravestones, were also pairing up. And the vast majority of them were now starting to kiss passionately and grope each other. They whispered excitedly, laughed and chortled as if they were having the time of their lives.

The Brotherhood of Death consisted of giggling lovers who embraced and cuddled together? Was I losing my mind?

"Who is that man Elena is kissing?" I turned to Victoria for help.

"Well, her boyfriend, who else?"

Of course, the answer hadn’t come from my two-legged. I turned around on my own axis, startled.

Directly behind me, the tiny red, white and black patterned body of a field hamster emerged from the darkness, and I was stared at by two beady eyes that glowed ominously in the dark.

I recognized the little one I had met on my first visit to the cemetery.

"Nice to see you again, dog," he greeted me politely. "Thank goodness you came without the cat today. You were really tired of living."

"Oh?" I replied a little grumpily. At the same time, I gasped for air. The little hamster had given me quite a fright. How I hated it when someone crept up on me like that and I didn't hear them coming.

"You wouldn't have eaten Pearl," I grumbled. "Not in my presence."

The hamster scurried even closer to me and eyed Victoria with undisguised curiosity.

"I think it's really cool that you have your very own two-legged," he said. "Even if she can't float."

I didn't feel like wondering again about the strange terms the graveyard hamsters were using. I wanted answers—I needed proof. I had to finally find out whether Elena was guilty or not.

Actually, I was already convinced that she was Magdalena's murderer, even if these would-be inquisitors she was meeting with didn't seem to be under her leadership in the first place, and second—tonight at least—they were paying homage to the joys of love instead of setting more tombs on fire. Moreover, none of these young people seemed to have any idea that they were being watched by Victoria and yours truly. As a dark gang of conspirators, they really had a lot to learn.

Strange really, but I didn't have time to think about it now. I had to find a way to put airtight proof of Elena's guilt into Victoria's paws that would stand up in a court of the two-leggeds. Er, in her hands, I mean. And maybe the little hamster could help me with that—and his buddy as well.

The larger and older rodent whom I knew from my first visit to the cemetery now also appeared behind the youngster. He and the little one seemed to be close friends.

He didn't dare to come quite so close to me, but watched me curiously from a safe distance—although he greeted me just as politely as the young one had. And he also looked around carefully, presumably to check whether I had indeed returned without my cat this time.

I had no time to lose, so I pointed my muzzle in Elena's direction, who was still lying cozily in her lover's arms. "Listen, you two. Is this woman the leader of these humans? The Brotherhood of Death?"

The young hamster looked at me uncomprehendingly. "These two-leggeds here? This isn't the Brotherhood of Death. They're mortals, you can see that! They don't live here."

"I beg your pardon?" I stammered.

The older hamster looked at me sympathetically. "You're not a puppy anymore," he said. "Can't you even tell mortals and immortals apart? Tell the floating people from pedestrians?"

I really was no longer a puppy, but I was currently a very confused dog. "What is the meaning of your weird hamster jargon?" I hissed in frustration.

Suddenly Victoria turned to me and spotted the rodents.

At first she looked startled, but then she realized that we were only dealing with a few members of the species this time—and that they were in a friendly mood today.

"Funny," she said. "Apparently these little guys don't have a problem with you, Athos. But surely they couldn't have been afraid of Pearl yesterday?"

"Too complicated to explain to you right now," I said quickly and tried to turn my attention back to the hamsters.

Victoria, however, continued to whisper: "So, what Elena is doing here, making out with that guy, whoever he may be … it really doesn't fit the picture. Is this how self-appointed young inquisitors of the Roman Catholic Church should behave?"

This time I didn't even try to explain anything to her, and of course she didn't expect me to.

"Well, let's not jump to any conclusions," she said and returned to observing the lovers from our hiding place.

"So,"—I turned impatiently back to the hamsters—"what's with all these strange terms you keep throwing around? Can someone please enlighten me?"

The younger hamster took pity on me: "This is the city of the immortals, you'll have noticed that, haven’t you, dog? Millions of them live here. They don't age, neither cold nor heat can harm them, they never suffer hunger or thirst … they're like gods, you know? And the mortals live beyond these walls. They only come here occasionally to visit the immortals. They bring them flowers, light candles, and clean their houses."

"Houses?" I asked uncomprehendingly. "There are no houses here."

"The graves," the older one helped me on.

And then I finally realized.


