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    The security center where Penny’s new client received her was like a futuristic bunker. Everywhere she looked she was surrounded by exposed concrete walls, steel elements and plenty of state-of-the-art electronic equipment.  
 
    But one side of the room seemed to have a gaping hole—a panoramic glass wall that reached from floor to ceiling and supposedly offered a breathtaking view of the Grossglockner massif in good weather. Today, one was forced to stare into a wall of fog.  
 
    However, anyone standing at this window shouldn’t be given to bouts of acrophobia, as an abyss opened up directly beneath it, a rocky, snow-covered mountain slope dropping almost vertically from the foot of the house.  
 
    Everything in billionaire Egon Musgrave’s so-called vacation home was unusual and fascinating. In keeping with its owner's great passion for interstellar exploration, the building would have looked good on the moon or even on a distant planet in another star system.  
 
    In the mountainous landscape of East Tyrol, it seemed like a foreign body, a spaceship that had crashed into this rocky escarpment high up in the Alps, of all places, and was now hanging half above a chasm—where it could lose its balance at any moment and disappear into the depths, never to be seen again. Penny kept her distance from the panoramic window and hoped that her counterpart would not notice how queasy she felt. 
 
    She was no stranger to this man, who was just beginning to explain to Penny her duties for the weekend. Even though her last—her only!—encounter with him had been a year or two ago now. Or had it been even longer? Time had flown by, filled with the various murder cases Penny had investigated.  
 
    Jürgen Moser. He hadn't changed a bit, apart from the fact that he now wore his straw-blond hair cut very short. His look was almost military, but the mischievous smile with which he had welcomed Penny into the house was still the same as it had been that night at the Occident Express when they had first met. Of course it had been during a murder case; what else? Penny always seemed to meet interesting men only over a dead body—or several. It was kind of worrisome. Jürgen had been a very young policeman at the time, and Penny had only just begun her training as a private investigator. 
 
    Now Jürgen Moser was the security manager in charge of this luxury villa, which seemed to be constructed only of concrete, steel and glass. Egon Musgrave, the owner of the house, had only recently poached him from the Austrian police.  
 
    Jürgen handed Penny a plastic keycard. "This gives you access to all the rooms in the house, including the security center. That is, almost all the rooms; Mrs. Musgrave's bedroom and her private living room are excluded. No one but the cleaning lady has access to those." 
 
    Jürgen twisted the corners of his mouth. "Mrs. Musgrave is, let’s say, a little peculiar. If it were up to her, she would probably prefer to do without any security personnel at all. She feels confined by our presence, as she never tires of pointing out. But Mr. Musgrave always gets his way, of course. He would really like to have a private army around him twenty-four hours a day. He feels threatened, senses industrial infiltrators or conspiracy theorists everywhere, intent on sabotaging him—but I'll tell you more about that later. In my opinion it's unfounded paranoia, even though there are a few nutcases who indeed hate Musgrave’s guts. But they don't have the courage or the means to actually successfully attack him. Especially not here in Austria." 
 
    Jürgen's Tyrolean accent was no longer as pronounced as Penny remembered it. His smile, however, was still incredibly sweet. 
 
    Penny had not forgotten that Jürgen had turned her down after their joint murder case on the Occident Express. At that time she had been single and very receptive to the charms of the handsome policeman, but now there was a new man in her life.  
 
    Alex Adamas. She could perhaps not yet call him her steady boyfriend or even life partner, but things between them … well, they had developed. 
 
    Jürgen Moser's call a few days ago had caught Penny completely off guard. She had just made herself comfortable in her library with a newly published crime novel, and had decided to take a few days off. Only recently she had solved a murder case at the Vienna State Opera—with Alex’s help—and now felt she truly deserved a little break from work. But once again it was not to be; the job that Jürgen Moser had described to her on the phone had been too tempting, and that was apart from the prospect of seeing him again. Her heart belonged to someone else now, but she was allowed to be a little curious, to take a little trip back in time as it were. 
 
    "I'd like you to be additional support for our security team," Jürgen had told her during the phone call. "Just for the upcoming weekend. I need someone I can trust one hundred percent, because this is probably the most important business deal of Mr. Musgrave’s career. And with two billionaires in the house, I don't want to take any chances. You know what I mean?" 
 
    Penny had understood—or rather had not questioned Jürgen's motives for this invitation further. And so here she was, supporting security for a very special weekend at the Musgraves' vacation home. A space summit was to take place here, or at least that's what Jürgen had jokingly called the planned meeting.  
 
    "I'll give you some background information about the house’s residents," he now went on, "and regarding the guests this weekend. Just so you can adjust to them and their little idiosyncrasies. After that, I'll show you around the property, okay? Your eyes will soon glaze over, I promise." 
 
    He didn't wait for an answer, just winked at her and continued in the same breath: "Well, first there's our big boss, of course, Mr. Egon Musgrave!" 
 
    His tone sounded almost euphoric. Apparently Jürgen was most enthusiastic about his new professional responsibilities. 
 
    "I told you about him on the phone—and really, there's no need to introduce Mr. Musgrave, is there? He lives in Florida for most of the year, of course, and this is just his vacation home. He had it built because his current wife is Austrian, and she likes to take time away in her home country from time to time. Mr. Musgrave is also an avid skier, and then of course you have the best stargazing opportunities up here. We have an in-house observatory that is quite something to behold; Mr. Musgrave has treated himself to a telescope that is the envy of just about every public observatory, you know." 
 
    Jürgen was right—Egon Musgrave really needed no introduction. His name had been all over the media for many years. He had first become known back in the 1990s, when he had built up his first company. He’d reached billionaire status in the early 2000s when Musgrave's had risen to become the world's leading online auction house. You could buy anything your heart desired there: unique works of art, fine carpets, rare jewels, antiquarian books, and even vintage cars and luxury yachts.  
 
    Even though it was with this company that Musgrave had made his money, for some years now he had been investing his billions in his true passion.  
 
    Pilgrim. This was the name of the company with which Egon Musgrave aimed to conquer space. His great vision was to lead mankind to the stars—his life’s dream.  
 
    This man had nothing to do with old-fashioned virtues like modesty, and he wasn't afraid to take on top dogs like NASA—he was already very successfully selling the first seats for space tourist orbital flights. In his opinion it would take only another seven or eight years before the first space hotel in Earth's orbit would welcome its guests. 
 
    "This weekend, in addition to the boss, we have his wife in the house," Jürgen continued. "Mrs. Greta Musgrave. And his two children from his first marriage, who have long been grown up, are here. His daughter, Cherry Musgrave, is the head of Pilgrim Corporation's legal department, and is also Mr. Musgrave's personal attorney. His son, Barnaby, has come along as well. Since Musgrave Senior has turned his attention almost exclusively to space, Barnaby has been running the auction house's operations. I think—" 
 
    He didn't get any further, because at that very moment the owner of the house himself spoke up. The voice coming from a loudspeaker next to Jürgen's computer was unmistakable, and so was the soft Southern accent with which Egon Musgrave spoke. Charismatic and commanding—those were the first two words that came to Penny's mind when she thought of the man. 
 
    "Jürgen, can you hear me?" Musgrave obviously had trouble pronouncing the name correctly; it sounded more like "Dzhurgan."  
 
    Penny had to grin, but Jürgen didn't make a face in return. "Yes, sir," he replied respectfully. "What can I do for you?" 
 
    "I just wanted to let you know that we are leaving now for our planned ski trip," Egon Musgrave said. "I'm taking Sam and Joseph with me, as we discussed earlier. You hold down the fort here at the house, okay?" 
 
    The two men he’d mentioned were Musgrave's personal bodyguards, who had flown in with him from the USA. Sam was a fifty-year-old former policeman who had been in Musgrave's service for ages, while Joseph, on the other hand, had only recently come on board. An African-American, he was around thirty years old by Penny’s estimation.  
 
    Despite the difference in skin color, the two seemed a bit like father and son. Always properly dressed, always alert, never resting their gaze. But as Penny had chatted with them over lunch in the staff room, a good-humored, friendly personality had emerged behind the professional façade of both men. It would certainly be pleasant to work with the two of them this weekend. 
 
    Jürgen apparently had a problem with Musgrave's planned ski trip.  
 
    "But sir," he objected, "the weather conditions have now deteriorated considerably. Haven't you noticed that? I would advise you to postpone the ski trip." 
 
    He received no answer. 
 
    "Sir?" 
 
    The intercom remained silent. 
 
    Jürgen turned to Penny. "Come on, let's go upstairs to the helipad. We've got to talk him out of this trip. It's insane to go skiing in this weather!" 
 
    "Tourists," Penny said with a smile. 
 
    Jürgen sighed theatrically. "Tell me about it!" 
 
    They grabbed their winter jackets from the coat rack beside the door and exited the security center, which was on the lowest level of the building.  
 
    They took the elevator that was right next to the operations room and went up one floor. There was the main entrance to the building, and when they stepped outside, a well-kept gravel path immediately to their left led up to a helicopter landing pad. 
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    Like the house, the helipad was built boldly into the rocky slope. A good third of the circular concrete surface jutted out over the abyss. Penny felt sick just looking at it.  
 
    The weather was indeed miserable, and from the way the clouds were gathering above them it would probably only get worse. Down in the valley spring had long since arrived, but up here at eighteen hundred meters above sea level there was still plenty of snow, and the temperatures barely climbed above zero. A brisk cutting wind blew over the rocks and scattered clumps of trees that surrounded Musgrave's futuristic villa, swirling the snow so hard you could barely see a few feet away. Now if it were to also start snowing, a harmless ski trip could quickly mutate into a survival expedition. Penny may have been a city kid, but she knew that much about the dangers of the high Alps. 
 
    Egon Musgrave must have contacted Jürgen by radio from the helicopter, and not via the intercom inside the villa as Penny had assumed—for the billionaire was already sitting in the front seat of the spacious aircraft when they reached the helipad. Behind him Sam and Joseph, his two personal bodyguards, and the pilot were busy helping the other passengers into their seats and stowing the ski equipment in the hold.  
 
    Heli-skiing? Penny thought. That was simply not allowed in many parts of Austria. But it seemed a different set of laws applied to a billionaire.  
 
    Jürgen had already told her that Musgrave had obtained the building permit for this retreat, in the midst of its untouched mountain habitat, only by means of “networking.” A euphemistic expression, of course—presumably some bulging envelopes of money had in truth changed hands before the house could be built.  
 
    Musgrave's luxurious mountain domicile had been officially designated a research station, which had ultimately enabled him to circumvent the applicable zoning laws.  
 
    Well, the villa did have an observatory after all, Penny thought. And apparently helicopter skiing could be considered a scientific expedition. 
 
    Jürgen lifted his eyes to the sky overhead. He had come to a halt a few meters away from the helipad and now looked like an annoyed father who needed to bring his naughty child to his senses.  
 
    "The boss is out of his mind," he muttered, just loud enough for Penny to hear. "They'll kill themselves if they go skiing in this weather!"  
 
    He ran courageously toward the billionaire. The latter jumped out of the helicopter as soon as he spotted Jürgen and came quickly towards him through the swirling snow. A whimsical gust of wind drove into his hair and tangled it. 
 
    "Jürgen? Have we forgotten something? Is anything wrong?" Egon Musgrave's dark brows were arched in alarm as he tried to keep his hairstyle from complete disarray with both hands. A futile endeavor.  
 
    Penny pulled the zipper of her jacket all the way up and turned up the collar. She turned her back to the wind, but nevertheless the cold drove relentlessly into her bones. Who could be crazy enough to want to ski in such weather? 
 
    Physically, Musgrave was not a particularly impressive man, Penny decided. He was in excellent shape for someone in his mid-fifties, but he was barely as tall as she was and always looked as if he had to be on guard somehow. Penny had noticed this about the billionaire many times during his television interviews or other public appearances. Only when he started talking, showing the extent of his passion, did he transform—into a visionary, a leader, someone to whom people submitted without hesitation or reserve.  
 
    A bit like Napoleon, Penny thought. She had already been briefly introduced as additional security for the weekend to Musgrave, his family, and the houseguests after their arrival that morning, but she had not yet had a chance to get a closer look at them all. 
 
    In the meantime, Jürgen was trying to talk his boss out of the planned ski trip in strongly Tyrolean-flavored English. He waved his hands wildly as he spoke—and Musgrave reacted just as energetically.  
 
    Greta Musgrave and her stepson Barnaby, who had just climbed into the back of the helicopter, now got out again and gathered around the two men as they were violently arguing. Sam and Joseph, the two bodyguards, stayed with the helicopter. 
 
    "Is there a problem?" Barnaby interrupted Jürgen's torrent of words. He had the same soft accent as his father, but he was a completely different type than Egon. He was attractive—so striking, in fact, that he could easily have passed for a male model. The younger man was tall, broad-shouldered, and casually dressed according to the latest fashion, even though he was just going for a round of skiing. And he also knew how to win over his audience with charm and politeness, in contrast to his father's rather brusque manners. 
 
    He listened for a moment to the discussion that had developed between Jürgen and Musgrave Senior. The conversation had quickly become heated. Jürgen warned of dangerous snow conditions, the approaching storm, and poor visibility, and repeatedly emphasized that none of the slopes above Musgrave's property were official ski runs. Such slopes posed a significant risk to inexperienced skiers even in optimal circumstances, and in the current weather conditions they could very quickly turn into a death trap. 
 
    Musgrave merely brushed Jürgen's warnings aside, unconcerned. His wife Greta, on the other hand, looked fairly anxious. She listened to Jürgen attentively, and her pretty face visibly darkened. She was much younger than her husband, almost the same age as her stepson—perhaps in her late twenties, Penny estimated. Her figure was decidedly slender, and she had heavily curled hazel hair and very blue eyes. 
 
    But Greta didn't seem to dare contradict her husband. He had apparently set his mind on skiing this afternoon, come what may. It seemed it hadn’t even occurred to him that a man as influential as he should be guided by something as trivial as a weather forecast. He informed Jürgen that the rest of the weekend was already pretty much planned out, so postponing this ski tour was out of the question. 
 
    "You can fly in this wind, can't you?" Musgrave asked the helicopter pilot over his shoulder. 
 
    The man nodded wordlessly, but seemed to have secretly understood Jürgen's warnings. According to the inscription on the helicopter it was only a rented aircraft, and the pilot was therefore not one of Musgrave’s employees. But he—or his company—didn't seem to want to offend the billionaire at any price. Musgrave probably rented a helicopter more often than not during his stays in the Alps. 
 
    "There you go," Musgrave said with satisfaction. "The helicopter will take us up—and we'll make it down thanks to gravity, won't we?" 
 
    He pursed his lips and laughed at his own joke. "Ah, and here comes our dear Jane. Now we are complete."  
 
    He pushed Jürgen aside and smiled wolfishly at the woman who had just hurried down the path to the helipad. She was accompanied by a female bodyguard. 
 
    "Sorry I'm late," said the newcomer, who was warmly cloaked and wore sunglasses that shimmered in all the colors of the rainbow. She was a few years younger than Musgrave and had a rather roundish figure. 
 
    Penny had already made her acquaintance as well. Jane Bezant was Musgrave's very special guest that weekend, and her name was almost as well known in the wider world as his, even if she didn't tend to push herself into the limelight quite as much as he did.  
 
    The Bezant Security Corporation, based in London, was one of the largest cybersecurity service providers in the world. Bezant anti-virus software was now installed on one in five computers worldwide—and Jane regularly ranked higher than Musgrave in the major business magazines’ annual billionaire rankings, at least in recent years. And her heart also yearned for the conquest of space. 
 
    Her company, dedicated to the human colonization of Mars, bore the unoriginal name of Bezant Aerospace. If Jane Bezant had her way, the future of mankind was literally written in the stars. And Mars was the ideal starting point. 
 
    Everyone knew that Egon Musgrave and Jane Bezant hated each other almost as passionately as they loved astronautics, and yet a merger of their two space companies was to be signed and sealed that weekend at Musgrave's mountain domicile. 
 
    Jane Bezant's bodyguard, Roberta, who had traveled up with her from London, was not particularly tall but was nevertheless well-toned and strong. She wore her jet-black hair cut short and molded to her head with plenty of hair gel.  
 
    She joined her two male colleagues, Sam and Joseph, who were in Musgrave's employ. The personal differences of their respective employers seemed to be reflected in the way the three bodyguards treated each other; Penny had noticed this when Jürgen had introduced them all. Sam and Joseph seemed as familiar as childhood friends with one another, while Roberta acted distant and closed up. Even now she treated the two men coolly, albeit with the necessary professionalism.  
 
    Apparently Roberta was not a skier, so she could not accompany Jane Bezant on the planned helicopter ski trip—which seemingly displeased her, at least from the way she was reacting. Probably not for the first time, she was going over the safety protocol for the skiing expedition with Sam and Joseph. Listening to her, one would have thought that a terrorist attack in the East Tyrolean Alps was imminent.  
 
    Then she took it upon herself to climb into the helicopter and do another thorough check of everything. The way she scurried around in the helicopter reminded Penny of a police dog searching for explosives. 
 
    Finally Roberta came back to Jane Bezant and began to talk urgently to her. Much like Jürgen, she seemed to be trying to persuade her boss not to go on the ski trip after all. 
 
    "Nonsense," Jane announced loudly. "Loosen up a bit, my dear Robbie—treat yourself to some quality time—go to the pool or something. I'm in no danger here. Our host won't have me murdered; after all, he wants my money!"  
 
    Jane bared her teeth in a jovial smile and turned to Egon Musgrave. However, he did not seem to have heard her. He was once again engaged in a lively discussion with Jürgen, and now he had the support of Barnaby behind him. Apparently the son was looking forward to the upcoming ski tour with the same enthusiasm as his father, and did not want to be talked out of the adventure due to the bad weather at any price. 
 
    Jürgen shifted to a new strategy.  
 
    "Then at least let me come with you," he now begged Musgrave, "I know my way around the mountains here extremely well, and have been skiing since I could walk.I—" 
 
    "Out of the question," Musgrave said, cutting him off. "You will remain in the house as agreed. Surely I don't have to remind you that there are considerably valuable assets to protect here. My art collection—"  
 
    He broke off in mid-sentence and gave Penny a sideways glance. "Besides, you have to brief your colleague as well, Jürgen, don't you? You certainly have enough to do here." 
 
    Penny refrained from commenting. Wild horses couldn't have dragged her on a ski trip in this weather, but it was clear that Musgrave would carry on with his plan. Jürgen could have talked his head off to no effect. 
 
    "Just two or three runs," Musgrave said with a conciliatory grin. Jürgen's solicitude seemed to have touched him, even if he meant to ignore it. "You'll have us back after that, don't you worry—the whole enchanting gang." His eyes wandered first over Barnaby and Greta, then slid over to Jane Bezant. 
 
    At last, he turned around and simply left Jürgen standing there. He climbed into the helicopter, which was the signal for the others to get in as well. 
 
    A few minutes later, the aircraft spiraled up into the cloudy sky. Roberta left the helipad at a run and hurried back to the house. Snow was not her element, that much was obvious, even if the black-haired British woman otherwise made a very robust impression. 
 
    Jürgen and Penny stood wordlessly for another moment, watching the helicopter disappear. Visibility was so poor that soon they could only hear it and no longer see it against the gray. And finally the sound of the rotors was lost in the howling of the wind. 
 
    "Far better skiers than Musgrave have met their deaths in these mountains," Jürgen muttered to himself. "Or disappeared, never to be seen again. But to try to contradict the man is simply pointless." 
 
    He sighed, then turned to Penny. "Let's go inside before we freeze our toes off out here!" 
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    "Do you think they'll actually come to an agreement about the company merger?" Penny asked Jürgen as they braced themselves and walked into the wind, back down the path toward the house. "Does Musgrave really need Mrs. Bezant's money? Or was she just trying to wind him up with that remark? I thought the man was fabulously rich."  
 
    She stopped for a moment, shaking the snowflakes out of her hair that the wind had deposited there. Her hair color, normally a fiery red of which she was quite proud, seemed to have been turned to silvery white.  
 
    Jürgen hunched his shoulders, waited for Penny for a moment, but then walked quite briskly on so that she could barely keep up.  
 
    "I'm not a financial expert," he said, "but what I've picked up since I've started working for Mr. Musgrave is that the cost of conquering space is literally astronomical." 
 
    He smiled at Penny as he buried his hands in the pockets of his anorak. "Musgrave invests billions every year from the profits of his auction house into the Pilgrim Corporation. His rockets are far less expensive than anything developed by government space programs to date, but they’re still no bargain. He relies on recyclability for his spacecraft—something that was thought to be impossible until recently. But as I said, I'm just an interested layman. In any case, Jane with her Bezant Aerospace is technically years behind him, but she has a much larger capital cushion. The two companies need to work together if they are to realize their ambitious plans—colony ships in space, paying tourists on the moon, colonizing Mars—in principle, they are already technically feasible today, but the risks are still enormous. And so are the costs. There's still a whole lot of additional development work to be done." 
 
    "And Roberta?" Penny continued. "Has she been with Jane for long? She seems very eager to me." 
 
    "You can say that again! A perfectionist if ever I met one. Five minutes after she arrived this morning she had the whole place shown to her right away. Every nook and cranny, every door, the communications systems, security equipment, weapons, the guest list, the staff … she wanted to inspect everything." He groaned. 
 
    Penny stopped again. The wind was now whistling even more violently around her ears. In the few minutes since the helicopter had taken off, it seemed to have definitely increased in strength.  
 
    Her gaze wandered over the building’s cube-like architecture. There was not a single curved line on the entire structure. It looked rugged, hostile, but at the same time bold and daring. A symbol of humanity's technical abilities, able to take on even the most untamed natural environments.  
 
    From where Penny was standing, one could look out over the villa’s flat roofs and numerous terraces, which jutted out in all directions—especially beyond the slope into which the house was nestled in such a spectacular way. 
 
    "Aren't there any security cameras out here?" Penny asked in amazement. She hadn't noticed any inside the building up till now, but that hadn't particularly surprised her. Even the most wealthy and paranoid celebrities valued their privacy. But outside, the mansions of the rich were usually equipped with cameras at every corner. 
 
    Jürgen grimaced.  
 
    "No cameras," he said. "It’s because of Greta, Musgrave's wife. She is, as I said, a little particular. She hates having strangers in the house, but she doesn't want to do without staff, of course. And that means, in plain English, that we all have to make ourselves as invisible as possible. And she doesn't want to feel like she's in a fortress either; she emphasizes that time and again. In other words, she doesn't want to see anything that might disturb her state of mind: no security people on the property, no cameras, no fences and so on. It's really not easy dealing with her."  
 
    He flipped up the collar of his jacket and ducked his head. "Shall we go in now?"  
 
    He turned around and looked back over his shoulder in the direction of the helipad, where the helicopter had just come in to land. It seemed it had already successfully dropped the skiers off at the summit and was now waiting to pick them up again at the bottom of the slope. Would it then take them out into the storm again?  
 
    Not only had the wind picked up even more, but visibility had also deteriorated. The outlines of the helicopter could only be guessed at through the dense fog. The noise of the rotors barely drowned out the howling of the wind.  
 
    Penny's gaze wandered upward over the snow-covered slope, but the skiers would likely be some time coming.  
 
    She followed Jürgen into the house.  
 
    Just as they were peeling off their jackets and scarves in the hallway, Cherry Musgrave—Egon's daughter from his first marriage—came running down the stairs.  
 
    "Is my father back yet?" She turned to Jürgen while completely ignoring Penny. 
 
    Jürgen shook his head. "Just set out. But the first descent should be over soon, I think." 
 
    Cherry pressed her lips together and grabbed a cream-colored anorak from the coat rack. "I'm going out to the helipad. Maybe I can persuade Father to leave it at just one round. My poor brother, of course, can't give up before Dad declares the ski trip over. And the weather is so awful! How can anyone enjoy skiing in that?" 
 