31                

"You … you are talking about the dead?" I gasped. "Ghosts…?" Apparently the hamsters could see them.

I was panting, but it didn't help me calm down a bit this time.

"Of course we can see them. Can't you?" said the older rodent. "They're everywhere here. Right now there's a whole horde of them watching these pedestrians making out. The immortals don't like their graveyard being used for this—they detest the disrespect of these young mortals. I think that's why they've united to form the Brotherhood of Death; to drive out all troublemakers. Like that woman they set on fire because she kept dragging hordes of tourists here. I wouldn't be surprised if the Brotherhood of Death attacked a few of these young goths soon. The Immortals hate these youngsters' necro-parties."

"Necro-parties?" I repeated breathlessly.

"Yes, that's what they call it. These young mortals have fun sneaking in here at night and having creepy parties in the cemetery. They make out, drink, tell each other spooky stories … and disturb the peace of the immortals. The atmosphere here at the cemetery seems to magically attract them. Maybe they'd rather be floaters themselves? I don't really know. Who understands humans, after all?"

The immortals—so these were the spirits of the dead. They couldn't die because they were already in the afterlife. The name was extremely misleading, but not entirely wrong. The hamsters also called them floaters, which made sense, because ghosts didn't walk, they glided silently….

An icy shiver ran down my spine.

The fact that the hamsters could see these ghosts—that too was now clear to me. The rodents had lived here in the cemetery for generations, among millions of the dead. The ghosts and the living visitors to the cemetery were just two different kinds of people to them.

And I, foolishly, had let myself be completely misled by this.

"The Brotherhood of Death," I began, "you said that they are immortals—but they are led by a mortal? Is that right?"

"Yes, exactly," said the young hamster. He seemed pleased that I finally understood how things worked here in his homeland. Ghosts must be as commonplace to him as cats or other pets were to me.

But what did that mean?

The leader of the Brotherhood of Death had killed Magdalena; the rest of the gang were just ghosts. In other words, we were looking for a single flesh-and-blood murderer, not a whole horde of them, as we had previously assumed!

Now I also understood why Tim hadn't seen anyone from the so-called Brotherhood during the attack in the cemetery. And why Magdalena hadn't mentioned a word about any fraternity in her notes when she was investigating the grave fires. Neither of them had been able to see the spirits of the dead that had apparently gathered around the mad inquisitor and murderer.

According to the hamsters, the ghosts hated to be disturbed in their peaceful, quiet abode. So perhaps they had flocked together around the murderer when he took out Magdalena, who had dragged so many tourists here.

Had the Immortals also been satisfied with the inquisitor setting fire to the graves of evildoers, and at the same time decorating the graves of people he probably perceived as good or even holy with lilies?

That was possible. Perhaps the madman had simply succeeded in attracting like-minded people, even if they had long since moved into the realm of the spirits. After all, there were plenty to choose from among three million dead.

I turned to the hamsters again. "So that woman over there, that Elena, isn't the leader of the Brotherhood of the Dead?" I asked.

"Nope," they both said in unison. "Absolutely not. She and her goth friends may dress like the leader of the Brotherhood of the Dead, but that's about it. The two-legged you're looking for would never come here to cuddle and party on the graves, disturbing the peace of his immortal friends. Certainly not!"

"That Elena and her blond friend, they even meet here sometimes during the day," said the older hamster. "Without the others. They don't usually make out on some grave, they just hold hands and go for a walk; but they're totally crazy about each other. This morning, for example, they were here for a few hours. I don't know why they're meeting here of all places. Don't the poor things have their own den outside behind the walls where they could be undisturbed in pairs?"

"I think they deliberately don't meet in their caves, but prefer to meet here with us in secret," said the younger hamster. "I heard the other day that the blond one was talking about his girlfriend, who mustn't find out about Elena. And I think Elena has another guy besides the blond. And humans pretend to be monogamous, don't they? So they have to meet here in secret if they want more than one woman. Or more than one man."

"With Elena, there are probably three men in total," I muttered.

I couldn't believe that I had been so wrong. I had been totally misled by those rodents with their drivel about the Brotherhood of Death. There had never been a group of conspirators. And Elena was clearly not the self-appointed inquisitor I was looking for.

"Wait a minute,"—I turned to the older rodent—"did you just say that Elena and her blond lover were here at the cemetery this morning?"

"Yeah, that’s right."

"Are you quite sure?"

"Of course I am. I'm no nutcase." He eyed me reproachfully out of his dark beady eyes.

"When exactly?" I cried. "I need to know!"

Of course, rodents don’t wear wristwatches, and neither do I, but the answer was crucial.

"Shortly after the gates opened," said the older hamster. "It was still quite early."

I probably wouldn't have any better way of pinpointing it.

I tried to go over in my mind what Christian Weiß had told our Tim. He had asked Elena to go shopping for him this morning, about an hour before the fire had been started.

It seemed that she had lied to him about why she didn't have time to help him. She hadn't had to work; apparently she’d just wanted to meet up with her boyfriend. The third youngster whose heart she was obviously playing with. Or did she really love him and only the two Weiß brothers were her playthings? I didn't care, even though I felt sorry for the young men, of course. I had to expose a murderer, not destroy a harem!

But if Elena had arrived at the cemetery early in the morning, presumably soon after the conversation with Christian, then she couldn't have started the fire in Tim's apartment an hour later. And the hamsters had just confirmed to me that she wasn't the two-legged that had killed Magdalena. So she was innocent!

Nevertheless, there was an alleged witness who claimed to have seen Elena near Tim's apartment this morning at the time the fire was set. Armed with a lighter and a thermos flask…

Domenica. She had been the one to accuse Elena.

She must have lied. And she was a devout—perhaps even a fanatical?—Christian. Had she lost her mind and set herself up as a murderous successor to the Holy Inquisition?

Did she have her own mother on her conscience? Or her aunt, for that matter, but that was hardly less bad. Had she been the one who had tried to barbecue two innocent pets—Pearl and me—alive? As if we were also heretics in the eyes of the Inquisition.

A terrible thought occurred to me: Domenica obviously hadn't followed Elena or the two of us to the cemetery tonight. The hamsters would surely have noticed her and wouldn't have kept it from me if she had been around.

And that meant that she was probably in the last place I wanted her to be, at home in the castle, with Pearl and Tim—neither of whom could have the slightest idea of the danger they were in.

We had to get to them as quickly as possible!


32                

I tugged at Victoria's trouser leg. "Come on, we have to get back to Pearl and Tim! We're just wasting our time here!"

At first she didn't want to leave, but I persisted. And finally she let herself be persuaded to retreat. She had noticed herself that these young mortals we were watching were not the murderers we were looking for.

Mortals … oh boy, now I had adopted the hamster jargon!

I ran back to the castle as fast as I could go, but I had to keep waiting for Victoria, who only had two legs.

But at last we reached Schloss Neuhof.

She opened the front door and I rushed up to the first floor to Tim's guest room.

It was quiet and dark in the house. The Weißes' family home seemed to be deserted. Christian and his sons were apparently still at church.

And Domenica? I wished nothing more than that she had perhaps accompanied her family after all, and that I was completely wrong in my dark suspicions.

I pushed myself up to the door of Tim's room and tried my luck on the handle. It was locked. Had Tim shut himself in?

I scratched at the door, barked loudly, and then Victoria, who had climbed the stairs behind me, finally reached me.

She also tried the handle, but she had no luck either.

"Tim?" she called. "Let us in, we're back!"

"He's dead!" I suddenly heard Pearl's voice, although I sensed the words more than I actually picked them up with my ears. She wasn't sitting right behind the door, she seemed to be running around the room somewhere—and completely out of breath?

"She killed him!" the tiny one continued to wail, "with that taser." She suddenly squeaked in panic. "And now she's chasing me with it. Help, Athos!"

I barked like crazy. Victoria didn't seem to have heard Pearl's squeaking, but she quickly understood that something was wrong from the way I was scratching and barking at the door.

She banged on the wood. "Honey? Are you there? Are you all right?"

Nothing was all right. Instead of being answered by Tim's warm, friendly voice, we heard Domenica suddenly speak to us—in a tone of voice that made my blood run cold: "Get lost, you witch, and take your devil dog with you! You're too late. Your boyfriend is dead and I'm going to get your cat too!"

Tears welled up in Victoria's eyes. She opened her mouth in shock—but no words came from her lips for the time being. I heard her gasping for air and saw her leaning on the door frame to keep her balance.

"Domenica?" she pleaded, clearly trying not to shout at the madwoman. "Open the door, please … let's talk."

"Talk?" the lunatic mimicked her. "That's certainly not what I intend to do if I get my hands on you. But I'm not stupid enough to open the door for your hellhound!"