    Jürgen didn't give her an answer. She tore open the door and ran out into the fog and snowdrifts.  
 
    "Come on," he said to Penny after wiping the last bits of snow from his hair with his hands, "I'll show you the upper floors before our skiers return." 
 
    Penny followed him up the steps of the grand staircase. They seemed to have been hewn from an almost black granite stone and were covered with a thick beige-gold carpet that swallowed the sound of their footsteps entirely.  
 
    "Why did you decide to call me in?" she asked Jürgen after she had caught up with him and could walk beside him. The staircase was wide enough for four to walk comfortably shoulder to shoulder. "It seems to me that you have enough security personnel here in the house. You, Joseph, Sam, Roberta … and your young assistant, what was his name?" 
 
    "Alfons. Strictly speaking, however, he is not a bodyguard, but our handyman. Although he would like to develop his career in the direction of security. Somehow he has chosen me as his great hero to emulate." Jürgen grinned sheepishly.  
 
    "I see." Penny smiled in return. "That means you, Alfons and Ivanka—the cleaning lady—you're here all the time? You're guarding the house, or indeed keeping it in good repair, while Mr. Musgrave is in the United States … so most of the year, do I understand that correctly? Quite a contemplative job, isn’t it?" 
 
    "It is," Jürgen said. "Feels like a vacation, if I'm honest. But the salary Musgrave pays me is so princely that I couldn't turn down the job, and after all, I did want to move into security. In the police service, it would have taken me years to make it to CID. And to be honest, what you're doing seems…"  
 
    He hesitated. "Well, to be much more interesting than working in the criminal investigation department. Private detective—that's the direction I want to develop in. And that's why it seemed such a stroke of luck that I met Musgrave. A year or two in his service, that's a super reference on my resume, don't you think?" 
 
    "Definitely," Penny said.  
 
    Jürgen came to a halt at the top of the stairs. "Here are some living rooms, a library, dining room, bar … oh and our own spa. It's super well-equipped, with a sauna, steam bath, cold chamber … and a swimming pool. A dream! Unfortunately you won't be allowed to swim in it this weekend. But when the boss is not in the house, I spend hours in the water. Alfons and Ivanka are unrepentant landlubbers, so I have the pool all to myself." 
 
    He beamed joyously. "Let me at least show you the outdoor lounge—it has an infinity pool with panoramic glass that seems to float above the hillside. The view is amazing! Come on, let's go up one more floor. You can see everything best from there. I'll show you these rooms later." 
 
    Penny followed him further up the stairs. Even in the stairwell, various works of art adorned the walls.  
 
    Some of them were photographs or visionary designs of rockets or spaceships, but there were also magnificent oil paintings with similar motifs. Everything revolved around alien worlds and the future of humanity in the cosmos. 
 
    "How did you meet Musgrave, anyway?" Penny asked of her companion—no, her supervisor for the weekend, she emphasized in her mind. The idea was kind of funny. 
 
    Again Jürgen stopped, and again a mischievous smile flitted across his attractive, sun-tanned face.  
 
    "Haven't I told you about that yet? I saved his life. Or that's what he thinks, anyway. I met him on a skiing holiday a few months ago, early in the winter season. For once he was on one of the properly marked slopes, which is very rare. And some speeder—probably a drunk—almost ran him over. I happened to be skiing that day as well, saw the lunatic heading for Musgrave, and just managed to push him aside—Musgrave I mean, not the speeder. He just made a run for it. Musgrave had a nasty bump, but he avoided what would have been a head-on collision with a few broken bones. Best case scenario. Of course, I didn't know at the time that the guy I’d rescued was Egon Musgrave. It wasn't until he took off his hat and ski goggles and thanked me as if I were his savior that I recognized him. He was out that day with Joseph and Sam—he doesn't set foot outside the door without security—but they are just average skiers, they couldn't react quickly enough." 
 
    "And that's how you became a hero," Penny said good-humoredly. 
 
    "Right. Musgrave insisted on inviting me to his house for dinner, and then when he found out I was a police officer who actually wanted to get into security, he offered me this job here. As his Local Security Manager, as he calls it. I look after the house—where there is an art collection worth a good twenty million euros—and when Mr. Musgrave is on vacation here, I reinforce his personal security team." 
 
    "And this weekend, did he want additional backup? Or why exactly did you call me in?" It had not escaped Penny's notice that Jürgen had so far failed to answer her question. 
 
    "Exactly," he said quickly. Too quickly, Penny thought. "I had to bring in one or two colleagues I trusted one hundred percent, and that's where you came in. Alright, let's move on." 
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    They climbed the last steps of the staircase to the top floor. 
 
    "Do you think there's any specific danger to Musgrave?" Penny inquired a little further. "Have there been any incidents in the past—attacks or threats?" 
 
    "It depends how you look at it," replied Jürgen. "Like so many people who own vast fortunes, Musgrave is quite anxious … he worries that he might become a kidnapping victim, or even that someone will break into one of his homes and steal or destroy something valuable. Industrial espionage is his personal bugbear. Even here in his vacation home, he lives in constant fear that his systems might be hacked or something, despite the fact that there is no real research going on here. In addition, he always talks about sabotage when something goes wrong at Pilgrim. Every rocket malfunction, every failed landing … in principle, the competition must be behind it. Until now he has usually suspected Jane Bezant in such cases; she’s his favorite corporate enemy." 
 
    "And the fact that her primary company is at home in the cybersecurity space certainly doesn't help ease his fears," Penny said. "Those who know about securing computer systems against hacking may also have the right people on the payroll to do some of it themselves." 
 
    "That's quite right. Oh, and I should add another possible source of danger—the conspiracy theorists. I mentioned them earlier. Musgrave keeps receiving vituperative letters and even death threats from these crazies. He takes them very seriously, but I personally don't think that such misfits could truly be a danger to him." 
 
    "Who are these people?" asked Penny. 
 
    "Hmm, mostly UFO fanatics, and people who believe that behind the façade of official governments, the richest families in the world are in fact running our planet. As for Musgrave, they say he and other space pioneers are in contact with extraterrestrial species, and that humanity has already built a base on the dark side of the moon, from where everyone on earth is monitored, controlled, and enslaved. And on it goes. For some UFO obsessives, the moon is a hollow, artificial satellite, and the secret base is actually inside it. And if you want to go even more off the wall, even the Nazis are involved. Some conspiracy theories allege that Hitler built a secret military base in Antarctica back in WWII, where the Nazis were researching anti-gravity technologies with the support of aliens. And the aforesaid moon base was merely the next step." 
 
    "So our client is a neo-Nazi associated with little green men?" joked Penny. 
 
    "Little gray men," Jürgen corrected her. "They're in fashion right now, if I understand correctly. Green is so last season." 
 
    "Oh, I’m sorry! Well, let's hope a spaceship doesn't land on the helipad this weekend and abduct Mr. Musgrave." 
 
    Jürgen laughed. "Come along," he said. "This way leads to the roof terrace, where the observatory is located. Our telescope is incredible. We can take a look at it later if you like, but first you have to see the pool. You won’t have seen anything like it before, I promise you!" 
 
    When Jürgen unlocked the door to the roof terrace with his key card, a rush of ice-cold air hit them. The terrace was completely free of snow—Ivanka, the estate's cleaning lady, had probably slaved away for several hours so that Musgrave could stand up here with dry feet. 
 
    The wind’s howling seemed to have subsided somewhat. Penny had no jacket with her; she wore only her security uniform, which resembled a dark business two-piece suit with jacket and pleated pants. The cold drove bitingly into her bones. 
 
    Jürgen put his arm around her. "We'll stay out here for just a minute," he promised her. "Come on, over here." 
 
    She freed herself as inconspicuously as possible from his embrace and followed him a few steps across the terrace’s stone pavement. Here, too, the architect had chosen dark granite. The huge slabs beneath her feet shimmered blue-gray with occasional silver speckles. 
 
    Suddenly the wind carried a few scraps of words over to them—the voice of a man.  
 
    "Don't be such a prude, my sweet. They’re all out skiing, so you could join me in the water for a bit. It's lovely in here, and together we could…" 
 
    The rest of his words were lost as a new gust of wind whistled around Penny's ears. 
 
    Jürgen raised his eyebrows. "It must be coming from the pool," he whispered to her. "But who…?" 
 
    He walked quickly, but almost silently, the last few steps to the terrace parapet. Apart from a steel railing that formed the upper edge, and the strong corner posts, it had been constructed entirely of glass.  
 
    The fog provided him with good cover. Jürgen did not bend forward over the railing, but crouched and peered down through the glass. 
 
    Penny joined him. And it was true, the villa's outdoor pool did stretch out directly below them—and it looked even more breathtaking than Jürgen had described it. The surface of the water, from which steam rose like heavily condensed mist, seemed to float in weightless nothingness. All you could see was the pool lighting, a lot of glass, a few steel struts, and in better weather some majestic mountain peaks in the background. 
 
    Splashing in the pool was a black-haired man whom Penny did not immediately recognize. His features could be made out only vaguely through the clouds of steam. To one side of the pool, where there was a small patio with some lounge furniture, stood Kristina, one of the maids who had arrived with Musgrave. She was recognizable by her black and white uniform and the platinum blonde curls that fell to her waist. Penny had admired that almost-white head of hair when they’d met that morning. 
 
    It appeared that the man in the water was hitting on Kristina, and doing so quite blatantly.  
 
    "Come on, what are you waiting for?" he called out to her flirtatiously. "And you don't have to put on a bikini either. I won't tell your boss, okay? As long as you don't tell mine!"  
 
    He burst into salacious laughter. 
 
    All at once Penny knew who the man was—she had already heard this laugh, which would easily have suited a movie star, once today. That was when Jane Bezant had arrived, and Penny had had her first glimpse of the billionaire and her entourage. The guy was Ricardo Torres, Jane's husband. Considerably younger than she was, in his late thirties at the most, and not even a tiny bit wealthy, as Jürgen had explained to Penny afterwards. "Ricardo was originally Jane's fitness trainer," he'd said, winking at her. "It’s how it goes among celebrities." 
 
    Therefore it was somehow fitting that Ricardo referred to Jane as his "boss," even if only in jest.  
 
    Penny had been able to observe the couple for only a few minutes so far, but even in so short a time it had become obvious who was calling the shots in the relationship, and that Jane and Ricardo seemed to hate each other. She had treated him like a servant, and he had looked at her as if she were a particularly vile insect. One would have thought they might pull themselves together a bit so soon after arriving at their host's house, but apparently the whole world was allowed to know how badly their marriage was doing. If they had ever been in love, it must have been some time ago. 
 
    "Are those two on the verge of divorce?" Penny had asked Jürgen. 
 
    He had shrugged his shoulders. "Looks like it, doesn't it?"  
 
    Now, as Jürgen crouched next to Penny behind the glass railing and looked down at the scene of seduction unfolding there by the pool, he provided her with further details.  
 
    "Ricardo moved into his own bedroom here. And when I took up his luggage, he felt compelled to give me an explanation. 'Jane only takes me along on her business trips so she can keep an eye on me,' he said. 'Not that I'm doing anything at home that might tarnish her oh-so-spotless reputation. Her lawyer, Harrington, has already made me offers of divorce, but my dear wife will still have to raise the settlement quite a bit! Otherwise she'll be out of luck. And for once she won't get what she has set her stubborn little mind on.'" 
 
    "He said that to you?" marveled Penny. "To a complete stranger who’d just brought his bags up to his room?" 
 
    Jürgen nodded, while not taking his eyes off the bather and the maid. "He sounded pretty frustrated—wanted to vent his anger, I should say. And he probably doesn't care if a security guard thinks badly of him or his wife." 
 
    "Harrington—he’s the older man who arrived with Jane, isn't he?" whispered Penny. "Her attorney, who is here to attend the signing of the contract with Musgrave?"  
 
    Penny had first mistaken the man for Jane's father because he was so caring towards her. Even when she had been climbing out of the helicopter that had picked up the group from the airport at Innsbruck, he had been hovering around Jane like a mother hen. 
 
    "That’s right," Jürgen said. "Harrington heads their legal department at the aerospace company, and he's also likely to be Jane's private legal counsel. At least, that's what I'm assuming if he's advising her on the divorce she's planning." 
 
    Kristina, the maid down by the pool, looked suitably embarrassed. Penny, however, had the impression that she was quite attracted to Ricardo.  
 
    He was a rather imposing fellow. A southern type with fiery dark eyes, as a former fitness trainer he was naturally well-built and muscled. If he and Jane were to divorce soon, he would also be worth a few million. Not a bad match, especially for a maid.  
 
    Kristina seemed to see it similarly. She struck a soft, almost purring tone, squatted at the edge of the pool and allowed Ricardo to reach out to her. But then she didn't go so far as to slip out of her uniform and accept his invitation into the water.
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    The radio that Jürgen had given to Penny and which now hung on her belt came crackling to life. Of course, the security forces in the house also had the tiny modern devices at their disposal that could be attached directly to the ear, but for everyday usage Jürgen liked to fall back on the good old handheld radio.  
 
    "No quirks, reliable even at greater distances—up to five miles!—and the best part is it doesn't make you look like a cyborg," he had commented when he’d handed the radio to Penny. 
 
    He's pretty old-fashioned for such a young man, Penny had thought.  
 
    On the other hand the Glock pistol that Penny had also received from Jürgen immediately upon her arrival had nothing nostalgic about it. Penny was not used to carrying a gun on her person—her investigations were usually conducted exclusively with the help of the proverbial little gray cells. But on this weekend it seemed that different rules applied. 
 
    "Last flight up, then we'll call it a day," came from the radio. Or rather from the radios, because Jürgen was also carrying one. The voice belonged to Joseph, one of Egon Musgrave's two bodyguards who had accompanied him on the ski tour. Penny thought she heard relief in his tone. The young African American was probably not an avid skier, and the treacherous weather conditions that could prevail in the high mountains in winter were certainly not the kind of adversaries with which he had much experience. As far as Penny knew, Joseph had been in Musgrave's employ for barely six months.  
 
    Jürgen quickly pulled Penny away from her vantage point behind the glass railing so as not to attract Ricardo's attention.  
 
    "Come on, I'll show you the rest of the rooms before the group comes back," he said. "After that, there's no more free movement through the house for us."  
 
    He grinned, rolling his eyes. "Then we'll be banished to the realm of shadows, in other words to the basement, so we won't disturb Greta Musgrave's state of mind. But before that, I want to show you the telescope. It's awe-inspiring. And also the rest of the house, so you can find your way around, should we actually—" 
 
    He faltered. "Should it really come to an operation. Which I don't think it will." 
 
    He led Penny back into the building through a double-winged door and, almost like a tour guide, began his spiel. He kept it very formal, not adding in a single private word. Nothing that suggested he saw Penny as anything other than a colleague in his security detail.  
 
    But his eyes said something else. Penny thought she read a lot of questions in them that had nothing to do with Egon Musgrave and the security of his mountain domicile. And a lot of emotion, which she could not interpret one hundred percent—insecurity? Or even desire? 
 
    The much-praised telescope, which must have cost Musgrave an absolute fortune, turned out to be a huge instrument that reawakened childhood dreams in Penny. Long before she had even known what murder was, she had wanted to be an astronaut. She was a little sorry she wouldn't get to do some stargazing this weekend, but she wasn't in this house to explore distant galaxies, she was here to guard people. First and foremost Egon Musgrave, so that no harm would come to him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Jürgen and Penny had completed their tour of the second and ground floors, the radios suddenly came to life.  
 
    Penny heard the now-familiar crackle and thought that the ski expedition was finally over, that Joseph or Sam would say, "See you right back at the house." Or something similar. Neither man expressed himself in the terse, matter-of-fact way one often saw bodyguards do on television, but instead were rather informal. Much like "normal" people. 
 
    But when the voice came from the radio—it was Joseph's again—Penny's hope was to be instantly dashed. 
 
    He did not sound informal or even good-humored, but tense in the extreme.  
 
    "Dispatch? We have a problem. We need immediate backup, rendezvous helipad. There's been an accident. Up on the mountain." The howling of the wind in the background was so loud that Joseph's words sounded quite disjointed.  
 
    Jürgen reacted instantly.  
 
    "You hold the fort here," he said, turning to Penny, as his hands roamed instinctively over belt and gun. "That's Mr. Musgrave's ironclad rule: the house is never to be left unguarded. We'll be in touch, yes?" By then he was already walking off in the direction of the hallway. 
 
    In a moment, Penny could hear his voice coming from the radio. "Alfons?" 
 
    "Already on the way, boss," came the voice of the young handyman, who fancied himself a security trainee, from the loudspeaker. 
 
    Right after that, Roberta cut in. "On my way too. Status, Mrs. Bezant?" 
 
    "She's fine," Joseph replied. These words were also difficult to make out. "She's with me—we're at the bottom of the slope. No danger. We'll get to the helipad, you can take her from there. Get her into the house. Up on the slope, there has been an avalanche. It's all quiet down here right now, but there might be another one coming down. I'll fly up with Jürgen and Alfons. I hope we can rappel out of the helicopter in the wind and make our way to Sam and the Musgraves. They are in a steep spot, I think; little chance of being able to land there." 
 
    Jürgen took the floor again. His voice came out of the radio with a tinny ring to it. "Be right at the pad, Jo. What happened?" 
 
    Joseph's answer came haltingly. He himself didn't seem to know exactly what had taken place further up the ski slope.  
 
    As far as Penny could understand from his account, Joseph had taken the lead on the downhill runs, while Sam had brought up the rear. Even when skiing, Greta didn't want watchdogs, as she called the security team, in her field of vision. Or even close by her side. So Joseph and Sam had to keep their distance—which, in the fog, probably meant they’d barely had visual contact with their charges. 
 
    Perfect conditions for a security job, Penny thought. Some clients really were difficult.  
 
    Sam, who was still with the Musgraves up on the slope, seemed unable to maintain radio contact for some reason.  
 
    Joseph reported that he had only been able to reach his colleague briefly, having waited with Jane Bezant for some time at the base of the mountainside. Sam had spoken of a minor avalanche, and that the group had been scattered. But after that, the radio connection had been broken. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, Jürgen got in touch with Penny, who had taken up position in the villa's entrance hall.  
 
    Roberta had accompanied Jane Bezant to her room and retired to the next one—which served as her own accommodation. Her only concern seemed to be her boss, and teamwork was apparently not her strong suit. But after all, Jane Bezant was paying her to stand by and look after her. A mission in snow, storm and fog to help the Musgraves was not part of Roberta's employment contract.  
 
    Jürgen announced over the radio: "We’re now at the helicopter. The wind has picked up and visibility is poor." 
 
    He interrupted himself for a second: "I don't know what we can do. I'll be in touch." Penny could barely hear what he was saying over the rattle of the rotors and the howl of the wind. 
 
    She had to admit to herself that she was relieved to have been allowed to hold down the fort inside the house. She had never really warmed up to skiing, and a helicopter rappel on a mountain slope where a small avalanche had fallen—that sounded more like an adventure for an action hero than an undertaking to Penny's taste. Jürgen would hopefully be able to correctly assess the risk and, if in doubt, alert the mountain rescue service. After all, he had grown up in the Alps. 
 
    Penny found herself caring a lot about Jürgen, much more than would be appropriate for a mere work colleague.  
 
    Lost in thought, she couldn't have said how long she just stood there pondering what might happen on a steep, snowy mountainside in a storm.  
 
    At some point, after ten minutes perhaps, the front door was suddenly pushed open.  
 
    Penny almost let out a scream, for at first glance she saw a Yeti standing on the doorstep. At second glance it was clearly only Cherry Musgrave, wrapped in her cream-colored anorak with its fur hood. However, she was encrusted in snow from head to toe. She stumbled into the hallway with a groan, and though she immediately let the door fall closed behind her, she brought swirling snow and a gush of icy air inside with her. 
 
    Penny rushed toward her to see if she needed help or was somehow hurt. She had to admit to herself that she had assumed Musgrave's daughter was in her room on the second floor. Cherry, however, had obviously slipped outside—before Jürgen and Alfons had left the house or afterwards? Or had she been outside the entire time, since she had gone out a good two hours before to persuade her father to call off the ski trip early? It was a miracle that she hadn't frozen to death. 
 
    Cherry seemed to sense that Penny was expecting an explanation.  
 
    "I wanted to see if there was anything I could do for my family," she managed haltingly as she peeled herself out of her snow-caked clothing, creating a puddle of melt water on the polished granite floor of the entrance hall. 
 
    "But no way, they wouldn't take me," she added grimly.  
 
    They were probably Jürgen, Joseph and Alfons, who had left by helicopter for the summit. Penny would have made the same decision, but refrained from commenting. She was, however, annoyed that Cherry had been able to leave the house entirely unnoticed—so much for the much-vaunted security at the Musgraves' mountain home. For which Penny was, after all, partly responsible this weekend. The billionaire's daughter could have gotten lost in the fog or injured in the storm, and if Musgrave did have enemies, as he believed, Cherry was also a potential target for kidnappers or assassins.  
 
    Not a praiseworthy start to Penny's mission, and there were no new messages from the mountain on the radio, either.  
 
    She was about to ask the billionaire's daughter how she had found out about the emergency on the mountain in the first place, but by then Cherry was already running up the stairs and disappearing from Penny's field of vision.  
 
    She decided to take a walk around the house to distract herself for a bit. Jürgen and the others wouldn’t move any faster just because she was standing around with the radio in her hand waiting for news. 
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    "How many times do I have to tell you," grumbled Egon Musgrave, "that this was not an attempt on my life! Don't you think I can be the judge of that?" 
 
    He sat in his bed in the master suite with two thick pillows in the small of his back and scowled at Jürgen and Penny. "It's quite impossible—there was no one on that cursed mountainside except for my family and me." 
 
    He gently palpated the bump on the back of his head. He had refused to consult a doctor about such a minor injury, as he called it. "You know, Jürgen, that I want no publicity! If it gets out that I've had an accident, the press will make a big deal out of it and say I’ve only just escaped death. And the share prices will plummet once again. Forget this incident!" 
 
    Penny took a step forward. "As you wish, sir," she said obediently, feeling like a schoolgirl. "But I'd still like you to give us a detailed account of the incident before we file it away. An assassination attempt doesn't always look like one at first glance." 
 
    Musgrave waved his hand in annoyance. "Your Jürgen can tell you everything. After all, it was he who saved me so heroically." 
 
    "Sir," Jürgen 0bjected, "I only joined the team when you were already missing—so I can only agree with my colleague. You need to tell us what really happened up there on the mountain." 
 
    Penny lost herself for a moment in musing over the wording Musgrave had just chosen. Her Jürgen … what was he implying? That they were secretly having an affair? 
 
    What might Jürgen have told his new employer about her? What arguments had he used to Musgrave to justify her weekend assignment at the villa? 
 
    The billionaire moaned theatrically, snapping Penny out of her thoughts. "Well, fine then. You two just won’t give it a rest, will you? I guess I ought to be glad you're so concerned for my safety." 
 
    He fell silent for a moment while his gaze wandered aimlessly around the room. He probably had to first think about how best to describe the events on the mountain. 
 
    "Well," he began, "we did two rather nice runs to start with. My wife complained about the weather conditions, and so did my son, who is unfortunately a bit of a warm weather skier. Even Jane, who definitely doesn't ski very often, did better than him today. But of course I didn't let that get in my way. And the descents were wonderful. Fantastic powder, completely untouched! But then on the third run, which we’d agreed in the helicopter would be our last … I suddenly heard Greta scream somewhere behind me. She always skis very carefully, although she is actually a passably good skier. Of course I stopped immediately and looked around for her." 
 
    For some reason, Musgrave faltered at this point. 
 
    "And then?" Jürgen prompted him. 
 
    The billionaire shrugged his shoulders. "Nothing. The visibility was impossible. I climbed up a few meters, which wasn't easy at that point. The slope is quite steep—but you found that out yourself, Jürgen." 
 
    "Indeed…" 
 
    "I couldn't spot Greta anywhere. I called out to her, but she didn't answer me. Then Barnaby showed up. As I said, he was going down the slope at a snail's pace. And right behind him was Sam, bringing up the rear. They were keeping to the middle of the slope and visibility was so poor that they probably would have passed me if I hadn't called out to them." 
 
    "Your wife's scream, they hadn't heard that?" asked Penny. 
 
    "Apparently not. But the wind was howling really damn loud, I must admit. And as I said, the two were following us at some distance." 
 
    He scratched his head, looking thoughtful for a moment. "In retrospect, it was probably a bit reckless for us to go skiing at all in these conditions. I guess I have to admit that. After all, you had expressly warned me, Jürgen—but I so rarely get the chance, so I wanted to take the opportunity…" 
 
    Again he fell silent. 
 
    A bit reckless? Penny thought. Musgrave was lucky that he hadn't paid for this ski trip with his life, even though his mishap might not purely be due to the nasty weather conditions. Penny was not convinced at all that his accident had really been merely that—an accident, force majeure—and not an assassination attempt. 
 
    Musgrave went on, "So I called out to Sam and Barnaby that my wife must have fallen, but I couldn't find her. They, of course, immediately rushed over to me and we spread out to find Greta. We called—no, we yelled—her name, but now in hindsight we do know that she hit her head when she fell and probably lost consciousness briefly. That's why we didn't get a response." 
 
    "And then, during this search, the avalanche came down?" Jürgen asked. 
 
    "I guess that's what must have occurred, yes." 
 
    "Your son mentioned that there was suddenly a rushing sound mixed in with the howling of the wind," Penny said. "And that within a few seconds, he was completely enveloped in snow." 
 
    She had been able to exchange a few words in conversation with Barnaby and Sam in the entrance hall earlier, while Musgrave Senior, leaning on Jürgen and Alfons, had hobbled to the elevator and gone up to the top floor to his suite.  
 
    Greta, on the other hand, had been unresponsive. She’d appeared physically unharmed, but had immediately vanished into her suite to lie down. At this point, she seemed to have little interest in the state of her husband—or did she not care about him in general?  
 
    Penny had the impression that the marriage of the Musgraves—much like that of Jane Bezant and Ricardo Torres—existed only on paper. But apart from that, Greta had probably also suffered a severe shock. 
 
    Musgrave had flatly refused to call in a doctor. He apparently hated nothing more than a public stir in the press about his private affairs, or even allowing a stranger to enter his mountain retreat.  
 
    Fortunately, it looked like he hadn't hurt himself too badly, having gotten away with only a sprained foot and a bump on the head. But it could have turned out very differently. A few minutes could be the difference between life and death in the midst of a snowstorm on a mountainside in the high Alps. 
 
    Musgrave's eyes narrowed. "All I remember is that I took a blow to the head," he continued his account. "I was probably hit by a rock or a branch that was knocked loose by the avalanche. I don't remember anything after that. I always thought that ‘blacking out' was just a figure of speech, but that's in fact how it happened." 
 
    "All four of you were buried by the snow," Jürgen said. "And you were lucky that it was only a small avalanche that came down on you. A bigger snow slip probably wouldn't have—" 
 
    He broke off abruptly. He must have realized that now was not the ideal time for such gloomy speculations. 
 
    Musgrave made no reply; he merely uttered a sound that resembled a grunt. Then he said, "I didn't even realize there was an avalanche coming down on us. I just collapsed." He sounded as if he were having to admit a personal defeat. 
 
    "At the time your group was buried at the top of the mountainside, Joseph was probably finishing his descent," Jürgen said, addressing Musgrave but looking at Penny. "And Mrs. Bezant arrived at the bottom of the slope a few minutes after him." 
 
    Penny nodded. It was thanks to Joseph's impatience—or his instinct that something was badly wrong—that Musgrave had survived the afternoon, and had been found in time before he suffocated in the masses of compacted snow.  
 
    Joseph, along with Jane Bezant, had waited a few minutes at the bottom of the slope for the other skiers to arrive, but it had immediately seemed strange to him that it was taking so long. On the first two descents he had also been in the vanguard, and had tackled the steep slope quite quickly, but Jane and Sam had been the last to arrive, and she was clearly the weakest skier in the group. On the other hand, she hadn’t said a word about the miserable visibility and the weather conditions. 
 
    Joseph had tried to make radio contact with his colleague, but it hadn't worked right away—because Sam had had to fight his way out from under the mantle of the avalanche at that point.  
 
    Finally, however, Sam had managed to send out a call for help, and immediately thereafter the rescue team had taken off in the helicopter for a flight into the storm. It was now up to Jürgen to tell Penny about this part of the rescue operation. 
 
    They had flown as low as possible, in order to be able to spot the skiers in the poor visibility. And indeed, after ten or fifteen minutes in the air they had tracked down Sam, Barnaby, and Greta. The three of them had managed to free themselves from the snow slip under their own power. Greta had been crouched in shock next to a dwarf pine tree, while Sam and Barnaby searched for Egon Musgrave. There’d been no trace of the billionaire.  
 
    Only after the three rescuers had abseiled down from the helicopter in a breakneck action and extended the search team had Musgrave finally been tracked down. And it had been by a pure stroke of luck, because the dense fog and the extreme snow drifts had made the rescue party as good as blind.  
 
    Only the tip of a shoe had protruded from the mass of snow under which Joseph had finally discovered his boss. The billionaire was barely alive, and it had bordered on a miracle that he hadn’t suffocated. 
 
    "When Mr. Musgrave was hit by the rock or branch and fell to the ground, a small cavity must have formed underneath him before the masses of snow covered him up,” Jürgen concluded. “This supply of breathable air saved his life—apart from Joseph's eagle eyes. I myself had searched nearby before, but had discovered nothing."  
 
    He bowed his head like a repentant sinner. 
 
    "You've done a good job," Musgrave grumbled, "and you know it. Now let's put an end to this business."  
 
    He reached out for his cell phone, which was lying next to him on the nightstand. His fingers trembled slightly as they touched the device. 
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    Musgrave read the time from the display. "It’s 19:20 already. I hope dinner has been served to my guests by now?" 
 
    Jürgen nodded. "Don't worry about it. Shall we have something brought up to your bedside?" 
 
    "Yes. Do that. Then at 10 p.m. I'll be at the observatory for the demonstration we have planned. The weathermen have promised us a starry night, even though it doesn't look like it yet. And dear Jane will be consumed with envy when she sees my telescope in action. There's no way I'm going to miss that!"  
 
    He bared his teeth in a grin. "She may be taking a piece of my company for herself, I guess there's no way around that—but the good lady doesn't know half as much about astronomy as I do!" 
 
    Jürgen opened his mouth and tried to object. "But, sir," he began, "it would really be better if you would at least take it easy tonight. You may have suffered a concussion and should really—" 
 
    But that was as far as he got, even though he was right, of course. Musgrave still looked fairly weak, and it would certainly have been better if he had spent the evening in bed. But he brushed Jürgen's worried words aside with an impatient wave of his hand.  
 
    "Humbug! I feel excellent. I am made of ironwood, my dear boy, let me tell you! Organize everything just as we discussed." 
 
    Penny touched Jürgen's arm and barely perceptibly shook her head as he glanced at her. He understood the message: no point in contradicting Musgrave when a man like him has set his mind to do something. 
 
    She turned directly to the billionaire, knowing that the question she was about to ask him—had to ask him—was most delicate.  
 
    But she needed certainty. "You're one hundred percent sure you were hit by a branch or a rock, sir?" she began in a matter-of-fact tone. "It couldn't have been an attack on you by any chance? I hope you'll forgive me for asking, but after all you did hire me for your safety."  
 
    Musgrave laughed emphatically.  
 
    "Haha! An attack? Never. I already told you that! You can ask your colleague—he'll probably tell you that I'm paranoid and always smell danger everywhere. But today? No. We were all alone up there in that snowy hell. I always say that my enemies are lurking everywhere, but they didn't get as far as that goddamn slope." 
 
    The next question was even trickier, but Penny didn't shy away from it either. "Maybe one of the, um, people present…?" 
 
    "My family, you mean? I wouldn't put anything past them, and I'm sure they'd like to be rid of me, if that's what you mean. But no—none of them had the opportunity to attack me. In the first place, we were looking for Greta; she was still unconscious from her fall. And Barnaby was indeed near to me when I was hit by the rock, or whatever it was. But Sam was right behind him. I saw him before I lost consciousness. He would have caught it if my dear son had come at me."  
 
    Musgrave frowned. "No; this wasn't an assassination attempt. Just a goddamn snow slip. Which is not to say you don't have to stay one hundred percent vigilant! For the majority of people, I'm a visionary, a role model—they would love to be as rich and successful as I am. The others, however, see me as a despot striving for world domination, or a traitor to humanity bent on selling the earth off to some extraterrestrials. One cannot believe how disturbed some individuals are. So keep your eyes open 24/7, around the clock!" 
 
    "Of course, sir," Jürgen replied. "You can count on us." 
 
    He and Penny said their goodbyes and left the suite. However, as they were descending the stairs to the lower floors, Jürgen stopped abruptly and turned to Penny.  
 
    "What do you think of all this?" he asked. "Do you really believe Musgrave might have been attacked in some way?" 
 
    She shrugged. "I don't see how—the way he describes it, he couldn't have just been knocked down. And when you landed on the slope with the other rescuers, you actually saw that avalanche that had come down, didn't you? That is, the debris from it, or whatever you call it." 
 
    "It was a deep snow field. Plus the storm was blowing hard and swirling everything up. I just saw white. Whether a natural snow slip really came down there, I couldn't swear…" 
 
    He grimaced. "But the other three, Sam, Greta, and Barnaby, confirmed it. They all got caught in the avalanche too, but were able to free themselves under their own power. And they had already rejoined each other by the time we got to the top." 
 
    "But Greta—she was unconscious after her fall. At least that's what Mr. Musgrave said." 
 
    Jürgen nodded. "She fell, hit her head … and briefly passed out. It was nothing dramatic. She just had a little bump. And she came skiing down more on the edge of the slope, so the snow slip just grazed her, so to speak. She seems to have regained consciousness and was able to communicate with the other two by shouting. Mr. Musgrave was the only one who didn't cry out." 
 
    Penny wasn't prepared to let up yet. "Jane Bezant didn't arrive at the bottom of the slope until a few minutes after Joseph did, isn’t that so? Could she, in fact, have stayed close to Musgrave? What if she attacked him just before the avalanche came down, and then quickly tackled the rest of the descent? Maybe she's a much better skier than she lets on." 
 
    Penny pondered her own words for a moment, but then shook her head. "Hmm. No, the others would have seen Jane if she had in fact stayed close to Musgrave and then attacked him when he started looking for his injured wife. That wouldn't have worked at all." 
 
    "Maybe she kept her distance and just threw a rock at him?" mused Jürgen. "But landing a hit that well in those visibility conditions? Whew, that's not a viable method of murder, if you ask me."  
 
    He walked two steps further, but then stopped again.  
 
    "What if Greta is Jane's accomplice? And she faked her skiing accident?" 
 
    Penny tried to reply, but Jürgen raised his hands defensively. "No, don't say anything—it's nonsense, I realize that much. I'm afraid I'm getting downright paranoid too. I'm desperate to solve murders, like you always do, but this wasn't an assassination attempt no matter how I spin it. Avalanches do happen in the Alps; they are not uncommon. And when you're skiing in deep snow, the risk of it is much higher than on a well-used slope." 
 
    "I can imagine," Penny began, but then her words trailed off because she’d remembered something. 
 
    "Cherry Musgrave," she said abruptly. "She was outside when you took off in the helicopter on your rescue flight." 
 
    Jürgen nodded.  
 
    "Yes, she came to the helipad. She really wanted to fly with us—I think she was mostly worried about her brother and not so much her father. But anyway, she certainly didn't make it up the slope on foot and attack Musgrave there, if that's what you mean." 
 
    "Yes, you're right," Penny said, though her own voice sounded strangely hesitant to her ears. "I guess we're both too focused on assassination. An occupational illness, I guess."  
 
    She essayed a smile, which Jürgen immediately returned. 
 
    "Let's get something to eat down in the kitchen," she suggested, "so we can be back on the roof by 22:00. Even if we have to stay in the background—I certainly don't want to miss Musgrave's telescope demonstration."  
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    By a quarter to ten, not only Penny and Jürgen but also Roberta, Jane Bezant's bodyguard, had gathered on the roof of the house. Sam and Joseph were holding down the fort in the security center below, resting a bit from the ill-fated ski trip. 
 
    Like so many others of the villa’s open spaces, the roof terrace seemed to some extent to float weightlessly above the abyss. It lined the top floor of Musgrave's personal maisonette suite on the one hand, only to merge seamlessly into the observation terrace that belonged to the villa's private observatory.  
 
    Because Greta Musgrave did not want any security personnel in her field of vision, Penny and Jürgen kept to the background. They had taken up position in front of the patio doors of Musgrave's bedroom, where no one was standing right now. From there, they had an unobstructed view of the guests gathered on the viewing terrace near the observatory. In this front area, the red glow of a few heaters could be made out, but the outside lights had been turned off so as not to interfere with the stargazing. 
 
    The entire Musgrave family was present: Egon, Barnaby, Greta and Cherry. Jane Bezant was also in attendance with her entourage. Roberta remained discreetly in the background, standing beside Jürgen and Penny. Even though she was not in the service of the Musgraves, she probably took Greta's sensitivities regarding security presence into consideration. 
 
    At Jane Bezant's side were Ricardo, her husband, and her lawyer, Harrington. Ricardo was already drinking his second cocktail since he’d arrived with his wife about ten minutes ago. It was Kristina who was serving the cocktails on a silver tray—the white-blond maid whom Ricardo would have loved to devour at the pool in the afternoon.  
 
    Had he been able to seduce her in the end? thought Penny. After all, she had completely forgotten about them due to the rescue operation on the mountainside and had in in any case lost sight of them in the chaos.  
 
    Now Ricardo cast covetous glances at the young woman, but only when Jane was turning away. His wife spent most of her time talking to Harrington or Barnaby and seemed to virtually be ignoring her husband. 
 
    Having a billion-dollar fortune was by no means a guarantee of happiness in love and marriage, Penny reflected. Or was all that money even an outright obstacle? 
 
    Egon Musgrave stood in one of the wide-open patio doors of his observatory. He had his laptop open on a high table, and with it he could control the huge telescope that protruded through the raised roof dome into the starry sky. 
 
    The optical instrument looked really impressive. Its outer shell shone silvery in the moonlight, and just at that moment it swiveled a little to the left almost silently—no doubt following the control commands Musgrave was entering into his laptop. 
 
    From her position, Penny could hear little of the passionate space enthusiast’s explanations. The night sky had indeed cleared just as the meteorologists had promised, but the wind was still blowing quite briskly. It swallowed up most of Musgrave's impassioned speech.  
 
    The billionaire gestured wildly with his hands and arms in the direction of the respective celestial objects he was currently targeting with the telescope, while his family members and guests took turns looking into the eyepiece. There was no sign that Musgrave had escaped death by a hair's breadth only a few hours earlier. The man was really tough. 
 
    Whenever it was Jane Bezant's turn to look through the telescope, Penny observed something odd: her attorney, Harrington, used those moments, when he probably thought he was unseen, to stare over at Ricardo Torres with a deeply sullen expression.  
 
    If looks could kill, Penny thought. The lawyer must have had a problem with his client's young husband. 
 
    But Ricardo didn't seem to notice a thing. He chatted animatedly with Cherry Musgrave and flirted in between, albeit fairly inconspicuously, with Kristina the maid.  
 
    The young blonde not only buzzed around the guests with her drinks tray, but also made sure that there were enough warm blankets at the ready and that the outdoor heaters were doing their job at the highest level. Then she disappeared again into the house, only to return a few minutes later with a freshly refilled tray.  
 
    In the course of the good hour that Musgrave was speaking, she served the guests cocktails, steaming tea and specialty coffee, canapés and chocolates, and finally a selection of schnapps, in keeping with the Austrian Alpine tradition. 
 
    Egon Musgrave seemed to have forgotten the passage of time and everything around him. He continually redirected his telescope, its silver tube twinkling in the starlight, and never stopped talking.  
 
    Words like galaxy, spiral nebula, light years, or constellation were carried over to Penny on the wind. And up here in the mountains you didn't even need a high-tech instrument to go into raptures at the sight of the night sky. The firmament stretching over Penny's head made her forget all thoughts of assassination attempts or similar dangers. 
 
    But then Jane Bezant's angry voice suddenly interrupted Musgrave's lecture. She had left the observing spot at the telescope to the others during the last half hour, and had taken up a position somewhat apart. Penny had assumed that as a passionate aerospace entrepreneur she already knew the night sky like the back of her hand and wanted to give an opportunity to the others to see its wonders. Or perhaps she didn't want to admit what an outstanding telescope her rival possessed. 
 
    But the words she now threw at Musgrave were about something else entirely.  
 
    "Honestly, Egon," she snapped, "your behavior is so childish. You talk your head off about God knows how many obscure objects, and you just ignore Mars, which is right in front of us tonight—what is your point? Are you trying to insult me?" 
 
    An argument ensued. Again, only fractions of sentences wafted over to Penny, for Musgrave spoke in a controlled manner, and Jane had also moderated her tone after the first outburst of temper.  
 
    "The future is flying cities … planets are of no real interest…" came from Musgrave. 
 
    Jane countered by calling him a "fantasist and dreamer.” She followed this with a monologue about terraforming, a base for mankind on Mars, the advantages of a planetary atmosphere over radiation-contaminated space, and more that the wind duly swallowed up. 
 
    The dispute had probably arisen because of the different obsessions of the two billionaires when it came to the future of mankind in space. Penny had read up a little on them on the Internet before her arrival.  
 
    If she understood it correctly, Musgrave's visions of the future of humanity were based on gigantic spaceships that would later reach the size of cities and ensure the expansion of mankind even beyond our solar system. Such colony ships were in his opinion the only possibility to penetrate space to reach other stars or even into strange galaxies. Even with rockets that could travel at almost the speed of light, the journey to the nearest stars would take a few years. And if one wanted to advance into galaxies outside of the Milky Way, then one had to calculate in millions of years. 
 
    Jane Bezant's ideas were clearly more down-to-earth, if one may use this expression in connection with the conquest of the cosmos. She was first of all interested in opening up our own solar system, above all the moon and Mars, for humanity. She was particularly fond of predicting that there would be a Bezant Holiday Resort on Mars within the next ten years—thus on reflection, she was not quite so down-to-earth. 
 
    Ricardo abruptly turned to Barnaby while the two billionaires were still debating heatedly. Both men were now standing quite close to Penny and Jürgen, but had ignored each other until now.  
 
    Penny had the impression that neither Ricardo nor Barnaby were overly passionate stargazers. They had wandered over to the telescope every now and then in the course of the last hour and had looked dutifully into the eyepiece whenever Musgrave Senior set his sights on a new celestial object. But they seemed rather bored with the process, at least, as far as Penny could tell from her awkward observation point. 
 
    Now Ricardo toasted Barnaby with his shot glass and said, "Is this whole involved space saga getting on your nerves like it is on mine?"  
 
    His words were clearly audible to Penny. Either he was unaware of her presence in his immediate vicinity, or he didn't care who was listening to him criticize. 
 
    Barnaby let out a muffled hum. He glanced over at his father, probably to make sure he was out of earshot.  
 
    "I like to look at the stars sometimes," he said cautiously, "but I wouldn't go so far as to ignore all the wonderful things that are available to us here on our own home planet." 
 
    "Well said." Ricardo toasted him again. Both men brought their shot glasses to their lips and took a sip. 
 
    Suddenly there was a rustling behind Penny's back. She wheeled around.  
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    "Sorry," Kristina whispered, stopping abruptly in the doorway like a ghostly apparition. "I didn't mean to startle you. Just thought you might like a drink, too." 
 
    She indicated the silver tray she held in her hands. "I know you're on duty, but these are my non-alcoholic Starman cocktails. You guys really need to try these!" 
 
    She didn't wait for an answer, but lifted one of the crystal goblets from the tray and handed it to Penny. She held out a second one to Jürgen, who took it without hesitation.  
 
    Penny savored the drink, even as she secretly chided herself for her lack of vigilance. Full of curiosity—which, unfortunately, was one of her greatest vices—she had been studying the guests and thinking about their relationships instead of monitoring her surroundings. Thus she had not noticed Kristina until she was already standing right behind her. If the maid had been some sort of assassin…. 
 
    Penny sighed, consoled herself that Jürgen hadn't fared any better, and then took another sip from the sparkling goblet.  
 
    Roberta, who would certainly not have been taken by surprise so easily, was by now standing on the other side of the terrace and following the increasingly heated argument between her boss and Egon Musgrave.  
 
    Penny listened with only one ear to what the two squabbling visionaries were throwing at each other. They appeared to be discussing the likelihood of an asteroid impact on Earth in the next twenty or thirty years, and what solution—space colonies or planetary bases—would best ensure humanity's survival in the event of such a catastrophe.  
 
    Immediately afterwards, the two began to argue about the period of time it would take for mankind to make planet Earth completely uninhabitable due to environmental destruction.  
 
    It would definitely happen before an asteroid could hit and wipe humanity out, was Musgrave's opinion on the matter. 
 
    The two billionaires were clearly past masters of genial after-dinner conversation, Penny reflected. 
 
    She allowed herself a quiet smile and sipped her cocktail again. Not only did it taste wonderful, but it looked a bit like a swirling nebula of stars. The liquid was a dark blue in color, but little glittering drops drifted around in it, competing with the real Milky Way above their heads. 
 
    "A secret recipe of mine," Kristina commented with a beaming smile. This time she spoke German instead of English, and she had a very good command of both languages. Only a slight accent betrayed that she was not a native speaker. 
 
    "Where are you from, Kristina?" Penny asked, again unable to contain her curiosity.  
 
    "From Belgrade. But it wasn't for me." 
 
    "Then do you like it better in the US? Or when you travel? You are—how shall I put it?—in Mr. Musgrave's mobile team, aren't you? You accompany him on all his trips, and so does Mabel."  
 
    Mabel was Musgrave's cook, whom he had also brought with him to the mountain retreat, and who was, in Penny's opinion, a true master of her art. 
 
    Kristina nodded, her gaze first wandering over to her employer, but then coming to rest on Ricardo. 
 
    Penny had to ponder the afternoon scene at the pool once more. Had Jane Bezant's young and very attractive husband managed to lure Kristina into the water with him after all? Did Jane know about the fact that Ricardo seemed to enjoy flirting with other women once in a while? Or maybe even fairly often? 
 
    These questions aroused Penny's curiosity, but she had to control herself. She wasn't here to poke her nose into Mrs. Bezant's marital problems. 
 
    Kristina seemed to have to think for quite a while before giving Penny an answer to her questions.  
 
    "My favorite place is definitely the southern US," she announced finally. "I'm going to open a bar there—together with Mabel. She's my friend, you know. She's originally from England, but she wants to go to America, too. Eventually, once we've saved enough, we'll have our own bar … in New Orleans, maybe. It’s a fantastic place. Have you guys been there?" 
 
    Both Jürgen and Penny shook their heads. "I'm afraid I'm a bit of a hick," he said with a smile. "I know very little of the world at large. But that’ll change in the future!" 
 
    Kristina nodded to him, then carried her tray in Ricardo's direction. She offered him and Barnaby the Starman cocktails. Penny could see her giving Jane's husband a particularly bright smile as she did so. 
 
    Egon Musgrave had eventually let Jane have the last word and had returned to his laptop. Now he was busy again, causing the lens of his huge telescope to wander across the night sky. Perhaps as a concession to Jane, whom he after all wanted to entice as his business partner, he was now talking about Mars. As far as Penny could hear on the wind as it carried his words over to her, he was philosophizing about how best to organize tourism on the red planet for the greatest possible profits.  
 