"What are you talking about, Domenica? Athos is a very peaceful pet, and so is my kitten. Is Pearl with you? Is she all right?" She didn't dare ask about Tim. Was he really dead? It seemed to me that she simply had to ignore this statement because otherwise she would have collapsed on the spot.

But she didn't; she instead fought for Pearl and tried to at least save the poor little thing.

I could hardly breathe; my own pulse was pounding like crazy in my skull.

"I'll wring her neck, the little demon!" shouted Domenica. "And then hand her over to the purifying flames!"

More tears ran down Victoria's cheeks. She gasped for air as if she was drowning. The madwoman's words hit her like a sword thrust.

"Animals are innocent creatures, Domenica!" she cried in despair, "I'm sure you believe that too. And what has my boyfriend done to you? What had your mother done to you?"

"Innocent creatures?" hissed Domenica on the other side of the door. "A dog and a cat that solve crimes and hunt murderers, as you boasted about them so proudly? No animal is capable of such things; don't you realize that? Only a demon, a servant of Satan, who has taken possession of your pets, could do that!"

"That's what she said to Tim before she killed him!" I heard Pearl whine through the door. "That you and I … that we're both demons and that's why she wanted to burn us. She's gone completely mad, Athos! She set the fire, not Elena! And the fact that we were able to save ourselves from the flames only proved to her that Satan has a protective hand over us."

"And as for your sweetheart, you witch," Domenica continued, "he made a pass at my mother and completely turned her head. Until she even left him her money! And that wasn't all. That wicked woman desecrated the cemetery with all those godless onlookers she dragged there. She tried to dissuade my father from his faith. And me and my brother too! She thought we were too uptight, too religious, too serious. We should have more fun and not run to church all the time. But you know what, I made friends at the church! In the cemetery, all alone at night. I ran to church to be close to God, and I felt how the souls of the good Christians who had found their final resting place in the cemetery joined me. How they stretched out their hands to me from God's heavenly kingdom so that I would not be so lonely … and so that I could recognize what a holy task God had given me."

"Setting graves on fire and murdering your own mother?" gasped Victoria.

"As I said, she was so full of sin. She deserved nothing better. How lustfully she always looked at your Tim! Do you want to know why she met him in the cemetery the night I pronounced judgment on her? She claimed she wanted to show him something, but that was just a pretext."

"She was on your trail!" Victoria shouted. "And she wanted to reveal that to Tim—after hesitating for far too long!"

"On my trail? Ha! You have no idea. She wanted to seduce Tim in the cemetery in the night. She couldn't very well do that at home in the castle."

"You're deluding yourself, Domenica! Please open the door and we can talk in peace…"

"Oh no!" cried the madwoman, "it wasn't a delusion. I heard it with my own ears. My mother was talking to her best friend about it on the phone. She’s another godless woman who left her husband and even her children for someone twenty years younger! My mother confided in this whore that she was crazy about Tim—and that she wanted to seduce him. That night in the cemetery! I overheard everything."

She banged on the door from the inside, probably to vent her anger at her mother. "Do you seriously think she would have left him her entire fortune if she hadn't been crazy about him? I didn't realize it at first, but only when I came across your animals, which were so obviously under the influence of demons. But now I know that Tim must have been possessed by Satan too, this dark seducer."

"Your mother changed her will," Victoria exclaimed, "because she realized that a member of her own family was burning graves in the cemetery. That must have been the reason for her decision. She didn't want her fortune to fall into the hands of a psychopath if something happened to her!"

Victoria gave up talking. Instead, she pulled her cell phone out of the small fanny pack she was carrying.

"I'm calling the police now!" she shouted, "Which I should have done long ago! You won't get away with it, Domenica, I swear to you."

The madwoman laughed as if she had turned into a demon herself. "What do I care! I have done my best in the service of my Heavenly Father. I will be accepted by him into his kingdom while you go to hell."

"It's news to me that murderers go to heaven," Victoria hissed. With all the strength born of desperation, she threw herself against the door. But it held firm.

Domenica laughed once more, then I heard her start to run again. The tiny one squeaked in fright. She was chasing poor Pearl. We had to come to her rescue!

Victoria pressed the screen of her cell phone with trembling fingers. Then she spoke to someone in a police headquarters somewhere. She made a real effort to explain what our problem was. Where we were and that we urgently needed help.

Her words were halting and rather confused, but I think she was able to make it clear to the two-legged on the other end of the line that every second counted now. Then she hung up, held on to the doorframe again and fought back another flood of tears.