    Jane Bezant refrained from commenting, but had put on a conciliatory expression. 
 
    "A hotel on Mars—that would be the place to be!" Penny heard Jürgen say. She turned and saw him sipping his Starman cocktail with a broad smile. 
 
    "Just imagine, Penny, what a view you'd have from up there! Earth … just an insignificant speck in the firmament! I hope the two of them open their first hotel soon. Maybe on the moon to start with? We could both be hired as security there." 
 
    His smile grew even wider. He took a step toward her. Because he was a good deal taller than Penny, she had to raise her head to look him in the eye. 
 
    "Would you come with me, huh?" he asked. "We'd, um, make an out-of-this-world team, I'm sure!" 
 
    "What would you need a security team for on the moon?" objected Penny. "Who would attack the tourists there or steal from them? ET?" 
 
    Jürgen’s brow furrowed. "Hmmm. Good point. Well then, we'll just check in as hotel guests! If that becomes affordable at some point. We'll just have to save the lives of a few billionaires on earth first and collect some decent tips!" 
 
    He was silent for a moment, then added in a mischievous tone, "You've certainly done that, haven't you? Saved billionaires' lives, I mean." 
 
    Penny nodded, barely perceptibly. "But a flight into space," she said, "I really don't know. I mean, it sounds great … but the risk of not coming back certainly wouldn't be negligible, either." 
 
    Jürgen eyed her with a look she didn't quite know how to interpret.  
 
    His voice became serious all at once, but also softer. "An earthly hotel, then, for starters. Would you go on vacation with me when I have some time off—and you're not chasing a murderer?" 
 
    Penny smiled, but didn't know what to say. The offer sounded tempting, but it had come too late. Many months too late, during which the memory of Jürgen had slowly faded, and Alex Adamas had taken an ever larger place in Penny's thoughts. And in her heart. 
 
    "You know, Penny, I've often thought of you," Jürgen went on, into the silence that had arisen. His voice was now only a whisper, which the wind immediately carried away. 
 
    "What about your girlfriend?" Penny heard herself say. Actually it was none of her business at all, and besides she was on duty, paid to keep an eye on Egon Musgrave and his guests. Not to flirt with her work colleague. 
 
    "We, um, broke up some time ago," Jürgen said. "It didn't work out, not even on the second try. I wanted to tell you … oh, damn, I felt stupid just calling you about it. What was I supposed to say? 'Dearest Penny, you don't bear me a grudge for the brush-off I gave you, I hope? I'm single now … and interested in you?'" 
 
    He shook his head, twisting the corners of his mouth. "I had to find a good reason to call you. I needed an excuse." 
 
    He narrowed his eyes. 
 
    "What are you getting at? Are you saying … Musgrave didn't want any reinforcements for his security team?" Penny asked incredulously. 
 
    "Well, I suggested it to him—to play it safe this weekend. But strictly speaking … um, I guess it wasn’t entirely necessary to involve you. He's a pretty eccentric guy. Paranoid. But nobody's really out to get him, I should think. Or so I hope." 
 
    He broke off, looking embarrassed. "But that's not really the point right now. I'm such an idiot for not taking the chance I had with you." 
 
    Penny was about to say something, but he abruptly carried on talking: "I did have a chance with you, didn't I? I didn't just imagine it." 
 
    She nodded hesitantly. "But…" she began. 
 
    He grabbed her hand. "Do you think you could grant me another one? Maybe we really will go away together for a few days—as soon as I get a vacation. What do you say?" 
 
    His smile was as charming as ever. Perhaps—objectively speaking—he was even a little more attractive than Alex. But that wasn't the point. Penny knew who she wanted and who her heart belonged to. 
 
    Without being able to do anything about it, she felt her thoughts suddenly wander back to Vienna, to an unusual murder case that she had only recently solved. In the process, she had met a woman and two men who had lived together in a very happy ménage à trois for many years.  
 
    She bit her lower lip. Oh man, this kind of thing wasn't for her. In many ways she loved to defy the conventions of bourgeois society—but in the arena of love? Not to mention the fact that Jürgen and Alex certainly weren’t dreaming of a complicated polygamous relationship either. 
 
    "There's … someone in my life right now," she began haltingly.  
 
    But Jürgen was distracted at that very moment and turned his head away.  
 
    Egon Musgrave had finally come to the end of his tour of space. "Let's go inside before we freeze to death," he announced loudly.  
 
    He flipped his laptop shut, and his guests and family members looked relieved to say goodbye to the cold starry sky for tonight.  
 
    Jürgen and Penny fell back into their professional roles and unobtrusively followed Musgrave and the others back into the house.
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    The next morning passed without any particular incident. Penny was already adjusting to the fact that this weekend would mean easy money for her and time off in the beautiful Alps.  
 
    There was a certain awkwardness between her and Jürgen, however; after last night’s tête-à-tête on the roof, they had not yet had the opportunity to exchange a private word.  
 
    Egon Musgrave and Jane Bezant retired after breakfast for the final negotiations, as they wanted to sign the contract concerning their company merger today. Their lawyers, Egon's daughter Cherry and Mr. Harrington, had seemed very tense at breakfast, but had both gone into the negotiations with smiles on their faces, albeit somewhat forced.  
 
    Security personnel were not scheduled to be in the meeting room, but Roberta did not miss the opportunity to take up position in the hallway. She really managed with a minimum of rest, and she seemed to live in a state of constant concern for the well-being of her boss. 
 
    At lunch in the dining room, only Barnaby and Greta Musgrave and Ricardo Torres were present, while the negotiations continued. And in Greta's presence, as usual, no security staff were desired at all. 
 
    Penny took over the duty station in the security center for a few hours, while Sam and Joseph made their rounds in the house or in the immediate vicinity. Jürgen took a nap and then took over a later shift. Alfons tinkered with the boiler because Cherry had complained about the water in the shower being too cold. 
 
    Shortly after 3:30 p.m., a buzzer on the door of the security center announced a visitor. Penny pressed the display, which was to her left, and the door opened silently. In stepped Mabel, the cook.  
 
    She was about the same age as Kristina, in her mid-twenties at most, wore her dark brown hair tied back in a ponytail, and had really round chubby cheeks despite her slim figure. 
 
    She looked nervous, stopping as soon as she entered the room and indecisively glancing around. 
 
    Penny greeted her graciously, wanting to make some small talk because she hadn't had a real opportunity to speak to the cook yet. Mabel, however, remained taciturn and wasn’t forthcoming about what had led her to the security center.  
 
    Penny shifted to praising Mabel's cooking skills—and in this she didn't have to lie. The meals Penny had enjoyed at the house so far had all been on the level of the finest gourmet restaurants. 
 
    Mabel nodded with a shy smile. And then, finally, she blurted out her real request: "I can't find Kristina anywhere. Have you seen her, by any chance?" 
 
    Penny's first thought was, Have you looked for her in Ricardo's room yet?  
 
    She suppressed the impulse to say the words aloud. But the idea did not seem outlandish to her. While Jane Bezant sat in tense negotiation with Musgrave, her husband had possibly been persuading the housemaid to have a little fun together. 
 
    Mabel shifted from one foot to the other and looked at Penny expectantly. 
 
    "You two are also friends in your private lives, aren't you?" said Penny. "Kristina told me about your dream—about the bar in New Orleans." 
 
    "What? Oh, yeah."  
 
    Mabel seemed uninterested in any visions of the future right now. Her pretty heart-shaped face was pale, her forehead deeply wrinkled. "I've already looked everywhere for her," she emphasized. 
 
    Penny circled the desk she had been sitting behind and approached Mabel. "When did you see her last?" 
 
    "At lunch, when she was serving at table. It was a short affair today, only three guests, and they shoveled it down like diners in a cafeteria." 
 
    Mabel wrinkled her nose. Despite her concern for her friend, she seemed indignant that her food—which she had certainly prepared with much love—had not been sufficiently appreciated. 
 
    Penny briefly considered how to phrase her next question in the most innocuous way possible. "After lunch, would it have been possible for Kristina to have gone to meet one of the guests…" 
 
    She broke off. In their room, she had wanted to say, but that was hardly innocuous. 
 
    Mabel nevertheless seemed to understand what she was getting at. 
 
    "I didn't see Kristina after lunch was served," she explained. "I was still busy in the kitchen then. But now she's not with any of the guests. Mr. Musgrave and the, um, negotiating team are still in the meeting room—that's where Kristina served refreshments and snacks this morning, but after lunch she didn't return. Or that's what—what's her name—Mrs. Bezant's bodyguard told me." 
 
    "Roberta," Penny said helpfully. 
 
    "That's the one. She scares me a bit, I must confess. Kind of reminds me of that female Terminator from the 3rd film—the way she spins and moves. Anyway, Kristina is neither in the conference room nor anywhere with the other guests. Mrs. Greta has gone to lie down and Mr. Barnaby is in one of the offices having a conference call, I believe." 
 
    "And Ricardo Torres?" asked Penny. She tried hard to put on a neutral expression. 
 
    "He's in the pool," Mabel answered promptly.  
 
    "I really have been looking everywhere for Kristina," she stressed again. "Even the other security guards haven't seen her. I’m … worried about her." 
 
    Mabel now had Penny's full attention. It wasn't necessarily her job to guard or protect the staff, and Kristina did like to have a little fun, but leaving this villa in the high Alps wasn't as simple as going to a coffee shop down in the valley and taking an hour or two off. 
 
    "You don't all have your own cars here, do you?" asked Penny.  
 
    Jürgen had mentioned to her that Musgrave's entire team had been flown in by helicopter with the billionaire. Of course, there was a small fleet of cars belonging to the villa, but they were reserved for the residents, guests and security personnel. 
 
    Mabel shook her head vigorously. "Oh, no, Kristy doesn't have a car. And the estate’s cars are all in the parking lot outside." 
 
    "Could she be out walking, then?" continued Penny. "Maybe she's just going for a stroll?" 
 
    The weather today was a bit friendlier than yesterday, although it was once again quite foggy. At least there was only a light wind blowing and not a full-scale storm. 
 
    Mabel tilted her head, hesitating. "I can't imagine." But she didn’t seem to be one hundred percent sure. 
 
    "Let's give your friend a few hours, okay?" Penny suggested. "Maybe she really just wanted some time to herself and has gone out. If she's not back by evening we'll go look for her, okay?" 
 
    Mabel nodded. "Thanks. That’ll be great."  
 
    The young cook stood there undecided for a moment. Was there something else on her mind? 
 
    But then she turned around with a slight jerk and left the security center.
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    The meeting to merge Pilgrim and Bezant Aerospace was successfully completed just before dinner.  
 
    If Penny understood it correctly, Pilgrim remained in existence, and Jane Bezant just contributed her company to it. The two billionaires now each held thirty-five percent of the stock, with the remainder in free float on the stock market. There were still some legal and regulatory steps to be taken to make the merger work in practice, but that would now be in the hands of the two companies' legal and financial experts.  
 
    Both entrepreneurs and their attendant lawyers looked exhausted and tense as they emerged from the meeting room. Penny wondered how troublesome the cooperation between the two former rivals would turn out to be in the future. Would they come to verbal blows in their joint boardroom in the same way they had last night while stargazing?  
 
    If you were a pioneer who wanted to open up new worlds for the human race to colonize, you probably needed to leave personal differences and vanities behind. Just like the settlers in America had once in the past, setting out into the unknown in their covered wagons…. 
 
    The one who didn't show up, even after the meeting was over, was Kristina. Ivanka, who was usually only responsible for cleaning the house, had to take over the job of house maid at dinner and serve the food and the drinks.  
 
    She was up to the task, having some serving experience from previous jobs. Only Ricardo would probably be disappointed to be served by her instead of the lovely Kristina. Ivanka was a good six feet tall and a rather heavy-built woman in her mid-forties, who looked like a mercenary in evening dress in her maid's uniform. 
 
    Penny and Jürgen discussed what they should do about Kristina's disappearance. They agreed that it was too early to report her missing to the police. While there were no set deadlines for when a person could be considered missing, certain attendant circumstances were required—which Kristina did not meet. She had only been gone for a few hours, and there was no reason to believe that she was suicidal or that her life was in danger. 
 
    In the meantime, Mabel had noticed that Kristina's winter boots and the warm jacket she had brought with her to Austria were still in the staff dressing room. Therefore her friend had probably not gone for a walk in the snow and afterwards had an accident or gone astray. Calling in the mountain rescue service didn't make any sense either. 
 
    According to Mabel, Kristina had neither friends nor relatives in the immediate vicinity—in fact, nowhere in the whole of Austria or Germany. Kristina's family still lived in Belgrade, but the ambitious young cosmopolitan had only very sporadic contact with them. According to Mabel, her last visit to her home country had been at least three or four years ago. And the idea that Kristina would have spontaneously walked down into the valley, dressed in neither boots nor jacket, for whatever reason, sounded completely crazy. The only possibility was that someone had picked her up here by car—but that should not have gone unnoticed by the house’s security team. 
 
    Have we failed? Penny silently asked herself. While Musgrave and his guests sat at dinner, and Joseph took over the reins of the security center, she and Jürgen searched the immediate vicinity of the house. But there was no sign of the missing maid anywhere. 
 
    Jürgen, meanwhile, was just as worried as Penny. He thought Kristina might have done something to herself.  
 
    "But she was so full of euphoria, telling us about her plans for the future last night," Penny objected. "And the next day she doesn't want to live? I’m sorry but that makes no sense to me." 
 
    "You can't always detect a person's mental health problems," Jürgen argued.  
 
    He was right about that, of course, but Penny still couldn't come to terms with the suicide theory. She and Jürgen agreed to file an official missing person's report the next morning if Kristina hadn't reappeared by then. They were aware, of course, that not much would be done at first, even by the police. 
 
    When night finally fell and the house’s residents returned to their rooms, Penny took the first guard duty shift with Joseph and Jürgen. Roberta went to bed for a change, and Sam took a nap for a few hours too before taking over the second night shift with her and Alfons. No one could have suspected that chaos would soon descend on the seemingly peaceful mountain villa. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It began with a bloodcurdling scream coming from Greta Musgrave's bedroom.  
 
    As she had done the night before, Greta had slept in her own suite of rooms on the ground floor, which consisted of a living room and bedroom, and had not shared the master bedroom in the penthouse with her husband.  
 
    Mabel, who seemed to live for gossip, had revealed to Penny that Egon Musgrave usually spent half the night working in bed, while Greta loved to watch talk shows on television. That's why the two had gotten used to separate bedrooms.  
 
    "But I guess they've grown apart, too," was Mabel's verdict. 
 
    Now the fact that Greta slept alone was to take its deadly revenge. No one had been nearby to help her. She had screamed only once.  
 
    Penny, who was on a tour of the house on the ground floor, immediately ran to the suite from which the scream had come. On her way there she encountered no one. She knocked vigorously on the door, calling Greta's name.  
 
    "Mrs. Musgrave?" 
 
    But she received no answer. She could have used her universal key card to gain access to any other room in the house to see what was going on, but for this one door, of all places, her card was useless. Greta detested the presence of security personnel in the house on principle, and did not allow anyone to enter her rooms—with the exception of Ivanka, the cleaning lady. 
 
    So Penny had no choice but to first alert the entire security staff via radio, and then quickly make her way to Ivanka's room. 
 
    By the time she arrived back at Greta's door in the presence of Joseph and Jürgen, and in possession of the special access card, precious minutes had passed.  
 
    Roberta, jolted from sleep by Penny's alarm, had immediately rushed to Jane Bezant's suite to make sure her boss was all right. What might have happened to Greta Musgrave did not seem to concern her. 
 
    Sam ran up to the top floor to ensure the safety of Egon Musgrave. No one knew at this point exactly what had happened to Mrs. Musgrave, but protocol dictated that any suspicious incident required that the entire house be secured immediately. And Egon Musgrave's suite was the top priority. 
 
    Penny secretly hoped that Greta had just been caught in a bad nightmare and had cried out because of it. But she would have had to be a very sound sleeper to miss the knocking on her door.  
 
    When Penny rushed into Greta's room with her two colleagues behind her, she immediately realized that it had not been a nightmare that had triggered Greta's scream. The large double bed was empty, but the patio door was standing wide open. Icy air hit the security team as they halted beside the bed.  
 
    The sheets looked rumpled, and the TV and the lights in the room were turned off. Mrs. Musgrave had probably already been asleep, but now there was no trace of her.  
 
    "She's been kidnapped," Jürgen said, stating the obvious. He pointed to the patio door. "And while we were forced to chase after the key card, the kidnapper is long gone." 
 
    Joseph uttered a curse. "She's always so stubbornly resisted every security measure, too! And this is what she gets for it!" 
 
    In the very next moment, however, the African American had already returned to his professional role.  
 
    "Penny, you hold the fort here, okay?" he suggested, though it sounded more like a command. "Jürgen and I will take up the pursuit. We'll stay in touch." 
 
    He didn't wait for an answer, but had already stormed out onto the terrace.  
 
    "There are clear tracks in the snow here," he called out. "Prints leading this way … and some in the opposite direction, too. The fellow must have carried Mrs. Musgrave away." 
 
    The fact that this had been possible at all was due to the fact that Greta's room was on the ground floor of the house. The terrace led directly into the steep hillside, and the glass railing that lined it was considerably lower than the one on the upper floors. It served more as a visual demarcation rather than fall protection.  
 
    The kidnapper's footprints continued in the snow beyond the railing.  
 
    Jürgen and Joseph first hurried to the basement, where they put on their winter gear. They were already carrying flashlights and weapons with them.  
 
    Equipped with hats, gloves and anoraks, they returned and stormed out together into the night via Greta's terrace. They followed the trail left in the snow, careful not to trample it. Penny watched them go until the darkness and the fog that had once again rolled in swallowed them up. 
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    A rather strong wind was blowing around the house, stirring up the snow, but for now the two men would not have too much trouble following the trail. At least, so Penny hoped. Once again she found herself worrying about Jürgen's safety. 
 
    She made radio contact with Sam and Roberta and informed them of Greta's disappearance.  
 
    "The kidnapper came through the patio door, although it was not smashed," she reported. As she spoke, she got down on her knees next to the door in question and took a closer look.  
 
    All exterior villa doors were equipped with safety glass—Jürgen had mentioned that during his tour of the house. There was also a higher-quality locking mechanism than was usual for conventional patio doors, but that would only stop a real professional for a few minutes longer. And whoever had broken into Greta's suite had had all the time in the world. She had already been asleep, and it was also thanks to her that there were no security cameras on the outside of the building.  
 
    The house did have an alarm system that secured the exterior openings of the villa—doors and windows—but it was not switched on until the last house guest had gone to bed. After all, one didn't want to set off a false alarm at every window that was carelessly opened. 
 
    Penny switched her flashlight to its most powerful setting, braced herself against the icy wind, and examined more closely the footprints that were visible in the snow on the patio.  
 
    The trail leading away from the house was clearly a bit deeper than the one the intruder had left on his way here, which was only to be expected if he was hauling someone away. An unconscious victim? Greta Musgrave—if the kidnapper was carrying her, he would be heavier and thus would sink a little deeper into the snow. 
 
    "I'm going to wake Mr. Musgrave now," Sam’s voice came through the radio. "He needs to know what has happened to his wife. Although hopefully we can find her quickly and disarm the kidnapper—after all, the guy can't move fast with her. And he inevitably has left a trail. Jürgen and Joseph should catch him soon." 
 
    "I wonder where he's going with her," Roberta said. "Do you think he landed somewhere nearby in a helicopter?" 
 
    She answered herself right away: "He must have; anything else would be nonsensical. But that also means he has a team. Pay attention, people!" The last words were addressed directly to Jürgen and Joseph.  
 
    "Will do," Joseph's voice came through the radio. "It's not the first time we're doing this either." 
 
    He seemed a little annoyed, and probably not in the mood to have his job explained to him by the ever-so-zealous Roberta. Now, however, she sounded actually human, Penny thought. Not like the Terminatrix Mabel had compared her to. She seemed genuinely concerned about her colleagues and was probably just trying to help with her comment. 
 
    Alfons appeared next to Penny.  
 
    On the one hand, the young in-house technician seemed highly excited—probably because he was finally being allowed to experience a real operation as a security employee. On the other, his gentle brown eyes were wide with fright. According to Jürgen, he was actually twenty-four, but he looked more like a teenager with his round face, snub nose, and sprawling mop of mousy brown hair. 
 
    At least he had the presence of mind to have brought a pair of rubber gloves. "Let's see if anything was stolen," he announced to Penny. 
 
    He returned to the suite, opened the doors of a closet with his gloved hands, and inspected the safe that was hidden in there. Penny followed his actions with a glance over her shoulder. 
 
    "The safe hasn’t been broken into," he explained immediately afterwards, then hurried on to the desk, sofa table, and finally the bed.  
 
    "I don't think anything has been stolen," he said then. "There is a diamond ring on the bedside table belonging to Mrs. Musgrave. Surely a burglar would have taken that if he was after treasure." 
 
    "I think we can rule out a common burglar given the location of this house," Penny said.  
 
    Her attention was only half focused on Alfons. She was still staring at the tracks in the snow that stretched across the terrace. Something had been bothering her about them all along—and now she finally realized what it was.  
 
    "Such small feet," she muttered to herself.  
 
    Alfons moved damn fast and really silently for his somewhat chubby figure, you had to hand it to him.  
 
    When Penny lifted her head to look around for him, he was already standing right beside her in the open again. 
 
    "Women's boots?" he asked, continuing her thought as he crouched down and stared at the footprints with narrowed eyes.  
 
    "No," he decided, "they look more like mountain or hiking boots. Not high-heeled boots. The shoe size is definitely very small for a man, though. What would you say, Penny? I'd guess size 38 or 39. I used to have a girlfriend who went shoe shopping all the time," he announced in a suave tone, "and that's why I'm pretty familiar with women's sizes—" 
 
    The radio on Penny's belt suddenly came to life and interrupted his torrent of idle words. It was Jürgen who spoke. She returned to Greta's suite, closely followed by Alfons, so as not to freeze to death on the patio. 
 
    "Damn, something's wrong here." Jürgen's words came out choppy, overlaid with a crackle and a hiss. 
 
    Before Penny could ask what was troubling him, he was already continuing: "We've followed the footprints in the snow down the slope now. There's no way in hell I can believe the kidnapper carried Greta this far. He must have gotten rid of her somewhere along the way. But that should have left tracks!" 
 
    A ghastly vision rushed before Penny's inner eye. She saw a dark figure in front of her, who had thrown an unconscious Greta Musgrave over his shoulder—and then let her roll off a ledge somewhere into the abyss. 
 
    "Could it be that he pushed her into the depths somewhere?" she asked Jürgen. The question was difficult for her, but she had to voice her concern. 
 
    "I don't see how he could have done that," he returned. Jürgen sounded breathless. "The trail runs some distance from the edge. Surely no one could catapult a grown woman through the air that far! And if he had set Greta down and then pushed her, you’d be able to see the slide marks in the snow. Such an action leaves traces, damn it!" 
 
    Penny could hear the wind whistling around Jürgen's ears. And in the background, Joseph's voice: "Tell her the trail ends here." 
 
    Jürgen picked up on his colleague's words. "We followed the shoe prints to a rocky plateau, which is so exposed that it is free of snow, swept clean by the wind. You could chase a full-grown elephant across this clearing and not even that would leave any prints. And where the plateau ends, the forest begins. There is no snow under the trees anymore. In other words there is no chance to follow the trail further. But there's something else … do you remember that the footprints on the terrace leading away from the house were deeper than those leading to it?" 
 
    "Yeah, sure," Penny said. "They were also much closer together than those who came to the house. Which makes sense, because the intruder was carrying Greta on the way back, so he took smaller steps. Because of the load. But what you may not have noticed is that the prints are quite small, as if they had been made by a woman. Alfons estimates a shoe size of 38 or 39, but we can still measure that." 
 
    "A woman?" Jürgen exclaimed. "And she's supposed to have carried Greta all the way through this snow? I'll never believe that!" 
 
    "Neither do I," Penny replied. "But you do realize that we've been missing a woman from the house since this afternoon…?" 
 
    "Kristina? Hell, I wasn’t even thinking of her anymore. You're suggesting she took off … then broke into the house tonight and kidnapped Mrs. Musgrave?" 
 
    "I can't really picture it," Penny said. "I mean, Kristina is fairly athletically built, but she didn't strike me as particularly strong—or so enduring in the field that she could carry an adult through the snow." 
 
    "Let's go back to the house," Joseph interjected. He spoke into the radio so that Penny could hear him, but his words were probably directed primarily at Jürgen.  
 
    "Yes, I agree," the latter replied. "This is as far as we can go anyway. What I wanted to say, Penny, about the trail … so at the house, it looks like what you'd expect. Deeper prints, closer together. But up here—or rather, for some time now—the prints look identical to those leading up to the house. The trail, by the way, runs almost parallel; our burglar came and went the same way. And what I wanted to say just now is that he must have gotten rid of Greta somewhere. He wasn't carrying her any longer when he got up here, if you go by the footprints. But damn it, I don't see any way he could have gotten rid of her either. What we can't make out anywhere here are traces of a helicopter that might have landed. Or any vehicle—snowcat, snowmobile, whatever, none of it. And the wind is bad, but not so strong that it could blow over every trace. The footprints are still there, aren't they? I really don't understand what took place here." 
 
    "And you don't see any chance of picking up the trail behind the rock plateau at all?" inquired Penny. 
 
    "Forget it," Joseph said flatly. His voice also sounded choppy and tinny. In between, the radio hissed and crackled again and again.  
 
    "Behind the plateau and into the forest, you can turn off in all kinds of directions, according to Jürgen," the African American man explained. "There we'll never find the trail again, if there are any prints to be seen at all. Which I doubt very much. Where there's no snow, the ground is dry and hard."  
 
    "You’d better come back," Penny said, "and we'll call the police—" 
 
    At that moment, the lights in the villa went out.  
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    Penny and Alfons were all at once standing in the dark. Penny fumbled for the flashlight she had put down beside her. She flicked it on to make sure no one had approached them, but they were alone in Greta's bedroom. 
 
    Right afterwards, Roberta’s and Sam's voices came out of the radio.  
 
    "Power outage?" Roberta asked curtly. "Yours too?" 
 
    "Confirm," Sam said, sounding tense. "What the hell," he cursed before breaking radio contact again. 
 
    "I don't understand," Alfons began. In the cone of light from Penny's flashlight, he looked like the ghost of a high school student. "When the power goes out, the emergency generator should automatically kick in. After all, it happens more often than not in the mountains that the power is down. We're prepared for that." 
 
    Penny, who had just tried to convince herself that it was probably just a fuse that had blown, took a deep breath. What Alfons was saying was not good; the fact that the emergency generator had also failed could only mean one thing. Sabotage. Greta's kidnapper—or rather, an accomplice—must have broken into the house. 
 
    She pressed the talk button on her radio. "Roberta? Sam? Hold down the fort with your bosses. Alfons and I will check on the others, okay?" 
 
    The others—Barnaby, Cherry, Ricardo and the lawyer, Harrington—were probably sleeping peacefully in their beds, unaware of the break-in and Greta's abduction. Nor would they notice the power failure when it was already dark in their rooms. 
 
    Penny sent Alfons up one floor to where some of the guest rooms were located, while she herself decided to stay on the ground floor. 
 
    She took her flashlight and hurried out into the corridor.  
 
    "Jürgen?" she spoke hastily into the radio. "Are you already on your way back?" 
 
    "Yes. What happened?" 
 
    "There must be an intruder in the house. The power's out—along with the emergency generator." 
 
    "Damn it," Jürgen hissed. 
 
    Then, after a brief pause he added, "Be careful, please, will you?" His voice sounded changed, more emotional. The words were meant only for Penny's ears, she realized, even though any of their other colleagues could hear them over the radio. Jürgen didn't seem to care in this situation. 
 
    The utility room of the house, where the master switch box for the villa’s electricity and its heating system was located, could be found in the basement right next to the security center. Presumably the emergency generator had also been placed there. Penny had not paid attention to such details during the earlier tour of the house. And she couldn't rush down there now to confront the saboteur—because to do so, she would have to give up her position near the guest rooms. That was out of the question. The house had two staircases, an elevator, and numerous main and side corridors. So it would be easy for a burglar to go his way unmolested, while none of the security guards was available. 
 
    A thought entered Penny's head just then: was it possible that Greta had not been the actual target of the attackers? Had her abduction merely been a distraction—to enable someone to get into the house unseen and only have to deal with a reduced security team? 
 
    Penny's hand went to the pistol she wore on her belt. Of course she knew how to handle the gun, even though she would probably never become a top marksman. But even so she fervently hoped that it would not come to that. The idea of shooting at a person, even a felon, did not please her one bit. 
 
    The chain of thought in her head continued all by itself. If someone had indeed broken into the house, what was their goal? 
 
    The answer was obvious. Two highly influential and wealthy personalities were staying at the villa: Egon Musgrave and Jane Bezant. Egon was the one who felt threatened by enemies. Jane Bezant, on the other hand … Penny started to wonder.  
 
    Jane also ran a space company. Why did the conspiracy theorists, who thought secret moon bases and the like were a reality, target only Musgrave? Why didn't they threaten Jane as well? Because she was a woman and therefore seemed more harmless?  
 
    But perhaps she faced the same hostility and merely took the threat less seriously than Musgrave did.  
 
    Was Musgrave actually paranoid? Or had precisely what he’d feared come true? Were some of those lunatics, who saw him as an ally of hostile aliens, present in his villa right now? Were they already on their way to his suite? 
 
    Penny pressed the talk button on her radio again. "Roberta? Sam? You guys okay?" 
 
    She was aware that she was not speaking like a professional bodyguard. Her words did not sound a bit matter-of-fact, but were full of emotion. She could even hear that herself—but after all, she was a detective, not a trained security officer.  
 
    Roberta's voice came out of the radio in its usual calm and confident manner.  
 
    "I'm in Mrs. Bezant's room. Woke her up. Everything's fine here." 
 
    Penny took a deep breath. Maybe the power outage was just a technical glitch after all.  
 
    Alfons reported that on his floor everything was in the green, as he put it. Where Penny had spoken too emotionally, he had probably taken his jargon from the relevant TV thrillers as a template for his communication. But that really didn't matter right now.  
 
    Joseph, who sounded out of breath, spoke up. "Jürgen and I will be with you in about ten minutes." 
 
    The one who didn't reply was Sam. 
 
    Penny pressed the talk button again and spoke his name. "Sam? Everything okay with Mr. Musgrave?" 
 
    But no answer came.
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    Radio communication was suddenly chaotic. Joseph and Jürgen simultaneously asked for Sam once again. But this time, too, the channel remained silent.  
 
    Jürgen said, "I'll call Mr. Musgrave—on the house phone and his cell phone. One moment." 
 
    "I'm going upstairs," Penny reported. 
 
    "Not until we get there!" Jürgen roared. Again, undisguised concern resonated in his voice. "That's just too dangerous! Joseph and I won't need five more minutes. The house is already in sight. Stay where you are, Penny!" 
 
    You hired me as security, she wanted to reply, so it's my duty to check on Mr. Musgrave. It was clear to her that Jürgen had not been talking to her in his professional capacity, but as a man who was concerned about a woman whom he—yes well, what, actually? 
 
    With whom he was in love? Now was really the wrong time to think about that.  
 
    Penny put the radio back onto the clamp on her belt and grabbed her pistol instead. Then she hurried to the main stairwell and ran up the stairs to the top floor. She moved as fast as she could, but did not fail to secure her path. She peered into every corridor that branched off, glanced over her shoulder every few steps, and held her gun in her hands, ready to fire. 
 
    When she arrived at Musgrave's suite, she saw that the door was firmly closed. Where was Sam? Had he locked himself in the suite with Mr. Musgrave, just as Roberta had done with her boss? 
 
    "I can't reach Musgrave," came from Jürgen.  
 
    What had happened in the suite? Sam was also still not responding to further contact attempts via radio. 
 
    Just as Penny was inserting her plastic card to open the door, she heard another message from Jürgen.  
 
    "Penny? We're in the house. Meet us on the top floor, okay?" 
 
    "I'm already here," she whispered into the radio. Then, without further ado, she pushed open the door and stormed into the room with her gun at point of aim.  
 
    But it was empty. No sign of Musgrave or Sam. 
 
    Penny checked the next room, the billionaire’s small private office, but there was not a soul there either. There was nothing to indicate a fight had occurred.  
 
    She hurried on, back into the living room, and ran up the staircase that led to Musgrave's bedroom.  
 
    As soon as she arrived upstairs, she saw it: a body was lying on the carpet between the bed and the patio door. 
 
    Penny let her gaze wander around the room once more, to see if there wasn't an intruder hiding somewhere in the dark. But there was no one there.  
 
    Just as she hurried toward the motionless figure, Jürgen and Joseph came rushing up the stairs behind her.  
 
    "Oh, God, it's Sam," Joseph gasped as Penny knelt beside the motionless man. She carefully felt for his pulse—and almost sobbed with relief when she found it. Sam's heart was beating strongly, even though he lay there like a dead man. 
 
    There was blood on the back of his head. The intruder must have knocked him down from behind.  
 
    Penny shone her flashlight into the head wound. It was only superficial, nothing that would endanger Sam's life.  
 
    The next moment he was already stirring, his groaning muffled when Penny touched him, but finally he sat up under his own power. 
 
    Before he said anything, his eyes darted around the room. "Mr. Musgrave?" He turned questioningly to his colleagues. 
 
    But there was no trace of the billionaire. Instead, the glass door leading to the roof terrace was open a crack. It was like a déjà vu from the scene in Greta's room. 
 
    Jürgen hurried out onto the terrace. Unlike that of Musgrave's wife, it was always kept free of snow because the billionaire liked to walk directly to his observatory without getting his feet wet. Now this was proving to be a disadvantage. If someone had entered this way—and disappeared again—there was no trace to indicate it.  
 
    "They must still be in the house," Joseph exclaimed. "The intruder. And Mr. Musgrave, too! I mean, no human could have taken that route!"  
 
    He had followed Jürgen outside and was now leaning over the glass railing of the terrace, which faced the mountainside. Here it dropped steeply, even if only for a few meters. The floors below Musgrave's suite did have terraces that could be used as a means of descent with a few daring leaps, but Joseph voiced what Penny was also thinking: "Climbing down here? With a stunned victim on your shoulders? No way!"  
 
    He had assumed as a matter of course that Musgrave had been kidnapped, Penny thought. And that's exactly what had to have happened—even if it seemed impossible. 
 
    She looked around the other side of the terrace, but there was a similar sight. Steel and glass structures protruded from the lower floors here, too—the terraces of the guest and living rooms, the offices and the dining room, which lay below Musgrave's penthouse. But to climb down this way, one would have had to be an acrobat—or intent on suicide. Beneath these terraces gaped the abyss. One false step, one slip … and you were dead. Only a madman would have chosen this way to get a kidnap victim out of the house.  
 
    "We have to turn the whole villa upside down," Jürgen said, "now that our team is back to full strength. The utility room, Greta's suite, Mr. Musgrave's whole penthouse—and every other room as well! There's got to be a lead we can find!"  
 
    He sounded desperate, but that was only understandable given the events of this night: two people who had to all appearances been kidnapped from the house in immediate succession—among them Jürgen's employer, Mr. Musgrave himself. It was a disaster.  
 
    "Alfons, you look at the switch box," Jürgen ordered. In the meantime, the young handyman had appeared in the suite behind the others and stood rooted to the spot next to the patio door. "And the emergency generator. Put on gloves so you don't destroy any trace evidence, and see if you can find any signs of sabotage. Oh, and please make sure the power comes back on! Can you do that?" 
 
    Alfons nodded, even though he looked anything but confident. 
 
    Penny and the others swarmed out. Sam was still a little wobbly on his feet, but insisted on helping. He looked even more tortured than Jürgen, which was understandable, given the fact that he had been in Musgrave's service for so long and had always been able to ensure his safety. Until tonight.  
 
    Joseph, who seemed tense but not completely shaken, patted him on the shoulder in a friendly manner. Then the two of them disappeared from Penny's field of vision. 
 
    Only Roberta refused—via radio—to join the group. She insisted on staying with Jane Bezant in her suite until security was restored in the house, as she put it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Immediately afterwards, Penny had the impression of having witnessed a miracle.  
 
    She’d taken it upon herself to thoroughly search Greta Musgrave's suite and its terrace once again. But just as she entered the room, she heard a sound: not a fearful scream this time, just a low moan. It seemed to be coming from the direction of the bed. Penny drew her pistol again and moved toward the center of the room as if in slow motion. 
 
    Again she heard the moaning, and from the same direction. Louder this time. But there was nothing on the mattress except the pillows and sheets.  
 
    She got down on her knees on the rug, and looked under the bed—from where the moaning seemed to be issuing.  
 
    Penny froze. In the next moment, she hastily put the gun away, pushed herself a little way into the narrow cavity, and grabbed the arm that was stretching toward her. 
 
    She gently pulled on it—and a few moments later Greta Musgrave lay gasping next to her on the bedside rug. Her hair was covered with a layer of dust, her face had a few scratches, and her eyes were fixed with shock. But otherwise she appeared unharmed. 
 
    She tried to get up under her own power, bracing herself on her elbows. Penny came to her rescue, and so Greta made it onto the bed. She sank into the pillows, but looked around the room in confusion. 
 
    "What … happened?" she moaned. "Why—"  
 
    She leaned jerkily over the edge of the bed, staring back into the gap underneath it out of which Penny had just pulled her. She seemed to have no memory whatsoever of how she had gotten there or of what had been done to her. 
 
    The patio door had long since been closed, but it was still icy cold in the room. The heater had some catching up to do. Penny sent a radio message to her colleagues that Greta had been found and was well.  
 
    "We should have known," Jürgen replied. "That trail out there in the snow was just meant to lead us astray, and we fell for it like bloody beginners." 
 
    He remained silent for a moment, then added, "Can Mrs. Musgrave say who did this to her?" 
 
    "I'm afraid not," Penny said. "But I'll see what she remembers. I'll get back to you." 
 
    "What happened?" Greta repeated mechanically. "Why won’t you tell me what happened?" She sounded tearful.  
 
    At that moment, the lights in the room came back on, and Alfons radioed in: "Can't see any issue down here," he said tersely. "Looks like the power and the emergency generator were just turned off." 
 
    He waited a moment, then added, "Do you think it was a saboteur?" 
 
    Penny said nothing in reply. She simply sat down next to Greta on the edge of the bed and allowed her to reach for her hand. Her fingers were clammy and trembling slightly. 
 
    "There's been a break-in," Penny began cautiously. She could only allow herself to confront the woman, who seemed to be in a good deal of shock, with the events of the last few hours in bits and pieces. Even so, Greta had to learn everything, including and especially the fact that her husband was missing.  
 
    Penny took a deep breath, and then she began her report. 
 
    Greta sat stock-still and silent, listening to her words. Her usually magnificent curls were straggly and stuck to her head. Her blue eyes were narrowed to fearful slits.  
 
    When Penny explained to her that someone must have broken into the room via the patio, a part of her memory seemed to return.  
 
    "I was already asleep," she murmured to herself, kneading her hands in her lap. “But I remember feeling pain. It was like a…" 
 
    She broke off and pushed up the left sleeve of her nightgown. It was a sky-blue lace dress of the finest silk, but it now looked as if it had been pulled out of the trash—crumpled, stained in places, and covered in dust. The sojourn under the bed had done it as little good as its wearer. 
 
    Penny automatically glanced at the exposed skin on Greta's arm and discovered a small red dot there. The puncture mark of a needle. 
 
    "That's probably how you were drugged," Penny said. "The burglar crept up to you at the bedside and injected you with some potent substance, then he pushed you under the bed while we assumed he had fled with you. He left a trail outside in the snow and two of my colleagues followed it, but it ended in nothing." 
 
    The trail, the whole break-in in Greta's room—they had really just been diversionary tactics. No one had intended any harm to Musgrave's wife. The billionaire himself had been the real target, and the security team of the mountain villa—Penny included—had failed to protect him. 
 
    She cleared her throat and feverishly considered the gentlest way to break the news to Greta of her husband's abduction.
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    Penny was last to join the gathering in Mr. Musgrave's suite upstairs. She had Greta in tow as she ascended the steps to the penthouse—involuntarily, however, as Greta had not been willing to stay in her bed and rest while her husband was missing.  
 
    Greta's reaction to Penny's account of events was controlled; she was probably a woman who had been taught to keep her composure in any situation, no matter how bad things were. And she had in no way pretended that she was still passionately in love with Egon Musgrave.  
 
    Honest, after all, Penny had thought as she extended her arm to Greta for support. Whatever substance the intruder had injected into Mrs. Musgrave was probably still in her bloodstream, making her dizzy. 
 
    A heated discussion was underway in Egon Musgrave's suite, which died down only briefly when Penny and Greta entered the room. 
 
    In addition to the members of the security team, Musgrave's children, Barnaby and Cherry, and Jane Bezant and her companions were also present. 
 
    "I'm glad you're well," Barnaby said stiffly to his stepmother, while Cherry contented herself with an approving nod.  
 
    Jane Bezant, on the other hand, did not even deign to comment. She seemed completely fixated on the kidnapping of her business partner.  
 
    "We must now do what Egon would expect us to do," she explained in a tone of voice that would have been appropriate for a politician’s speech. She stood very erect, which made her seem almost athletic despite her rather roundish figure. A woman who had a firm grip on any situation, no matter how hopeless, Penny thought. 
 
    Jane's gaze wandered over the different faces in front of her. "Naturally, on the one hand this means that Egon must be located as quickly as possible—somehow. But it also means that we should keep a cool head. In other words, discretion is the order of the day, ladies and gentlemen," she affirmed, addressing the group of security personnel directly. "It's out of the question for us to run blindly to the police right away and thus give the gossip press a gala dinner. Can you imagine what this will do to our stock price—" 
 
    "With all due respect, Mrs. Bezant," Jürgen said, cutting her off, "when it comes to kidnapping, business interests do not take precedence." 
 
    "You dear naïve man," Jane replied with a cold smile, "you have no idea. You don't run a global corporation, but Mr. Musgrave does, and so do I. And it's one corporation we run now—our joint company. I'm not exaggerating when I say that the future of humanity is in our hands. Personal sensitivities must take a back seat, even if you may think me cruel. I bear sole responsibility for our company in Egon's absence, and he would want—" 
 
    "She's right," Barnaby interrupted her. He nodded, but at the same time sent a disparaging look in her direction. "My father actually runs two world corporations, if I may remind you: Pilgrim and Musgrave's, his auction house—where I hold the deputyship—and scandal is certainly not in our best interest. We can agree on that. Though we may not have as noble a mission as you do, dear Jane." 
 
    Oh, my goodness, Penny thought. Were these two squabbling pedants really serious right now, puffing themselves up while a man's life was in danger? Or when he might possibly already be dead? 
 
    Sam held back—probably from many years of hard-won experience with the Musgraves—while Joseph took Jürgen's side. Penny finally spoke up when the discussion threatened to get completely out of hand.  
 
    "May I suggest a compromise," she said. "We keep the break-in downstairs and the attack on Mrs. Musgrave to ourselves for now. We simply report to the police and mountain rescue that Mr. Musgrave is missing. For the time being, we will not reveal anything about the circumstances under which he disappeared. We can put it this way, that he went missing from the house during the night and we cannot rule out kidnapping. And contrary to your fears, the Austrian police are quite capable of discretion." 
 
    Well, in most cases, Penny added to herself. If we get capable officers. But in this respect, she trusted Jürgen, who certainly still maintained contacts with the police, and who would hopefully ensure that everything went as smoothly as possible. 
 
    "It's the least we can do to ensure an efficient search for Mr. Musgrave," she said, turning to Jane and Barnaby. "Our small security team here at the house simply does not have the resources to pursue his captors. And with regard to your business interests, you don't want to be responsible for Mr. Musgrave's death, I assume—as his deputies." 
 
    That hit home. Jane opened her mouth once more, no doubt to reply, but then she reconsidered. "Agreed," she pressed out between closed lips.  
 
    Barnaby puffed up his chest. "Our small security team—there’s the rub, dear Miss Küfer. If you can assure me that the local police will handle the matter discreetly and professionally, they may assist us as far as I'm concerned. But I insist that we use real professionals, precisely because I care about my father's life, which you seem to doubt. We have a large, highly trained security team in the United States. Our people are capable of both tracking down a missing person and securing and evaluating the evidence here on site." 
 
    He glanced at his sister, then at Jane Bezant. "I'm going to make sure that a top-notch team gets on the plane immediately and supports us here on the ground. We're going to find my father, long before the police do!" 
 
    Penny found it amazing that neither Cherry nor Greta had participated significantly in this discussion. They nodded at Barnaby's suggestion without hesitation. One could honestly have believed that the two of them were indifferent to the fate of their father and husband, respectively. What a lovely family.  
 
    But at least they had now agreed on this two-pronged approach. Penny had no doubt that the security forces serving Musgrave's billion-dollar company were the best money could buy. It would be a while before they arrived in Austria, though, but in the meantime Penny would give her best. She may have failed as a bodyguard, but she wasn't backing down as a detective just because of that. She would do everything possible to track down Musgrave herself and solve this strange kidnapping case before reinforcements arrived.  
 
    "We should mention to the police that a member of the house staff is also missing," she said to Jürgen. "Kristina. Although we can't yet say what connection her disappearance has to Mr. Musgrave's abduction."  
 
    If they could track down Kristina's whereabouts, perhaps they would also find the missing billionaire—even though Penny had a hard time imagining the bubbly young maid as a member of a criminal gang responsible for Musgrave's kidnapping.  
 
    Had precisely what the billionaire had always feared come to pass? Had a member of a conspiratorial group entered his villa under the guise of the harmless housemaid, and had she coordinated his kidnapping from within? 
 
    Jürgen took it upon himself to alert the police by telephone, while Sam and Joseph set out on a tour of the grounds, searching around the house. They were determined to find the footprints of Musgrave's kidnapper, even though he had left none on the boss's terrace. He might be an acrobatic climber, but if he had really chosen his escape route down the front of the mansion, he must have landed in the snow at some point. And no one could move there without leaving footprints. 
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    Penny and Jürgen stayed inside the villa.  
 
    They gathered all the house guests and staff in the large lounge area on the ground floor. Apart from the kidnapper—or kidnappers—who had attacked from the outside, an accomplice had possibly also entered the villa unseen. And this intruder might still be successfully hiding here, although Penny could hardly imagine it. Or was there even maybe an inside man, a traitor in their very midst? After all, no one considered the power outage a mere glitch anymore; it had been an act of deliberate sabotage to disable Sam and kidnap Musgrave. Would they soon receive a seven-figure ransom demand?  
 
    Roberta announced that she would lock herself in Jane's room for the night. She still only had eyes and ears on her boss; the safety of the other occupants of the house meant nothing to her.  
 
    Penny wondered, not for the first time, how far a woman like Jane Bezant would go to get rid of a business rival. She needed to find out more about the corporate merger—was it really just a coincidence that Musgrave had disappeared on the same day that he had sold Jane Bezant a significant stake in his Pilgrim Corporation? 
 
    Ricardo Torres turned to his wife with a cynical smile. "Why don't you spend the night in my suite, darling?" 
 