"Pearl?" I called through the door. "Hang in there! The police are on their way. They'll break down the door and save you! And they'll be able to save Tim as well," I added, howling, "you'll see. They'll bring paramedics, a doctor, and he'll resuscitate our two-legged. They can do that, the humans, we've already seen it in the movies. They're really good at it…"

I received no reply.

"Pearl?" I called out, startled.
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I imagined I could hear a very faint panting through the door. And the sound of tiny paws running for their life.

We had no time left; we couldn't wait for the police, paramedics, doctors or any other rescuing two-leggeds. I had to come to the aid of my tiny one. Now!

Victoria and I would never succeed in breaking down the door, that much was clear to me. So we had to find another way into the room. It was on the first floor, not too high above the ground, and I knew that the window could be smashed. I still had all too vivid memories of that experience.

"Come on!" I barked at Victoria, and the next moment I was already sprinting down the stairs.

I stopped on the half landing, whirled around and barked like crazy. To my great relief, Victoria ran after me, taking two steps at once.

"Athos? Where are you going? Do you know a way into this room?"

I bounced up and down. "Yes, I mean maybe. I hope so. Come on!"

We ran on, reached the ground floor and crossed the entrance hall. I jumped up at the front door and tried to push the handle down, but my excitement made it slip through my paws.

Victoria came to my aid. Her fingers found a grip on the handle and the next moment we were outside.

I sprinted on, to the window that belonged to the guest room—to the prison where Tim's body lay. I just couldn't get the thought out of my head. Tim couldn't be dead.

Pearl! I could still save her. I just had to find a way through that window. This time I had to get into the building and, stupidly, that was a completely different challenge to getting out of the house.

What was I supposed to do? The window was high above my head. Below it was a narrow ledge, similar to the one on the third floor, which I would probably never forget. But I would have had to be a kangaroo to jump high enough to reach it. And of course the window was firmly closed. After all, it was December and the middle of winter.

I was almost out of my fur with panic. I jumped up again and again to make Victoria realize that she had to find a way. She was a two-legged after all, my two-legged, and Pearl's too. And the humans thought they were so clever. In their opinion, they possessed the highest intelligence on our planet.

"Help me, Victoria," I pleaded, howling. "We have to reach that window! And destroy it."

Victoria was pale as a sheet and sweating at the same time, as if we were in a sauna. She suddenly got down on her knees next to me and wrapped her arms around me.

I hope she doesn’t want to cuddle now, does she?

No! The next moment she pulled me up and I realized what her plan was. She wanted to lift me up so that I could reach the windowsill.

But unfortunately that was hopeless. I got hold of the ledge with the tips of my front paws, but that wasn't enough. I couldn't pull myself up like that … and then there was still the locked window. Even if I could reach the ledge and hold on to it, I would never be able to get enough of a running start to jump through the glass.

Victoria realized that too. She put me down again—and suddenly ran off.

What on earth…? She wouldn't give up now, would she?

There was still no sign of a police siren. Where were our rescuers? Had they not taken Victoria's confused babbling seriously enough? Didn't they realize that Pearl's life was at stake? Would they race through the city with flashing blue lights just to save a kitten?

My head almost exploded. I ran after Victoria—and the next moment I realized what she was up to. She’d run into the parking lot where she had parked her car. While she was still running, she dug the car keys out of the small bag she was carrying around her waist. She normally preferred handbags, but for our night out at the cemetery she had strapped on this so-called fanny pack. And luckily, it also contained the car key.

She jumped into the car, revved the engine and the next moment she was already speeding past me. Across the lawn, over a wintery, desolate flowerbed and under the window of the guest room. I just managed to jump to the side to avoid being run over.

I chased after the car and reached Victoria just as she jumped out and rushed to the trunk. She opened it and pulled a metal contraption out of a holder, and the next moment she was brandishing it in her hand like a weapon.

A jack, I realized. I was a little lost. What was she going to do with it, I asked myself.

The answer was only a second away. The next, Victoria was already sending the thing hurtling through the air—towards the window, where it landed with a crashing force against the pane, which shattered into pieces.

I called out to Pearl. "Can you hear me? We're coming to you! Hang in there!"

She gasped something I didn't understand. But she was alive! That was all that mattered.

Victoria dropped the jack, climbed onto the hood of the car and from there straight onto the roof.