    "No, thank you," Jane returned curtly. Her tone was as cold as the outside temperatures in the high Alps. 
 
    Jürgen intervened. "You could sleep here in the lounge, Mr. Torres. I think you all should,"—he turned to the other guests with a glance—"while Sam and Joseph are on search missions. We have too few security personnel in the house to guard all the rooms." 
 
    He gave Penny a questioning sideways glance, and she signaled with a nod that she thought the suggestion was a good idea. She didn't think any of the residents were in danger, but it was better to be safe than sorry. The perpetrators had probably achieved their goal with Musgrave's kidnapping, but one of the conspirators could still be in their midst. Not exactly a thought that would leave one to rest easy. 
 
    The lounge was quite suitable as a makeshift bedroom for several people, although the comfort level would of course not approach the king-size beds in the suites. In Penny's eyes the generously dimensioned, almost square living room looked a bit like a futuristic lounge in one of those colony ships that, according to Musgrave, were to secure the future of mankind in the vastness of space.  
 
    Visions of the next centuries adorned the walls: paintings of alien stars, galaxies and exotic landscapes, such as humanity might one day find on distant planets.  
 
    Where more "earthly" art collectors would have set out statues or display cases, here original spacesuits of famous astronauts stood artistically arranged. Penny also discovered parts of rocket shields, as well as control elements and other technical artifacts that dated back to the early days of space travel. These objects were displayed on pedestals or behind glass as if they were unique works of high art.  
 
    Amidst all these futuristic elements, however, there were also several very cozy seating areas. They also looked quite postmodern, but fortunately they were comfortable in a very old-fashioned way. You could easily sleep on them for a night. 
 
    Ricardo took a step toward his wife and stroked her arm seductively. He smiled, but his gaze was as cold as Jane's voice had been.  
 
    Then he turned to Jürgen. "Well, since my dear wife spurns me, I'd best be off to my suite. The days of sleeping on sofas in the company of strangers are long over for me. But thank you for your offer, Jürgen." 
 
    Was Penny just imagining it, or was he giving Mabel, the cook, an interested sideways glance at these words? Was he seriously thinking of a little lovemaking on a night like this? 
 
    Penny couldn't help but think again about how he had flirted with Kristina at the pool.  
 
    No, she corrected herself; that incident with Kristina at the pool—that had not been flirting. More like sexual harassment. And the maid had now disappeared.  
 
    What had happened to Kristina? Was she a victim or a perpetrator? A member of a criminal gang or just collateral damage?  
 
    Jürgen objected to Ricardo's plan. "I'd rather you stayed here in the lounge with the others, Mr. Torres," he said respectfully but firmly. "Surely a night of reduced comfort will be reasonable, given the danger—" 
 
    Ricardo cut him off with a throaty laugh. "Ha! You really don't have to worry about my safety, my good man. The only one in this mansion who would most like to see me dead is my charming wife. Isn't that so, my darling?"  
 
    Again he stroked Jane's arm, but she batted his hand away as though it were a disgusting insect. 
 
    He did not let up. He seemed to be enjoying the game he was playing with his wife. "Say, honey, wouldn't it be convenient to just push me into the abyss?" He waved his hand in the direction of the terrace, behind which, like everywhere else on this side of the house, there was a drop of hundreds of feet. 
 
    "Such a cheap solution to get rid of me," he mused.  
 
    But then he laughed again. "However, I can manage to defend myself against you—and your hot-blooded Amazon!" He clicked his tongue and winked at Roberta as if he were trying to flirt with her, too. 
 
    Harrington, Jane’s lawyer, intervened. He gave Ricardo a disdainful look, but at the same time rubbed his hands together nervously. Then he turned to Jane, striking a tone that sounded genuinely concerned. "If you'd like, I could stay on the couch in your suite, my dear, as an extra security measure. Although of course I have every confidence in Roberta's abilities," he added quickly. 
 
    Ricardo did not miss the opportunity to mock him. The two men were clearly not friendly.  
 
    "The perfect opportunity to score with your secret crush, my good man?" he teased Harrington. "You want to play the noble knight to Jane’s helpless damsel? How sweet! But don't count too much on it. My beloved wife likes her lovers young and crisp! And I'm afraid you don't meet either of those criteria, I'm sorry to say." 
 
    Harrington inhaled noisily, and huffed it out again. He had turned a dark shade of red. The way he was scowling, he would clearly have liked to go for Ricardo's throat. 
 
    Jane Bezant defused the charged atmosphere—as far as that was still possible in this situation—with a graceful nod to her lawyer.  
 
    "Kind of you, Harrington, and thanks for the offer. But I think it will be enough if Roberta stays with me. No intruder could climb up to the terrace of my suite, not even with special equipment, so I'll be perfectly safe. Why don't you join the others here in the lounge?" 
 
    "Very well, as you wish," the lawyer said, nodding in a servile manner. "That will probably be for the best, if there really is a mad killer on the loose in this house." At these words, he stared Ricardo straight in the face, as if he had no doubt whatsoever about who said lunatic might be.  
 
    Well played, Penny thought. The attorney was not as defenseless a sheep as he looked. 
 
    "Good night, my lady," Ricardo said to his wife with a dramatic bow. "And good night to you, too, ladies and gentlemen," he called to the group. And with that, he left the room. 
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    Greta Musgrave was next to take up Jürgen's suggestion of a communal camp out in the lounge.  
 
    "Wild horses could not drag me to my room and make me sleep alone there tonight," she said.  
 
    Then she turned to Ivanka, who had taken Kristina's place as housemaid, and told her to bring the blanket and pillow from her bedroom—and to get her a drink.  
 
    Cherry and Barnaby decided to stay in the lounge as well, but made a lot less fuss about their own comfort. They went for sleeping places on sofas as far away as possible from their stepmother's chosen camping spot. This was noticeable, but it no longer surprised Penny. 
 
    How have I managed to get into such a wasps' nest again, she asked herself. Whenever she ventured out lately, she seemed to run into broken families. And treacherous murderers.  
 
    Had Musgrave also fallen victim to one of these? Had the billionaire in truth not been kidnapped, but instead been killed some time ago? Was he lying somewhere down there, in the black abyss that opened up behind the panoramic windows of the villa? There were no curtains in the house, so that at night one had the impression of staring through the floor-to-ceiling glass panes into the middle of a black hole. Was that intentional? Was that supposed to simulate a certain feeling of being in deep space? If so, Penny would have been happy to do without it. 
 
    Jürgen sent Alfons up to bed so he would be rested for the next day’s shift, then he and Penny found a spot at a lounge sofa island that was close to the room's entrance but slightly apart from the other seating areas.  
 
    While Jane exchanged a few more words with the younger Musgraves, Roberta came over to Jürgen and Penny, addressing Penny without much ado.  
 
    "There's something you should know. Maybe it doesn't mean anything—it's just about a phone conversation I overheard. Without any intention of doing so, of course." 
 
    Penny looked up at the woman expectantly. Jürgen, who had just altered the sofa’s configuration to turn it into a usable bed, came to her side to be able to hear Roberta's revelation as well. However, the black-haired Amazon paid him no heed. 
 
    "It was Cherry Musgrave on the phone," she began. "Yesterday around noon, as we had only been in the house a few hours. She was talking on her cell in the hallway outside the kitchen. She didn't see me, probably thought she was unobserved. I have no idea who she was talking to, and unfortunately I didn't catch the beginning of the conversation, but I heard the following, and Cherry sounded mad as hell: 'I agree. Dad is such a bully, and I want him to pay. I can't wait to finally be rid of him! I hate him!'" 
 
    Roberta gave Penny an inquiring look. "Those were her exact words. As I said, they could mean anything, but given the events of the last few hours…." She shrugged her well-toned shoulders, then wished Penny—and even Jürgen, surprisingly—a good night. 
 
    Penny thanked her kindly for the information, whereupon Roberta actually forced a smile. Then she uttered some praise that one would not have expected from her. 
 
    "You seem like a competent colleague," she said, then turned back to Jane Bezant and left the lounge with her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Penny and Jürgen agreed that every two hours one of them would sleep and the other would keep watch. As close as they were to each other in the seating area, it would be no problem to wake their partner at the slightest sign of danger. 
 
    But as it was approaching four in the morning, and it was Penny's turn to sleep, she found herself tossing and turning restlessly on the designer sofa.  
 
    Finally she sat up with a jerk, which made Jürgen wince. 
 
    "What's wrong?" he hissed in a whisper.  
 
    Over in the other seating areas, everything was quiet. Barnaby was snoring softly, Harrington quite a bit louder, and there was no sound from the women. 
 
    "The kidnapper must have had help from inside the house," Penny said. The thought was not new, but it gave her no peace. 
 
    Jürgen didn't reply at first, but then he said—again in a whisper—"We are assuming that Kristina is behind everything, aren’t we? Why else would she have disappeared?" 
 
    He didn't give Penny time to answer, but went right on. "Then Mabel or Ivanka could be her accomplices. After all, they are her friends—especially the cook. But as far as I know, they've all been in Mr. Musgrave's service for several years." 
 
    "That doesn't have to mean anything," Penny argued. "After all, maybe they didn't concoct the kidnapping plot themselves, and maybe they didn't sneak into Musgrave's house as servants specifically for that purpose. Maybe they were just ordinary domestics to begin with and then were bribed by someone—perhaps by one of those conspiracy theorists Musgrave feels himself persecuted by. Or by one of his competitors who wants him out of the space race." 
 
    "NASA, you mean? What other rivals does he have? So far no one serious, with the exception of Jane Bezant, and she's his partner now." 
 
    Jürgen was silent for a moment, then he continued, "Don't you think the timing is strange? In the afternoon they sign the merger agreement, and the very same night Musgrave is kidnapped? Shouldn't we see a connection there?" 
 
    Penny rubbed her eyes. She couldn't sleep because her thoughts wouldn't settle down, but her body was leaden with fatigue. 
 
    "True enough," she grumbled. "Anyway, we have to keep our eyes open in more than one direction. With only Kristina missing, the accomplice still has to be in the house. Or the accomplices, plural. Think about it: the attack on Sam and Musgrave happened almost simultaneously with the blackout. A lone perpetrator would have had to run through the house at a hell of a pace to reach Musgrave's suite on the penthouse floor from the utility room in the basement. We would have noticed him, wouldn't we?" 
 
    Jürgen scowled. "Was it a mistake to let Ivanka and Mabel sleep downstairs in the staff area, do you think?" he said instead of giving her an answer. "Should we keep an eye on them?" 
 
    "I honestly don't know. But there just wouldn't be room for them in here."  
 
    All the sofas were occupied by sleeping Musgraves and their employees. And Jane and Roberta had, after all, kept to themselves—just like Mabel and Ivanka. The suspects, more than those who seemed innocent, had eluded surveillance. But that could not be changed tonight.  
 
    Radio messages trickled in from Sam and Joseph from time to time. They really were giving their all in the search for Musgrave, fighting their way through the night and the snow looking for the billionaire, but so far they had not discovered any sign of life.  
 
    "We're coming back now, this is pointless," Joseph finally announced. 
 
    "Alright," Jürgen said. He sounded relieved, but probably only because then the security team in the house would be complete again.  
 
    As far as Musgrave was concerned, they had to rely on the efforts of the police, at least for now. The US security team would arrive the next afternoon at the earliest. After that, a large-scale manhunt could begin, but by then it would probably be too late for the billionaire.  
 
    "We have to smoke out the insider," Penny said. "I think that's the best thing we can do for Musgrave now. If we can present the kidnapper’s accomplice to the police, or to our American counterparts for all I care, and they put him through the wringer…." 
 
    "…then maybe he'll tell us what the kidnapper plans to do with Musgrave," Jürgen completed her thought. "And where he's holding him." 
 
    "If he's not dead by now," Penny said tonelessly.
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    Early in the morning, Penny and Jürgen sat with Sam and Joseph in the villa’s security office.  
 
    The two bodyguards had returned from their search for Mr. Musgrave frustrated and empty-handed. They’d looked frozen and completely exhausted. Sam had a huge bump on his head that he hadn't even bandaged yet. But the two had been unable to find any trace of their employer, despite their tireless efforts.  
 
    "So around 6 p.m. today we're expecting our backup team from the US," Sam said. "Internal security people who are tight-lipped and very capable—I know most of them personally. Then, hopefully, we will make progress, and without causing the dreaded stock price crash. None of these actions will leak out to the public. If the Austrian police are as reliable as you say, no one will know that Mr. Musgrave was kidnapped at all. And if all goes well, our boss will be back with us before any investor can worry about his disappearance." 
 
    He looked first at Penny, then at Jürgen, and repeated, "We will find him. He can't have vanished into thin air." 
 
    Joseph nodded in agreement, but immediately muttered something that sounded like, "Why isn't there a ransom demand yet?"  
 
    No one tried to answer. 
 
    In the meantime, the house staff and the guests were sitting down to breakfast in the dining room. Alfons was with them and so was Roberta. Greta Musgrave now seemed to have no problem tolerating security guards in her immediate vicinity.  
 
    Mabel was in the kitchen as usual; Ivanka had taken over table service.  
 
    Penny longed for a hot cup of cocoa and a soft bed, but her personal sensitivities had to take a back seat just now.  
 
    Roberta's revelation regarding Cherry Musgrave ran through her mind. Was it really true that the young lawyer hated her father? And that in the telephone conversation Roberta had overheard, she herself had given the go-ahead for the kidnapping operation?  
 
    Cherry could also be the secret accomplice in the household that Penny was convinced existed. But how could she prove anything against the young lawyer? An overheard telephone conversation, which in essence remained rather vague, was of little use. 
 
    At that moment, a beep sounded and the door to the security center slid open. Mabel, who somehow managed to still look spick and span despite everything, stepped inside. She wore a carefully constructed smile on her face and carried a silver tray in her hands. On it were steaming coffee mugs and a large bread basket full of croissants. 
 
    Penny's stomach growled longingly. 
 
    "I figured you guys must be hungry too," Mabel said as she set the tray down and handed out the coffee.  
 
    She immediately prepared to leave the room again, but Penny held her back.  
 
    "Just a moment, please, Mabel. I'd like to talk to you again about Kristina. She's your friend, after all, and—" 
 
    Penny broke off, hesitating.  
 
    She tried again, saying, "And we have to assume by now, unfortunately, that she didn't just disappear, but deliberately left the house and then participated in Mr. Musgrave's kidnapping last night." 
 
    "Whaaat?" gasped Mable. "Kristina would never do something like that!" 
 
    "How well do you really know her?" Jürgen interjected. "She could have been bribed. For a nice pile of money, some people forget their noblest principles." 
 
    "How would you assess her physical strength and athletic ability?" Joseph asked, joining in the impromptu interrogation. "In your opinion, would Kristina be capable of climbing the terraces? Or of carrying off a grown man?"  
 
    Sam probably felt he needed to contribute as well. "Did Kristina have any friends here at the house, besides you and Ivanka?" 
 
    Instead of trying to answer, Mabel suddenly burst into tears.  
 
    She lowered herself unbidden onto one of the free chairs. The serving tray clattered onto the desk in front of her, and she clapped her palms to her face.  
 
    The next moment she was sobbing as if her heart would break. A flood of words burst out of her.  
 
    "You are doing Kristina an injustice! And she is far from being an athlete of any kind. Something terrible must have happened to her, otherwise she would have contacted me long ago!" 
 
    Jürgen wanted to say something to her. Judging by his expression, his next question was already on the tip of his tongue.  
 
    But Penny shook her head.  
 
    Give her some time to calm down again, she signaled him with a look.  
 
    He understood her immediately.  
 
    Penny wheeled her swivel chair close to Mabel and handed her a tissue. 
 
    The cook dabbed at her eyes, then looked shyly at Penny from the side. She swallowed. There was clearly something on her mind. 
 
    Penny didn't press her, but then she didn't need to. Mable wanted to talk. Fear for her friend was urging her to do so. 
 
    "I kept quiet," she began, barely audibly, "because I didn't want to get Kristina in trouble. You know what I mean? I thought she'd run off, and I didn't want to give her away. But for her not to contact me at all, that doesn't bode well. Something must have happened to her," she repeated firmly. Her tears had dried up, and only the corners of her eyes were still a little moist. 
 
    "What didn't you want to tell us?" asked Penny gently. The men in the room wisely confined themselves to a listening role for now. 
 
    "Kristy is not a kidnapper," Mabel insisted. "She certainly had nothing to do with Mr. Musgrave's disappearance. I'd swear to it!" 
 
    Penny nodded. "Okay … but she did something else?" she fumbled onward. "Something she told you about?" 
 
    Mabel nodded. "We do want to open a bar together—she told you that, didn't she? And with what we're officially making, it would take us years. Kristy didn't want to wait that long." 
 
    So it was all about money once again, Penny thought. What else could it be? What stupid act had Kristina committed in order to enrich herself? 
 
    "It was about Mr. Torres," Mabel said. "He was hitting on Kristina … and she figured she could capitalize on it, you know? She decided to hook up with him and sneak some footage while she was at it, or at least take a few photos with her cell phone. She wanted to show them to him later and demand money for them. A bonus for her silence, that's what she called it. She wouldn’t harm a poor person, she said." 
 
    Mabel gulped and began to fiddle with her dress. She was visibly uncomfortable tattling on her friend. 
 
    "And in case Mr. Torres didn't want to pay?" asked Penny—even though she could already guess the answer. 
 
    "Then Kristina was going to threaten to pass on the pictures to Mrs. Bezant. I didn't think it was a good idea, but I couldn't talk her out of it either. And there's not much to it, is there? I mean, a guy like Mr. Torres, he absolutely deserved it! That disgusting creeper!" 
 
    Blackmail, in other words. For Mabel, this seemed to be a mere peccadillo. And for Kristina, too. 
 
    "Mr. Torres invited Kristina to his suite for the night," Mabel continued. "The day before yesterday, it was. In the afternoon, he hit on her by the pool, and that night she was supposed to join him." 
 
    "And she did?" said Penny. 
 
    Mabel nodded. "The sex was supposedly great, or that's what she told me in the morning. She’d also managed to snap a few very clear photos. But she also figured out that night that the blackmail idea probably wasn't going to work, because Mrs. Bezant didn't care who her husband was fooling around with. Kristy realized that in bed with Mr. Torres; he talked about it openly, even seemed proud that he cheated on his wife more often than she cheated on him." 
 
    The young cook shook her head indignantly. So much wickedness seemed to have gotten to her. 
 
    "So Kristina didn't try to take hush money from Mr. Torres then?" It was Jürgen who now interjected into the conversation.  
 
    Mabel didn't seem to mind. By now she had probably overcome her reservations and was ready to tell everything she knew. It didn’t matter to whom, as long as it helped to find her friend again. 
 
    She shook her head. "No. Kristy left it alone." 
 
    She hesitated for a moment, running her fingers over her eyes once more to wipe away the last of the moisture. Then she glanced around and looked over at the door, as if she feared that her revelations might be overheard by anyone standing outside the security center. 
 
    She lowered her voice. "When Kristy left Mr. Torres's room after having had sex with him—it must have been around three or four in the morning—she happened to observe something. Namely, another couple meeting for a clandestine rendezvous." 
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    Mabel's gaze wandered over the faces of those present. She looked anxious, but she also seemed to be enjoying the fact that she had something really extraordinary to reveal. A sensation—or rather, a scandal. Her round cheeks glowed red like two baked apples. 
 
    "It was Mr. Barnaby whom Kristy saw," she announced, "just slipping out of Mrs. Greta's suite. And he kissed her goodbye! You understand, not the way a stepson kisses his stepmother, but … well, sexually! On the mouth, with tongue and all! You know what I mean." 
 
    For a moment, the room was completely silent.  
 
    Then Sam, Joseph and Jürgen suddenly started talking wildly. Probably none of them had expected this revelation.  
 
    "Unbelievable." 
 
    "No way." 
 
    "What a bitch!" 
 
    "Well, she's really hot, there's no denying that. And way too young for the old man." 
 
    "Yet he only married her for her money. Not because he saw her as a sex kitten, as you might think—due to the age difference, I mean." It was Joseph who’d raised this objection.  
 
    Mabel's revelation seemed to have completely flustered him. He looked as if his eyes were about to fall out of his head. 
 
    "What are you saying?" Jürgen inquired. 
 
    Joseph nodded slowly, then seemed to come to his senses and realized that he had lost his natural reserve. He straightened the tie of his formal suit and cleared his throat. 
 
    "Mrs. Musgrave has complained about it a few times," he said in a more controlled tone, "on the phone with her girlfriends when she thought she was alone. You know she inherited a huge fortune from her father, who was a real estate tycoon or something, and there’s no question she’s pretty, but her marriage to Mr. Musgrave was no doubt purely about fresh capital for his space aspirations in the end. It’s not the great love match she was hoping for, so it's no wonder she's cheating." 
 
    "But not with her own stepson, of all people!" Jürgen was indignant.  
 
    Sam sat silently by. He seemed shocked too, but was keeping himself under control sufficiently to not let slip any derogatory remarks. 
 
    "There is something else," Joseph said, "but you didn’t hear it from me. I also only found out by accident."  
 
    He ran his hand through his hair, suddenly looking even more embarrassed. But like Mabel, he also seemed to be enjoying the gossip.  
 
    "Mrs. Greta didn't marry only for love," he announced. "She also wanted to start a family with her husband. She wanted several children, you see, because she was an only child and had always longed for siblings when she was young. And Mr. Musgrave agreed to it, even though he was … ahem, well, getting on a bit, wasn't he?" 
 
    Sam turned his head away, closing his eyes for a moment. He seemed to already know what Joseph was about to reveal. 
 
    The African-American, however, was not deterred. "Mrs. Greta found out shortly after they were married that her new husband had had a vasectomy. Bam, what a blow! Can you understand now why she doesn't give a damn about him? I mean, if he’d had himself snipped beforehand and just kept it from her—that would be one thing. But he went under the knife after promising her an extended family. After the wedding! He wanted nothing to do with any more children, he just did everything he could to get Greta to marry him, because of the prospective windfall. And he has long since blown it all, they say, it’s gone up in smoke with his rocket prototypes. That's why he had to bring Mrs. Bezant on board. I'd be interested to know what he promised her…" 
 
    Joseph fell silent. He began to massage the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger.  
 
    "Nasty business," he added. "No woman deserves that." 
 
    Penny turned back to Mabel. "So Kristina changed her original plan?" she asked. "Instead of blackmailing Mr. Torres over the night of love they’d just shared, she now set her sights on a much better deal?" 
 
    Mabel nodded hesitantly. "I don't know if she did, whether she actually approached either Mrs. Greta or Mr. Barnaby. But I think she was going to do it." 
 
    "And on the same day she disappeared," Penny reflected aloud. 
 
    Mabel began chewing on her lower lip. "Do you think they did something to her? That's what it looks like, doesn’t it? I can't imagine Kristy would have just taken off…" 
 
    Penny's thoughts began to wander down dark paths. Had one of them—Barnaby or Greta—bumped the pesky little blackmailer off? Or merely threatened her, whereupon she had run away?  
 
    Which, however, led her back to the question of how Kristina had disappeared. Without a coat, without a car…. 
 
    "But you mustn't let on to anyone that I told you all this," Mabel said abruptly. "Otherwise I might get in trouble too!" 
 
    "Don't worry," Penny promised her, "we'll keep it under wraps."  
 
    Mable eyed her critically. "You think Kristy's dead, don't you? Admit it, I can see it in your face!" Her tone shifted and she became weepy again. 
 
    Penny gently put a hand on her shoulder.  
 
    "I don't know, Mabel. But honestly, I have no idea how we can find your friend either. Give us some time, okay? We need to see what we can get out of Barnaby and Greta." 
 
    This was going to be tricky, and Penny knew it. 
 
    Mabel nodded a few times, then with stiffened fingers she grabbed the silver tray she had brought in and trudged out of the security center. 
 
    The door had barely closed behind her when Sam asked, "So what do we do now? Do you think we can trust her? What if she made up this whole story?" 
 
    "What would she have to gain from that?" said Jürgen. "She seems genuinely concerned about her friend, I think." 
 
    "Agreed," Sam conceded, but Joseph contradicted him.  
 
    "She could also be in cahoots with Kristina—and with Musgrave's kidnappers—and just trying to pull the wool over our eyes."  
 
    He seemed to consider something for a moment, then added, "Or how about this: Kristina just made it all up. She wanted to give her friend a wild story about Mrs. Greta and Musgrave Junior—to make herself feel important?" 
 
    "The fact remains that Kristina has disappeared," Jürgen said. He glanced at Penny. "And I think we should check up on Greta and Barnaby anyway. What do you think?" 
 
    Penny nodded, wanting to say something, but Joseph beat her to it: "Those two are our employers now, aren't they? I mean, if Mr. Musgrave is dead, which we can't rule out." 
 
    "I'll enquire about the substitution and inheritance arrangements in the family," Penny said.  
 
    And perhaps I’ll take the opportunity to find out whether there really is any truth in this alleged affair between Greta and Barnaby, she added in her thoughts. If so, had Musgrave Senior possibly found out about the two of them? And been marked for death because of it?  
 
    Hmm, that was perhaps a bit too hasty a theory. 
 
    Joseph stood up. "I'm going to take a nap now. I can barely think straight. Be back in action this afternoon, okay?" 
 
    "Sure, man," Jürgen said. He also stood up, and followed Joseph toward the door.  
 
    "I'll check on Roberta," he said. "I think she could use a break, too. You'll talk to the Musgraves in the meantime, Penny? See if they're still at breakfast." 
 
    "Sure, will do," Penny said.  
 
    She was actually about to leave right after Jürgen, but then she noticed that Sam was sitting transfixed is his chair, staring at the ceiling. 
 
    So she stepped back and turned to him. "Are you all right, Sam? You should get some rest too, and then take over again later, preferably when your reinforcements arrive from America. I suppose you want to brief your colleagues yourself? Or do you think Mr. Musgrave Junior would like to do that?" 
 
    "What? Huh, yeah … no problem." 
 
    He looked as if he hadn’t understood a word. 
 
    Penny glanced at him questioningly, and that finally caused him to jump to his feet.  
 
    "Sorry," he said, "as a professional I shouldn't allow my emotions to affect my work, but this thing with Mr. Musgrave … the fact that we don't know what has happened to him or even if he's still alive … that bothers me. I mean, he's certainly no angel, I'm not saying he is, but I've been with him for such a long time and he's always treated me well. Respectfully, you know. He's a friend, and I worry about him." 
 
    Penny nodded in understanding. "I can appreciate that," she said. "But anyway, Sam, get some sleep. It'll do you good, believe me. We may need all our strength before this is over."
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    Upstairs in the dining room, the members of the family and their houseguests were all sitting together, eating breakfast. When Penny entered the room, most were only staring into their coffee cups; conversation at the table didn't seem to have gotten off the ground.  
 
    Roberta sat right at Jane Bezant's side, and in the immediate vicinity of Greta Musgrave, whose reservations regarding the presence of security personnel seemed to have been overcome once and for all. 
 
    Jürgen had just leaned over to Roberta and was communicating with her in a low whisper. Presumably he wanted to persuade her to get some rest and put Jane's safety in his hands for a few hours. Would he be successful? 
 
    Penny sat down on a free chair and spontaneously asked a question to the table at large. With such a procedure one did not always get the most open answers, but on the other hand one had the opportunity to observe the reactions of different people at once.  
 
    "How is business actually conducted when Mr. Musgrave is absent?" she asked. "Who represents him in his two companies?" 
 
    It was a euphemism, of course. Everyone in the room was aware that Musgrave was not merely absent.  
 
    Barnaby, looking as rumpled as if he hadn't slept a wink all night, took the floor. "I'm filling in for Dad at the auction house. Cherry would have been the chair of the Pilgrim Corporation." 
 
    Penny didn't miss the subjunctive. Would have been the chair.  
 
    "And now, after the Bezant Aerospace merger?" she asked. 
 
    Jane picked up on her cue.  
 
    "Now I'm in charge of representation," she said tersely. "Why are you so interested, Miss Küfer?" Her tone was not unfriendly, but definitely suspicious. 
 
    Penny didn't give her an answer—instead, she turned to Cherry: "As your father's personal attorney, I'm sure you can tell us how Mr. Musgrave settled his will." 
 
    She was aware that she was entering very delicate territory with this question. She was implying, in a barely veiled way, that she thought Mr. Musgrave might be dead. Not just kidnapped. But it was no use beating around the bush; the heir to his fortune directly profited from his death.  
 
    Although—if Mabel wasn't lying—there could well be other motives at play in Musgrave's disappearance.  
 
    Jealousy.  
 
    Love, if one could speak of it in this case.  
 
    Each just as old and conventional a motive as money when it came to committing a murder. And with every hour that passed, the probability that Musgrave had been merely kidnapped decreased. If that were indeed the case, someone would have come forward with a hefty ransom demand long ago. 
 
    Cherry Musgrave was not willing to answer Penny's question about her father's will. "That's none of your business," she returned sharply.  
 
    Jane Bezant, however, was quick to stab Cherry in the back.  
 
    "Oh, don't make such a fuss! Just because you're a high and mighty lawyer doesn’t mean you have to be so secretive about it! I'm sure Miss Küfer is just doing her job—although I don't see how her questions could help save Mr. Musgrave myself." 
 
    She gave Penny an inquiring look. "Well, I can only speak for Pilgrim, of course, in which I am now an equal partner. For this company, we made it so that if one partner died, the other would inherit their shares—mutually, of course. We decided on this so that our legacy would be secure. Pilgrim is meant to outlive our mortal lifespans and pave the way for humanity to reach the stars." 
 
    This was most unexpected. So Jane would inherit a substantial fortune upon Musgrave's demise. Pilgrim Corporation was a billion-dollar company that now had an excellent market position thanks to the merger. It could be argued that it was virtually unrivaled, apart from government space programs. 
 
    "Can you at least confirm this arrangement, Miss Musgrave?" Penny turned to Cherry again. 
 
    The latter nodded barely noticeably, but gave Jane an openly venomous look. 
 
    "And you were aware of that, too, Mr. Musgrave?" 
 
    Barnaby made a snide hand gesture. "Of course. Dad made no secret of it; he knew very well I’m no astronaut. I'll inherit the auction house, before you bother to ask, and Greta and Cherry get my father's personal fortune. Equal shares. None of us will go hungry should anything happen to Dad." 
 
    With these words he rose from the table and left the dining room. Greta Musgrave followed close behind him. 
 
    His mistress? Penny thought. Could that really be true? The two of them acted outwardly as if they were at enmity with each other—the son who didn't like the new stepmother. And Greta wasn't exactly showering Barnaby with affection either. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Penny turned to Cherry, and asked to talk to her one on one. Or rather two on one, because Jürgen was also going to be there.  
 
    The lawyer seemed to have little desire to do so, but then abruptly agreed, even though she grimaced as if she had bitten into a lemon. 
 
    "What more do you want to know?" she asked, as soon as Penny and Jürgen had stepped out with her onto the dining room terrace. A red-hot outdoor heater and the morning sun provided enough warmth that it was possible to stand there for a few minutes without a coat. The fresh cool air did Penny good, and gave her spirits a boost again.  
 
    Nevertheless, she urgently needed to get some sleep if she wanted to investigate successfully. The night had brought only a hundred questions and hardly any rest. But now it was time to get to the bottom of what was driving Musgrave’s daughter.  
 
    Penny had to find out about the phone call Roberta had overheard, during which Cherry had spoken about how much she hated her father, how he ought to pay—for whatever it might be—and how she couldn't wait to be rid of him.  
 
    "We're just trying to find your father," Penny said, emphasizing a respectful attitude to the dismissive young lawyer. "That's certainly in your best interest, wouldn’t you say? If you have nothing to hide, no grudge against him…" 
 
    Cherry suddenly laughed harshly. "No grudge against him? I loathe him. He's ruining my life!" 
 
    Her eyes narrowed into slits. "What am I saying? Not just my life; he treats all of us like slaves. The family, his employees, anyone who comes near him—he only seems to care about his techs and the security guys—for their toughness, or whatever else he sees in them. Although come to think of it, if one of them were to make the slightest mistake, he'd make him a head shorter too." 
 
    She emitted a bitter laugh. "You're amazed, aren't you? But I'm not going to pretend to care about Dad just because he's been kidnapped … or murdered, even. He can rot in hell for all I care! I won’t so much as shed a tear for him." 
 
    She leaned forward, clasped her hands together in front of her chest, and glared belligerently at Penny. "If you quote me on that, anywhere, I'll sue you until you can't remember your own name. Just so we're clear!" 
 
    She fell silent. Her breathing was labored. 
 
    Penny didn't comment on Cherry's threat. Instead, she gave the lawyer a moment to calm down.  
 
    Then she asked, "What exactly do you mean by that? How is your father ruining your life?" 
 
    Cherry snorted. "I could give you umpteen examples, and not just of a professional nature. Also as far as my love life is concerned." 
 
    She took a deep breath, then continued in a slightly less aggressive tone: "Two years ago, I got engaged. To a really great man—his name was Nils. He came from a pretty humble background, but he was so smart … and loving. I kept our relationship a secret, knowing full well that Dad would ruin it for me. But then, when Nils and I were about to get married, I did tell him. The biggest mistake of my life! Do you know what my father did? He insisted Nils wasn't for me, that he was only after our family fortune. First he tried to get him to break off the engagement with a bribe. Then when Nils stood firm, he outright threatened him. Dad told him that if he didn't get out of my life immediately and forever, it would be detrimental to his health. And so in the end, Nils did what he wanted. I guess he didn't want to put himself through suffering that kind of father-in-law after all." 
 
    She ran her hands through her hair. "And I don't think anyone could blame him for it." 
 
    For a moment, the only sound was the whirring of the space heater on the terrace. Cherry turned away, toward the snowy mountain peaks that could be seen on the horizon this bright morning.  
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    When Cherry turned back again, she seemed surprised to see Penny still standing in front of her. It was obvious that the memories she had just lost herself in were immediate and painful for her even now. 
 
    But in the next moment she had already fully regained her composure. "I’m sorry," she said curtly. "I don't even know why I bothered you with this. My delightful family is really not your problem." 
 
    Penny decided to cut straight to the chase. "You were overheard talking about getting rid of your father, Miss Musgrave. I want him to pay, you said." 
 
    Cherry stiffened.  
 
    "Who told you that?" At the same moment she raised her hands and shrugged dramatically. "Oh, what do I care? I don't deny it. And I'm not sorry for my words either. Not one bit! But if you think I ordered my father's murder during that phone call, you're barking up the wrong tree." 
 
    "Then would you please tell me what the conversation was about?" 
 
    Cherry pursed her lips. The look she gave Penny left absolutely no doubt as to how much she now detested this conversation. She could have simply turned away and left the terrace—since Penny was not an official, authorized police investigator, she had no way of pressuring a witness, or even a suspect. And the lawyer certainly knew that. 
 
    Nevertheless, Cherry eventually condescended to provide an explanation.  
 
    "Oh, what the heck. You're just doing your job, aren't you? The old man paid you to save his ass. And maybe you'll be good at it and actually manage to find him again. I just honestly hope it will be his dead body!" 
 
    Penny heard Jürgen suck in his breath next to her. They were really harsh words from a daughter about her father. 
 
    Cherry crossed her arms in front of her chest again. "The phone call you mentioned was with the head of a renowned New York law firm. I was offered a partnership there, and I accepted. I saw it as a chance to finally get away from my father, to finally rid myself of him, as I put it during the conversation in question. That's what your informant heard." 
 
    "And how would that make your father pay?" 
 
    "Oh, it's going to hit him when I leave, and where it will hurt him the most: financially. That's what I meant by that. It's the only form of revenge I can take on him. It may sound arrogant, but I'm very good at my job and I've spent years immersing myself in my father’s affairs, particularly those of his company. It won't be easy to find a suitable successor for me, especially one who will put up with so much and yet be one hundred percent loyal. And as belligerent as Dad is, the head of his legal department is one of his busiest and most important employees. He's going to lose out in court to his enemies more often than not if I don't stand by him anymore. And it’s going to cost him millions!" 
 
    She grinned wolfishly, obviously satisfied that she would be able to harm her father. The fact that he might already have been dead for a while didn't seem to bother her. 
 
    But did that make her a murderer? 
 
    "And the rest of your family, does your father treat them in the same, um, unappreciative way?" asked Penny. 
 
    Cherry burst into rumbling laughter.  
 
    "Oh man, I love your careful phrasing, Miss Küfer! Unappreciative. Greta he married because she's a rich heiress. He doesn't love her—can't love at all, if you ask me—he cares for absolutely no one apart from his spaceships, of course. And my brother, he makes him toil like a galley slave and hampers him at every turn by constantly withdrawing capital from the auction house, only to invest it in the very latest rocket engine. In my eyes Barnaby is a hero for not having thrown in the towel yet." 
 
    She stared once more over at the mountain peaks in the distance, then said almost politely, "Now, if you'll excuse me," and with that she left the terrace. 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Do you accept her explanation for the phone call?" Penny asked Jürgen once they were alone again. 
 
    "Hmm, if you ask me she sounded quite convincing." 
 
    "Yeah, to me too." 
 
    "But we can't forget that she's a lawyer, so she's probably one hell of a showman.”  
 
    Jürgen sighed. "This is the purest maze. Is it always like this with murder cases? I haven't been involved in that many yet—actually only in the one, with you. On the Occident Express." 
 
    He gave her a smile, even though it seemed rather strained. "The investigation back then was quite fascinating. I'd like to go in that direction, too—professionally, I mean. I want to investigate murders, just like you do. But this…"  
 
    He tensed his shoulders. "What a damn mess!" 
 
    "That's the way it often is, I'm afraid," Penny said. "At least at the beginning of the investigation." 
 
    In her mind she added: sometimes even up until the very end. 
 
    "Everyone seems to hate Mr. Musgrave," Jürgen said. "The daughter would love to see him dead, the wife is carrying on with her stepson … and not to mention, Mrs. Bezant inherits his shares in Pilgrim Corporation when he dies. A billion-dollar fortune!" 
 
    "And sole decision-making power over the future of the company," Penny added. "Or a majority of the votes, anyway. So now she can realize her plans for bases on Mars or other planets, instead of relying on Musgrave's idea of colony ships in space." 
 
    "That's right. The two of them were anything but in agreement about exactly how the conquest of space should proceed. Disputes would have been inevitable, if you ask me. But can you really be so brazen as to murder your partner on the very day of the company merger?" 
 
    "Jane and Roberta were in Jane's suite at the time Musgrave disappeared. But all we have is their word for that," Penny said. "Jane may have actually crept down to the basement and sabotaged the power there, while Roberta ran up to Musgrave's suite, took out Sam and knocked Musgrave out. After that, all she had to do was drag him out onto the terrace and push him over the railing into the depths. She has the stature and strength to commit a murder like that." 
 
    "Indeed she has," Jürgen said. "And she's as devoted to her boss as an attack dog." 
 
      
 
      
 
    Penny and Jürgen decided to lie down for a few hours after their almost sleepless night. In the evening, when the additional security team from the US would start work, they wanted to be fit for another night shift and give their colleagues all the help they could.  
 
    During the day the murderer, whom they now thought more and more likely to be in their midst, would probably not strike again—apart from the fact that he had no reason to kill anyone else. All he had to do now was avoid being connected with the disappearance of Egon Musgrave, and then he would be safe. 
 
    Roberta, who’d refused to rest, took it upon herself, accompanied by Alfons, to keep watch in the house for the rest of the morning. Jane had to force her to finally leave her side, but Roberta seemed to resign herself to it.  
 
    Her attorney, Harrington, announced his intention to work with Jane to settle pending corporate matters. "Some office work," as he put it. So at least the two would not be alone in their rooms. 
 
    Mabel devoted herself to preparing lunch, Ivanka cleaned up in the guest rooms, and Ricardo Torres announced that he wanted to spend the morning at the pool.  
 
    By the time Penny crawled under the covers, completely wiped out, she was confident that everyone in the house was safe. 
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    It seemed to Penny that she had been asleep for twenty minutes at most when her phone rang. 
 
    In fact, it was already 1:30 p.m., as she was forced to realize after a glance at her cell phone display. 
 
    Joseph was on the line. Even half asleep, you could tell from his voice that something was wrong.  
 
    "Penny, we have a problem," he began, then immediately got to the point. "Mr. Musgrave Junior—he's gone missing too." 
 
      
 
      
 
    Five minutes later, the entire security team had gathered in Barnaby's suite. The patio door stood open, which by now was a familiar picture in this house of misfortune. 
 
    Sam looked sleepy; he must have been dragged out of bed by Joseph, just like Penny.  
 
    Roberta and Alfons, who had been on duty for the last few hours, could only stare at each other wordlessly. Roberta's face clearly showed that she considered Barnaby's disappearance a personal defeat. Alfons just looked like a young deer blinded by headlights after having run in front of a car. 
 
    Jürgen ran out onto the terrace, where the sun was shining down warmly and kindly that afternoon.  
 
    Penny followed him, but kept away from the glass railing. The view into the abyss had again triggered in her a fear of heights.  
 
    "Is this the way he is supposed to have escaped?" she asked.  
 
    She gave Jürgen an incredulous look. The terrace was free of snow, so there were no telltale footprints. And getting down onto the ground from here required even better climbing skills than up on the roof by Musgrave's master suite. No other terrace was within reach, and the sober modern glass façade offered no support for a climb. 
 
    "Escaped?" Joseph repeated. "Why should Mr. Barnaby escape? He was kidnapped, just like his father—or possibly murdered!" 
 
    Penny nodded. Now was not the time for a discussion.  
 
    She gave Jürgen an inconspicuous glance, and registered that, unlike Joseph, he could understand her thoughts very well. Barnaby and Greta, who were secret lovers, had had a motive to kill Egon. Whether it was because they wanted to get rid of him and inherit his money, or because he had discovered their relationship and threatened them in turn.  
 
    The fact that Barnaby had now vanished fitted into the picture, at least halfway. If he had indeed murdered his father then he had probably run away by now, so as not to be arrested by the police. 
 
    No, Penny interrupted her train of thought. That didn't really make sense. No one had anything on Barnaby—neither she as hired security, nor the police. 
 
    And even if the relationship with his stepmother became public knowledge, that did not mean that he could be proven guilty of his father's murder. By fleeing at the present time, he would only have drawn unnecessary attention to himself.  
 
    So had Barnaby been kidnapped or killed after all—by the same assassin who had already attacked his father?  
 
    Penny no longer knew what to think. Jürgen was right: this case was the purest maze. 
 
    "How did you discover that Mr. Barnaby had disappeared?" she asked, turning to Joseph. "You weren't on duty this afternoon, were you?" 
 
    He shook his head. "No, I was asleep. Mr. Barnaby called me." 
 
    "And what did he want?" asked Penny. 
 
    "I don't know—by the time I answered, he had already hung up on me. It must have taken me a while to wake up," he added apologetically. "Although actually I think I was awake right away, right from the very first ring. I'm a very light sleeper. A side effect of my job, I'd say. Well anyway, whatever. I called him right back, but he didn't pick up. You see, that's when he must have been attacked!" 
 
    Joseph stepped up next to Jürgen at the railing—seemingly free of a sense of vertigo—and stared into the depths.  
 
    "No, I don't think we're dealing with a kidnapping at all," he said. "There's no way down from here. I'm sure the assassin just pushed Mr. Barnaby over the railing, the perfect way to kill someone without having to use a gun. And the body's disposed of for now, too. It’ll take a while to find anyone down there." 
 
    He pointed with his index finger to the treetops and rocky outcrops that could be made out on the bluff below the house.  
 
    No path cut through this wilderness, and no hiker would happen to pass through here and discover a corpse. You would have to be specifically looking for it. But the police—and the private search teams that would soon join them—were not yet out to recover a dead body. They were searching for a kidnap victim. Penny was almost certain by now that they would not find anything. 
 
    "I came here immediately," Joseph said, "when I couldn't reach Mr. Barnaby by telephone, and then I alerted you when I saw he was gone and the balcony door was standing open." 
 
    "He's definitely not somewhere in the house," Roberta interjected. "If he were, we would have seen him."  
 
    Alfons nodded silently in agreement. Penny almost felt sorry for the young man; he had certainly imagined his first big weekend as an assistant security guard differently. 
 
    "Where is Mrs. Musgrave?" Penny asked her colleagues. 
 
    "In her room," Roberta answered promptly. "Anyway, she was there fifteen or twenty minutes ago. She wanted to get some rest." 
 
    "Was she here in Barnaby's suite at any point within the last few hours?" 
 
    Alfons took the floor: "Yes! Shortly before noon, I saw her go into his room.” 
 
    "And how long did she stay in here with him?" asked Penny. 
 
    Alfons grimaced as if he had been reprimanded. "I'm afraid I don't know. After all I was making my rounds, just walking along. I really thought no evil of her visit." 
 
    "It's okay," Penny said. "Maybe it doesn't mean anything. Did you see anyone else on your rounds?" 
 
    Alfons nodded dutifully. "I did! Ivanka came up here to Mr. Barnaby's room with a tray. She's doing room service now instead of Kristina. That was around 10:30, I think. That seemed harmless enough to me, too." 
 
    "Ten-thirty?" interjected Roberta. "I saw Ivanka leave Mr. Barnaby's suite, but by then it must have been past twelve. What was she doing in here so long? We should ask her that!" 
 
    "Will do," Penny replied. "Have you seen anyone else? Now, recently, maybe? Barnaby's attacker must have gotten into the room somehow." 
 
    "I wasn't around," Alfons said.  
 
    "Neither was I,"—this from Roberta—"and I don't have to tell you how big this house is. You can't be everywhere at once," she added in a guilty tone. 
 
    "We need to inform the rest of the family of Mr. Barnaby's disappearance," Sam cut in. "And as soon as our backup team arrives—" 
 
    "About his murder, you mean to say," Roberta interrupted.  
 
    She glanced at Penny. "Or do you really think he escaped through the house? Then the open patio door could just be a red herring. But why would he make off like that?" 
 
    Penny said nothing in reply. 
 
    "Who would have murdered him?" interjected Joseph. "And for what reason? Do you think he knew something? Saw something … when his father was kidnapped? Or do you think he was murdered, too?" 
 
    "That's what we need to find out," Penny said. "Can you guys secure the house? So someone else doesn't disappear? And I'll talk to some people—or rather, shall we?"  
 
    She looked at Jürgen. "Will you come with me?" 
 
    "Of course. If you’ll be taking on a murderer, I certainly won't leave you by yourself!" 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Let's start with Greta," Penny said, as the two of them separated from the others and hurried swiftly down one of the hallways.  
 
    "Did she kill Barnaby, do you think?" asked Jürgen. "Her lover? Maybe she just used him to get rid of her husband, to collect her inheritance, or rather to get revenge for the fact that Egon only married her for her money. And afterwards, when she didn't need Barnaby anymore, she killed him too." 
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    Penny and Jürgen did not find Greta in her suite, which at first put the two of them into a fresh state of alarm. After a few radio calls between the security staff, however, they tracked Mrs. Musgrave to the lounge, where she had just arrived.  
 
    The villa really was a damn labyrinth, Penny thought, where you never knew who was going where and via which stairwell or which hallway. Or who was taking the elevator, because there was also that possibility. To actually monitor the house seamlessly, you would probably have needed a good dozen people—or a few well-placed cameras, but they were of course undesirable. 
 