She was now tall enough to reach the ledge with her fingertips. She tried to pull herself up, panting. Moaning. She kicked her legs while her arm muscles tensed desperately. But she didn't have the strength.

I didn't hesitate for a second. With one giant leap, I jumped onto the hood and further up to the roof of the car with Victoria.

"Pick me up again!" I yelped. "Just like before." To make it clear to her what I needed her to do, I stood up on my hind legs and slapped my front paws against her shoulders.

She hesitated for just a moment.

"You have to watch out for the broken glass, Athos!" she shouted. "And for Domenica … she's armed. We have to assume that. Maybe with that taser she used to take out Magdalena."

I gave her a wet kiss right in the face. "It'll be fine! Now pick me up!"

She grabbed me, wrapped her arms around my body and lifted me up.

There was broken glass everywhere on the ledge. The same on the window sill just above. But I didn't even notice it. I was on the ledge in one leap, found a shaky foothold … and simply let myself fall headfirst through the broken window.

I felt myself breaking out a few shards that were still stuck in the window frame—then I landed on the floor. I managed to get my paws under my body so that I didn't crash land.

Suddenly, the smell of blood hit my nose. My heart almost stopped. Pearl?

But then I realized that it was just my blood, dripping from one of my paws. And the next moment I saw and heard Pearl. She came slithering towards me, wailing. Domenica was following her. And as Victoria had already suspected, the madwoman was brandishing a device in her right hand that she wanted to use against Pearl. It had to be the taser!

At that moment, an unreal calm took possession of me and time suddenly seemed to freeze. I saw my tiny one in front of me and directly behind her the wicked murderess. I didn't think about what her weapon could do to me, or whether my thick fur offered any protection against it.

I didn't feel myself pushing off the ground, I only realized that I was flying through the air. Over Pearl, weightless as an eagle, straight towards Domenica.

She pulled up her hand, which was clutching the handle of the taser. The device made a sizzling sound, like when you fry a nice juicy steak. Sparks flew through the air.

I crashed into Domenica's chest, pulled her off her feet and, as I fell, felt a violent blow to my flank that burned like fire and took my breath away. So this was what an electric shock felt like—a hundred times worse than being attacked with a hammer.

Domenica's body hit the floor hard. I heard bones crack and the next moment I landed with full force on her chest. The last thing I heard was the scream she let out. It was full of frustrated anger.

The whole room revolved around me. Fear gripped me that my heart might stop beating. That I would lose consciousness and it would all be for nothing. That I wouldn't be able to save Pearl.

My eyes went black and my stomach churned with nausea.

I heard Pearl squeak, very close to me, it seemed, but I couldn't understand her words. It felt as if I was trapped behind a wall of fog, and as if this billowing nothingness could swallow me up in the next moment. Goodbye, never again.

But then suddenly Domenica screamed again and wriggled under me. She braced herself against my weight and shouted something in a language I couldn't understand. Was this how she was trying to defend herself against the demon she saw in me?

Her shrieks and wild movements helped me to come back to myself—at least a little. My heart was pounding like crazy, my flank throbbed with pain, but I managed to grit my teeth. Just as I liked to slobber all over the hands of my two-legged friends with loving kisses, all the rage I felt against this vile murderess was now dripping out of my muzzle and right into her face.

I made myself heavy on her, pressed her firmly to the ground with my front paws and opened my muzzle even wider. So close to her face that she froze in fear.

Suddenly she was crying, whimpering like a small child and staring me in the eye at close range. I have to admit that I wanted to bite. But something inside held me back.

I squinted at Pearl, called out to her. "Tiny? Are you all right?"

I heard an indistinct grumbling to my left. Without releasing Domenica, I squinted a little further to the side. And there was Pearl!

She had also opened her tiny snout wide, and sunk her teeth into the handle of the taser. She pulled the device, which was no longer making a sound, away from me—a few steps away. Far enough that Domenica could no longer reach it. Then Pearl let go of it and fell to the floor, exhausted.

"Don't let her get up, Athos," she gasped, "then she won't be able to hurt you!"

And that's just what I did. I heaved my body off Domenica's chest, feeling very dizzy, and my hind legs almost gave out on me. Pain flooded through my body like a dark, agonizing tide. But I managed to keep my balance. I took up a position right next to her, and I kept baring my fangs and keeping Domenica's face in my sights. My teeth were no more than a paw's width away from her nose.

She lay there stiff as a board and cried. She was probably scared to death of the supposed devil dog, which was possessed by a demon. And that served her right, this madwoman!

"Athos…" I suddenly heard a faint whisper.

Only now did I manage to get a good look around the room. Something stirred on the bed—and then a head rose. Just a tiny bit.

Tim! He was moving! He was alive. I would have loved to have rushed up to him and covered him from top to bottom in wet kisses.

But I controlled myself. I, the devil's dog, watched over the madwoman who actually thought she was a good Christian or even a chosen one of her god. I would not give way, would not let her out of my sight for a single moment. I lowered my head again and growled at her so that she wouldn't get any ideas.

Tim started coughing, rough and dry; then he cleared his throat a few times.

I looked over at him. He was now trying to push himself up on his uninjured arm, but he failed.

Pearl got on her paws and scurried towards him. She wobbled as she ran, but eventually managed to jump onto the bed and snuggle up close to Tim.

"My sweet little girl," he gasped.

He crawled on his stomach to the foot of the bed. Very slowly, but he made progress. It took a load off my mind that he was able to move, that he was alive.

"Good boy, Athos!" he gasped. "Don't let her go!"

"Don't worry about that," I yelped.

A few minutes later, the police rescue team broke down the door to the room.
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Tim was taken to hospital and only returned to us two days later. By then he really did look like a mummy. The new encounter with Domenica's taser had clearly not done him any good. But we were so happy that he was still with us—we would even have taken him as a zombie.

I myself was also admitted to a veterinary clinic, but only had to stay there for a few hours and was celebrated as a hero by everyone and stuffed full of treats.

Pearl was also examined, but fortunately she had not been injured. She was just completely exhausted and quite shocked. But she was as healthy as a horse—if you can say that about a house cat—and soon recovered.

We all ended up staying together in a hotel in the old town of Vienna, far away from the Central Cemetery and Schloss Neuhof, and over the next few days we learned a few more details from Chief Inspector Fischer about the delusional ideas that had driven Domenica.

She had not shown any remorse during the interrogations, but on the contrary had boasted that she had done God's work. She really was beyond help.

The chief inspector told us how the police psychologist thought the disease must have spread in her head. Even as a young girl, Domenica had been passionate about her faith—so much so that she wanted to become a priest, which was an impossibility in the Roman Catholic Church. Women were not allowed to be priests there—I have no idea why.

Domenica increasingly saw her friends, and even her family members, as not devout enough, as sinful and depraved. She became very lonely and increasingly sought refuge in the church at the Central Cemetery.

There she had the impression that God was speaking to her and that he was sending the souls of good Christians to her, who gathered around her for comfort. And to assist her in the great task for which God had chosen her: the reintroduction of the Holy Inquisition.

At this point in his report to us, the chief inspector shook his head in bewilderment. "In the end, she had even convinced herself that she could see these helpful souls and that she was their leader. Just as St. Dominic, her patron saint, had once gathered his monks around him and started hunting down heretics."

Domenica tried to follow in the footsteps of this saint by appointing herself an inquisitor in God's name. A judge of heretics and sinners, of good and evil. She researched the history of her own ancestors, passed judgment on those who had been righteous persons and those who had been evildoers, and had then began to punish the dead by lighting their graves on fire, but also bestowing white lilies of innocence on the saintly. In the next step, she was ready to judge her first living victim and hand her over to the purifying flames of her faith: Magdalena.

Fire was Domenica's weapon. She had bought a particularly powerful taser gun on the black market—the closest thing to a flaming torch in her eyes when it came to modern weapons. And she had had no qualms about using it. But of course, her victim still had to be fully given over to the flames. Just like the inquisitors used to do with the heretics they burned at the stake.

We had experienced this further course of Domenica's mental illness first hand. I could still smell my scorched fur days later…

The Weiß family could hardly cope with what Domenica had done. Victoria recommended that they seek the help of a psychotherapist and had also put them in touch with a Viennese colleague of her acquaintance.

Strangely enough, the loss of their sister welded Ignatius and Benedikt together in a new way, and the two of them decided in unison that they would no longer run after Elena. As far as I know, they never found out that the faithless woman had another boyfriend, but they had realized that Elena was only playing with them and was not a good friend. Let alone a wife like Ignatius had hoped for. So she had to move out and look for a new place to live.

And as far as my own two-leggeds were concerned, Victoria didn't mention anything to her boyfriend about the accusations that Domenica had made against her mother. She didn't say a single word about the fact that Magdalena had allegedly been out to seduce Tim that night at the cemetery, which had ultimately ended in her death.

I thought it was good that Victoria let the matter rest. She obviously trusted Tim to be faithful to her, no matter what Magdalena's intentions towards him might have been. And she also advised him to accept the professor's inheritance.

"She wanted to help you with your history studies," she said, "and that was a good intention, wasn't it?"

Tim then decided to take half of the money and leave the rest to Christian and his sons. And we parted in peace with the Weiß family.
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One day before Christmas Eve, Victoria received a video call. Oskar Nüring appeared on the screen, our friendly detective from the North Sea island of Sylt, with whom we had already solved two murder cases and who had since become our friend.

Unsuspectingly, he asked if Victoria was doing well and having a good Christmas time in Vienna, whereupon she told him all about our hair-raising adventure.

Neither he nor Victoria herself, however, had any idea how crazy the events had really been. I still couldn't believe that Pearl and I had been led astray by a horde of ghost-seeing hamsters who had nearly driven us insane with their floaters, pedestrians, mortals and immortals and the ominous Brotherhood of Death.

It really wasn't a career chapter we as four-pawed detectives could be proud of.

But at the end of the phone call, the nice inspector had a very pleasant surprise for us.

"Why I'm actually calling you, Victoria: I wanted to invite you—and your beloved, of course—to a ball. An old friend of mine is throwing a big party for his daughter's coming of age at the beginning of January, at his palais in Vienna, which really is a dream. Tim's historian’s heart will definitely beat faster!"

"Wow, a ball … that sounds great! And you can just bring someone else along?" asked Victoria.

"Absolutely," Oskar confirmed. "My friend really wants to meet you, and do you know why? He recently got a lovely Malamute puppy and of course I had to tell him about Athos straight away. So you're all invited—you, Tim, Athos, and Pearl too, of course. I hope you have the time?"

Victoria quickly discussed it with Tim, but then immediately agreed.

"We're very happy to come!" she said to Oskar. "We could really do with some fun and entertainment. And I think it's good that you’ll finally meet Tim."

"I agree," said the Chief Inspector, and the meeting was a done deal.

"A palais? How exciting," said Pearl. "They must have excellent salmon … but a Malamute puppy? Phew! That will certainly be exhausting," she teased me.

Then she looked at me questioningly: "What kind of murder do you think we'll be in for this time, Athos? Hopefully nothing involving hamsters…"

I no longer protested her idea that we would soon stumble into our next adventure, barely having survived the last one by a hair's breadth. That fact could no longer be denied. Apparently it was our fate—but that was still better than being told by eerie owls that my own end was near.

I had escaped the goddess of the dead for now, and I was certainly not ready yet to be buried in a pet cemetery somewhere, where I might end up haunting the place as a ghost myself. With the tiny one by my side, of course. One day we would probably have to solve some crimes in the afterlife, in heaven or in the eternal hunting grounds of the wolves.

"Hopefully no more hamsters in our next case," I agreed with Pearl. "Or ghosts. And I'd be very happy if our next killer didn't see any demons in us either … or have a penchant for setting fires. I just can't stand the heat!"


More from Athos and Pearl:

WALTZING WITH DEATH

A Case for the Master Sleuths, Book 8

Athos, Pearl and their two-leggeds are guests at a beautiful palais in Vienna, Austria. A grand ball is to be held there to celebrate the 18th birthday of the family's daughter, and recently Bella, a young Malamute just like Athos, has also moved into the grand historic mansion.

But instead of fun and games with the puppy and a glittering night at the ball, a murder takes place—for which Victoria Adler, the Master Sleuths' very own human, is arrested!

Now everything depends on Athos and Pearl. Will the four-pawed detectives be able to prove Victoria's innocence and unmask the real murderer before another human loses his life?


More from Alex Wagner

If you enjoy snooping around with Athos and Pearl, why not try my other mystery series, too?

Penny Küfer Investigates—cozy mysteries full of old world charm.

Penny only has two legs, but she’s a feisty and clever young detective.

Murder in Antiquity—a historical mystery series from the Roman Empire.

Join shady Germanic merchant Thanar and his clever slave Layla in their backwater frontier town, and on their travels to see the greatest sights of the ancient world. Meet legionaries, gladiators, barbarians, druids and Christians—and the most ruthless killers in the Empire!
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