    Several people were sitting together in the lounge in one of the large seating areas: Greta and Cherry Musgrave, as well as Mabel, the cook, and Ivanka, the cleaning lady, who by now was also entirely filling Kristina's role as maid and waitress. The barriers between houseguests and staff had apparently fallen away—at least temporarily. 
 
    Just as Penny and Jürgen entered the room, Ivanka was pouring tea for everyone from a large porcelain pot.  
 
    Not thirty seconds after they’d arrived, Sam also came in. He had probably taken it upon himself to keep an eye on things on this floor and now found himself where all his charges were sitting together. And before Penny and Jürgen could join the others, the door opened one more time. Jane Bezant appeared, with Roberta once again hard on her heels. 
 
    Jane settled down with the other women and gave Penny an expectant look, while her bodyguard preferred to remain standing near the door. Sam and Jürgen pulled up two fauteuils and took seats near Penny. 
 
    At first glance, the five very different women Penny was now sitting with reminded her of a ladies' get-together, but you could tell they were anything but happy and relaxed. 
 
    If Greta Musgrave was indeed a murderer, she must have a lot of acting talent at the same time. When Penny reported Barnaby's disappearance, she not only burst into tears, but also began to shake all over. It looked as if she was suffering from fevered chills. 
 
    "Barnaby?" she breathed in a sepulchral voice. "Oh no, that's not possible!" 
 
    "We're about to inform the police, Mrs. Musgrave," Sam cut in. "With your permission. And our colleagues from the United States should be with us in a few hours. We'll find Mr. Barnaby."  
 
    Sam couldn't possibly be as confident as he sounded.  
 
    Penny wondered what story would be given to the police this time—the whole truth at last? She doubted it. 
 
    Was it wise of Sam to give Greta and the others too much hope that this series of kidnappings would end well? If it were one, which Penny now no longer truly believed. 
 
    She regarded Mrs. Musgrave in silence. Greta actually seemed to love the man who was officially her stepson, and cared for him much more than for her husband. Or was this just an act? Had she killed Barnaby, because he had eliminated her husband for her and had possibly developed remorse? 
 
    But one thing was obvious: Greta could not possibly have hoisted Barnaby over the glass railing of his suite’s terrace and pushed him into the abyss. Even if she had managed to stun him first, Penny simply didn't think she had the physical strength to lift a full-grown man. 
 
    To her surprise it was Jane Bezant, of all people, who asked the tricky question that was next on the tip of her tongue: "If something were to happen to Barnaby, who would actually inherit Musgrave's auction house? Assuming for a moment that Musgrave Senior is dead and his son has already succeeded to the estate. Surely Barnaby has also made a will?" 
 
    Cherry shrugged her shoulders. Jane's brutal frankness didn't seem to bother her.  
 
    "I don't know," she said. "I guess Barnaby settled that with his own lawyer." 
 
    This time she did not invoke discretion or attorney-client privilege; she actually seemed uninformed. 
 
    Greta on the other hand looked as if she might very well be able to give Jane an answer, but finally contented herself with squeezing out a feeble, "I don't know either." 
 
    "You saw Barnaby just before noon, didn't you, Mrs. Musgrave?" Penny continued her questioning. "You went to see him in his suite." 
 
    Greta nodded absently, but offered no explanation as to what she had wanted with her stepson. Penny had to probe gently first.  
 
    "Do I need a reason if I want to see him?" Greta exclaimed abruptly. "He's my stepson—his father has been kidnapped. My husband! I just couldn't stand being alone in my room anymore. That's all!" 
 
    "I understand," Penny said. "Can you estimate how long you stayed with him? And did you meet anyone else in the corridor on the way to or from his room?" 
 
    "His captor, you mean?" Greta's eyes widened. "No, there was no one there. And I stayed with Barnaby for ten or fifteen minutes, tops." 
 
    "Did he seem anxious or agitated?" Jürgen interposed. "Did he hint at anything that he was worried about?" 
 
    "You mean apart from having his father torn away from him?" Greta's voice almost broke. She seemed completely changed now, quite in disarray. 
 
    Penny couldn't help feeling that this woman knew something, something she was hiding. But for the moment—in front of all these people—there was probably nothing more to be gotten out of her. 
 
    She turned to Ivanka, who was clutching her teacup with both hands, as if trying to warm herself with it. She was neatly dressed as always, but there was fear in her eyes. It was unmistakable. 
 
    "You served Mr. Barnaby something in his room in the morning, didn't you?" asked Penny. 
 
    Ivanka's head bobbed up and down. "He wanted a beer, and I brought it to him." 
 
    "Okay. And then … what did you talk about?" 
 
    "Nothing at all," Ivanka said. "I left right away." 
 
    "We have witnesses who say otherwise," Jürgen intervened. His tone sounded sharp. 
 
    Ivanka raised her eyebrows, looking intimidated. "What? No, that's not true!" 
 
    After a brief awkward silence, while Jürgen and Ivanka stared at each other, a realization seemed to come to her.  
 
    "I went back to see him later!" she blurted out. "When I was cleaning the rooms. Most of the guests had sent me away, wanting their peace, but Mr. Barnaby let me in. He asked me to clean up in the bathroom and make his bed. He didn't want me to vacuum, though." 
 
    She looked challengingly at Jürgen. "And after that I left again right away!" 
 
    "Did you see anyone near his room?" asked Penny. "In the hallway, or in the stairwell?" 
 
    Ivanka shook her head. "Nope. There was no one there—except for you security people, of course. Roberta I saw." She nodded her head toward the door where Jane Bezant's bodyguard had taken up position.  
 
    At that moment, Jürgen's cell phone rang.  
 
    He pulled it out of his pocket and swiped the display.  
 
    "The local head of mountain rescue," he explained before taking the call. "Hopefully she has some good news for us." 
 
    Jürgen spoke only a few curt words into the phone. "Really…? When…? Where did you say?" 
 
    He listened wordlessly for a while, then said, "Okay, thanks for the info. This changes everything of course."  
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    Jürgen hung up. His expression had changed—he looked at Penny as if he had seen a ghost.  
 
    "Kristina," he began. "They found her body. On the slope, a good five hundred meters below us. It was pure coincidence; a hunting dog tracked her down. He ran away from his master, probably because he had sniffed out the body. The man followed him, cursing, through the rough terrain … and found Kristina." 
 
    A startled murmur went through the circle of women. Mabel burst into tears.  
 
    Ivanka dug out a handkerchief and handed it to her wordlessly, and Cherry Musgrave patted the cook's arm in a helpless gesture. She herself had turned white as a sheet. 
 
    "Do they know yet how Kristina died?" Penny asked Jürgen. She let her gaze wander over those present. But no one conspicuously betrayed him or herself by look or gesture; they all acted as if the death of the maid had come as a complete surprise to them. 
 
    "The autopsy is still pending, of course," Jürgen said, "but the head of the mountain rescue—who was herself present when the body was recovered—said that Kristina must have fallen. From a great height. Those were her exact words."  
 
    He gave Penny a meaningful look. Then he continued, "Oh, and one more thing: Kristina has been dead for about twenty-four hours. We'll know more about that after the autopsy, too…" 
 
    "…but it means that she was already dead yesterday, during the day," Penny finished his sentence. "Before Mr. Musgrave was attacked at night." 
 
    "Right. So Kristina couldn't possibly have been responsible for that." 
 
    Penny nodded. "And I don't think she spontaneously left for a climbing trip yesterday at noon and then fell—without a jacket and proper gear." 
 
    "No, she would never have done that," Mable cried in a tear-stained voice. She was sitting curled up, and couldn't stop crying.  
 
    Ivanka handed her another handkerchief, although she looked as if she would start crying herself at any moment. 
 
    "So Kristina was pushed into the depths from one of our terraces," Jürgen concluded. "And by someone here in the house. She was not a kidnapper, but a victim." 
 
    "But who would kill her?" cried Ivanka. "And why? After all, she never hurt anyone!" 
 
    Mabel sobbed again, then abruptly turned her head toward Greta Musgrave and glared at her. She wanted to say something to her, but only gasped shakily. Several times she opened and closed her mouth, but no words passed her lips.  
 
    Ivanka hugged her and tried to calm her down. 
 
    Jürgen turned to Penny. "Kristina knew too much, I think, didn't she?" 
 
    Penny spontaneously decided to take a shot in the dark. A picture began to form in her mind, an idea of who was actually responsible for Musgrave's disappearance, and why. Or rather for Musgrave's death, because by now she didn't believe for a second that the billionaire had actually been abducted. He was certainly lying crushed on the mountainside below the villa as well, and if he was eventually found, the marks on his body would be similar to those discovered on Kristina. Falling from a great height would also be the cause of death in his case, when the coroner finally completed the autopsy. 
 
    A rapid succession of thoughts whirred through Penny's head, butut she didn't have anything concrete in hand just yet. In situations like this sometimes it could be useful to make wild accusations—and then observe how the individuals present reacted to them. The innocent and the guilty.  
 
    She turned jerkily to Greta Musgrave. "Kristina had to die because she saw something," she began.  
 
    She took a breath and only now realized how violently her pulse was beating, but she wasn’t going to let that stop her.  
 
    Instead, she specified: "Because Kristina saw you. How you were visited late at night by your lover. By Barnaby, your stepson." 
 
    Greta let out a startled cry.  
 
    "What, no, I—" she stammered, but Penny cut her short.  
 
    "Kristina was trying to blackmail you, wasn’t she? And so you decided to make her the scapegoat for the crime you had already planned with Barnaby. The murder of your husband." 
 
    "Are you crazy, Miss Küfer? I—" 
 
    "You made your own tracks in the snow in front of your terrace. You had all the time in the world to leave your suite that way in the evening. And you paid attention to details, at least at the beginning. You stepped harder, took smaller steps, so that later it would look as if a kidnapper had carried you off. You walked until you reached a rocky plateau, where the trail was then allowed to end. You turned around on the plateau, where you left no footprints, and returned to your suite. Later, you pricked your arm with a syringe or simply a sewing needle—to pretend you were anesthetized. As I said, you paid attention even to small details to make your little exhibition believable. After that, you opened the patio door and crawled under the bed. Only then did you let out a scream to alert us. And we promptly followed your lead and started chasing after your alleged kidnapper, who never actually existed. It was a mere diversion so that the security personnel were out of the way while the actual victim, your husband, was to be carried off. You may have married him for love, but he only wanted your money for his ambitions of space exploration. And he lied and cheated you regarding your plans for a big family. He trampled on your desire to have children, didn't he?" 
 
    Greta was gasping for breath. She was red to the roots of her hair.  
 
    "How dare you," she hissed at Penny. It was obvious she wanted to say much more, but her voice died away after just those few words. She began to tremble all over her body. 
 
    Penny was hoping that Greta might break down at any moment and then incriminate herself with some wild statement in the heat of the moment. 
 
    But a change had also taken place in Cherry Musgrave. She sat bolt upright, puffed out her cheeks, and slapped the coffee table with the flat of her hand. Her eyes were narrow and dark with anger.  
 
    "Is that true?" she snapped at Greta. "You were screwing Barnaby? You disgusting bitch! And then you killed them both? First Dad and now my brother?"  
 
    She leaped up, no doubt to pounce on Greta. The latter threw up her hands defensively and ducked away. 
 
    Sam intervened, getting a hold of Cherry's arms just before she could lash out at Greta.  
 
    He was breathing heavily, but his facial expression betrayed no emotion. With a rough push, he returned Cherry to her place on the sofa.  
 
    "Now let's all calm down, shall we," he said, "and think for a second." 
 
    He turned to Penny. "I’m sorry, Miss Küfer, but you're spouting absolute nonsense. How on earth is Mrs. Musgrave supposed to have pushed a grown man over the terrace railing? Look at her—she just doesn't have the strength." 
 
    He stared at Penny reprovingly.  
 
    She did not contradict him; of course, she was aware that he was right in making this objection. 
 
    Greta was crying now. She hung limply on her chair like a discarded doll and stammered unintelligible words. 
 
    The woman was on the verge of losing all control of herself. If Penny was relentless now and probed a little further, Greta would slip up. In the end, she might even confess everything she knew.  
 
    But it didn't come to that, because Sam grabbed Greta roughly under the arms and heaved her off the sofa.  
 
    "Come on, Mrs. Musgrave, I'll take you to your suite. You can get some rest there." Penny earned another angry look from the American. 
 
    "Thank you, Sam," Greta sobbed. She got to her feet, and immediately stumbled—leaning on his arm—toward the door.  
 
    No one stopped them. 
 
    Jane Bezant rose as well. She straightened her shoulders, avoided Penny's gaze, and turned to Jürgen imperiously.  
 
    "We're going to leave," she said, addressing Roberta as well, who by now was standing right behind her.  
 
    Jürgen was about to say something in reply, but she was already continuing: "You and your colleagues will be working with the extended security team we are expecting from the US today."  
 
    It was an order, no question. Jane was already talking as if she had taken the lead, now that both Egon and Barnaby Musgrave could no longer do so.  
 
    "And the police…" she considered for a moment, "well, we'll probably have to get them more involved now, too. But may I remind you that discretion—" 
 
    "You're not going anywhere," Jürgen interrupted her.  
 
    Penny was taken aback by his gruff tone. But the worse things got in the house, the more Jürgen seemed to find his strength, his self-confidence. Even though he might be inexperienced in solving murders, at the same time he was in his element. There was no mistaking that. 
 
    Jane Bezant frowned in surprise. "Excuse me? You don't really think you can dictate to me—" 
 
    Again Jürgen interrupted her: "I can and I will. I am responsible for the security in this house. We now know that Kristina was killed, by someone who is here among us. And Mr. Musgrave Junior has been as well. Not to mention Mr. Musgrave Senior. Discretion or not, we're now clearly dealing with a murder case, which means we have to get the police involved. And let them know what's going on. And until then, please, everyone needs to stay in the house." 
 
    Even though he had woven in the word "please," his look left no doubt that he would use force to stop Mrs. Bezant from leaving if necessary.  
 
    Roberta seemed to receive this message loud and clear as well. She had already stepped pugnaciously in front of her boss to challenge Jürgen’s orders. 
 
    "You're not in charge of anyone here!" she snapped at him. "Responsible for the security in the house, my ass! Every few hours someone disappears here—you'd best find another job!" 
 
    But Jürgen was not intimidated. "May I remind you that Mr. Barnaby disappeared during your shift?" 
 
    Mrs. Bezant intervened by grabbing her bodyguard's arm. "It's all right, Robbie, we'll cooperate. We don't want to end up being accused of obstructing the investigation." 
 
    She glanced at Jürgen again, now speaking in a much softer voice. The woman really did have an impressive amount of self-control. "But I hope you won't mind if Roberta and I retire now. You can find me in my suite if you need me—I have work to do. Mr. Harrington will be with me if you wish to speak to him also, as I am in need of his services. As for Ricardo … oh, who cares where he is now." 
 
    She didn't wait for an answer, but rushed out of the room, closely followed by Roberta. 
 
    Jürgen took a deep breath. A barely noticeable smile flitted across his lips. 
 
    Penny leaned over his shoulder and whispered, "You sure gave her a run for her money." 
 
    He grimaced; he was probably a bit embarrassed by his showing off now. But nevertheless he enjoyed the victory. 
 
    Penny left the lounge with him, and outside in the corridor Jürgen immediately pulled out his cell phone. "I'll call the police now, even though I'll have some explaining to do." 
 
    Penny put her hand on his arm. "Wait, can you drag it out just a little bit longer? I think we should do … well, some important preliminary work. So the police don't have to start from scratch, and to make sure the perpetrator can't escape. So much has happened in the last few hours, and with each additional crime our killer has exposed himself a little further. Suspects have fallen away, there are new alibis, or existing ones have been disproven. I think we are on the verge of being able to solve the case. If the detectives invade here now we're out of the game, and they'll have to start all over again. I am fairly sure they're not going to find anything, no useful leads, because there's nothing to find. Our perpetrator is smart—very smart. He knows exactly what he's doing. We have to play a game with him and draw him out before he can escape. Then we can leave the arrest to the police officers … if we can provide them with the necessary evidence."  
 
    "Don't you think the perpetrator has long since departed?" asked Jürgen. "Barnaby? It must have been him, after all. He's not dead; he just wanted to mislead us with the open balcony door. He killed his father—and Kristina! Greta may be his accomplice, but she's not the killer. We can at least agree on that!" 
 
    Penny shrugged disarmingly. "Not so fast. Let's go over everything again calmly. If we don't get anywhere, we'll call the police right away, okay? Half an hour more or less doesn't matter now. I have a strong feeling that private snooping methods are called for here. Not official police work." 
 
    "And what exactly does that mean?" asked Jürgen. 
 
    "I think that we have to set a trap for our perpetrator, present him with a decoy. And that's not something the police can do." 
 
    "A decoy? You're not thinking of using yourself, I hope?"
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    Penny pushed Jürgen through the very next open door. Behind it was a small salon, which clearly Greta and not her husband had furnished. Just the thing for an undisturbed conversation in private. 
 
    There were no astronaut suits in here, no artifacts of space travel, and no related paintings or photographs on the walls. Rather, the room with its fine fabrics and plush carpets and cozy reading table in front of the window was reminiscent of a 19th century country house parlor. Everywhere you looked you could find nostalgic kitsch, down to the small porcelain figurines that stood on the shelves and in the display cases that lined the walls.  
 
    But Penny hardly saw all that. She pulled Jürgen with her onto the sofa in the reading nook and immediately began to lay out the case before him. 
 
    "Let's go back to the beginning," she said, "to the accident on the ski slope on Friday afternoon. I hardly thought about that anymore, what with everything that happened afterwards. But that was a mistake, because I think that's where we can find our solution to the whole case. I am convinced that now we can no longer believe in an unfortunate coincidence, in a skiing accident that almost killed Mr. Musgrave." 
 
    "What are you trying to say? You can’t call it an assassination attempt," protested Jürgen. "It’s impossible to control the descent of an avalanche so easily, or even trigger it intentionally. You'd have to use explosives or something similar. That much I can assure you, as a, ahem, child of the Alps."  
 
    He grinned wryly. "I practically grew up on skis. That's just part of life in the Tyrol." 
 
    Penny noticed his words as if from very far away. In her mind, she was already a few steps ahead. 
 
    "If explosives had been used," Jürgen continued, "we certainly would have heard it." 
 
    "What if there was no avalanche at all?" Penny said. 
 
    "Excuse me?" 
 
    "We only have the skiers’ word for it. Musgrave himself received a blow to the head and awoke in a pile of snow. He didn't catch a whiff of the alleged snow slip's fall. What if he was knocked down and then just buried in the snow so that he would suffocate? Kicking some snow loose on a deep snowy slope and burying someone is a task that would take a matter of minutes. And when the rest of your group joined in later, you weren't studying the snow conditions, you were just looking for Musgrave—in thick fog. What specifically did you see that indicated the departure of an avalanche?" 
 
    Jürgen thought intently. His eyes wandered aimlessly around the room.  
 
    "Well," he finally said, "like you said, it was foggy as hell, stormy, and there was a decent amount of snow on the slope that was swirling up all around us. At least that's what I saw. I focused on spotting any sign of life from Musgrave—a piece of clothing, a ski, something." 
 
    Penny nodded. "That's right. And it was pure luck that you finally spotted him, that one of the tips of his shoes wasn't completely covered in snow. And that a little bubble of air had formed under him. Otherwise he would have suffocated long before. But Musgrave's murderers couldn't have counted on all that luck—or, from their point of view, misfortune." 
 
    "But the other three," Jürgen said, "Sam, Barnaby and Greta—they were all conscious, and not buried. They could see what was happening on the slope, and they were very close to each other. They should have noticed, despite the poor visibility, if someone was approaching Musgrave…" 
 
    He broke off. His eyes grew wide. "Wait … you're saying they were all in cahoots? That the three of them conspired to kill Musgrave? Barnaby, Greta—and Sam?" 
 
    He put his hand to his chin, massaging it. "And Greta faked her accident just to get Musgrave to stop? Then Barnaby knocked him down, and they buried him together in the snow? Afterwards they had to alert us, but they probably assumed Musgrave would be dead long before he could be recovered." 
 
    "Is there anything to contradict this sequence of events?" Penny replied. "If Musgrave was attacked on this slope, it can only have happened in this way. And as I said, after everything that occurred afterwards, I just don't believe it was an accident." 
 
    "Good heavens." 
 
    "Greta is definitely in on this," Penny said. "She knows something—no, more than that, she clearly has a guilty conscience—or rather, she’s afraid that she might be exposed. If Sam hadn't stepped in just now, I'm sure she would have talked. Although he's right, of course; it couldn't have been she who pushed the murder victims over the terrace railings into the depths. It takes a lot of physical strength to lift someone over like that." 
 
    Jürgen said nothing. He only looked skeptical. 
 
    "Sounds like a wild conspiracy theory, I know," Penny said. "Three perpetrators, one victim. But it's the only possible explanation of how this thing could have happened on the hillside. And think about it; in the second attempt on Musgrave's life—the successful assassination—there must have been more than one person involved, too. We've been down that road, haven't we? And one of them was Greta. She laid the trail outside her terrace herself, and then crawled under the bed to fake her kidnapping. In doing so, she lured part of the security team—you and Joseph—out into the night. Now that we know Kristina was long dead by then, that leaves only Greta who could have laid the trail in the snow. She may have put on Kristina's shoes to do it, in case someone took a closer look at the footprints, to divert suspicion from herself. But in any case, the footprints in the snow belonged to a woman. They were too small to be a man's." 
 
    "And while Joseph and I followed the wrong trail, Sam stayed in the house," Jürgen said tonelessly.  
 
    "Not only that; he also ran up to Mr. Musgrave—ostensibly to personally ensure his safety. And a third person, meanwhile, must have knocked out the power supply and the emergency generator in the basement." 
 
    "You mean … Barnaby?" 
 
    "Exactly. It fits perfectly. Greta wouldn't have the strength to hoist someone over a patio railing; Sam, on the other hand, would. He's one of the few in the house who could’ve managed it, if we're being honest. You'd be able to do it, too. So would Joseph. And Roberta too, the way she's trained. I'd have my doubts about Alfons. Barnaby—maybe, but he's dead himself now." 
 
    "You don’t think he ran off?" said Jürgen. "If we're right, and he was involved in his father's murder, then he may have gotten scared and tried to get away." 
 
    Penny shook her head. "Hmm, no, I don't think so. There's still no car missing from the parking lot outside, right? And we would have heard a helicopter. No, I think Barnaby's dead." 
 
    "But who is supposed to have killed him? And why?" 
 
    "Why, I don't know yet. But as for the who—isn't that obvious? Only one of his accomplices can be considered for that, can't he? And if we assume that Barnaby, too, was pushed into the abyss from his terrace…" 
 
    "Sam," Jürgen said slowly. 
 
    Penny nodded. But at the same moment, something locked in her head. 
 
    Kristina's murder. It didn't fit into the picture.  
 
    The money-grubbing maid may have tried to blackmail Barnaby and Greta about their secret affair, but wasn't it a bit radical to kill her for it? Since Egon's murder had been planned for quite a long time, Kristina could have run to him and told him about the relationship between his son and his wife. But what difference did it make? A few hours later he would be dead. 
 
    No, there had to be more behind the death of the little blackmailer. But what? And who had sent her into the abyss? Barnaby? Sam? 
 
    "We should go after Greta again," Jürgen said at that moment. "If we put pressure on her, she'll buckle … and this time Sam won't get in our way. I'll make sure of that personally."  
 
    His hand passed over the pistol on his belt as if of its own accord.  
 
    "Come on, let's go," he urged. "Let's see what we can get out of her. And then we'll have to get the police involved. Greta will confess everything, and we won't even have to think up a trap or a complicated bait-and-switch operation. You'll see!" 
 
    He sounded relieved and gave Penny a hopeful smile.
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    Penny and Jürgen turned into the corridor that led to Greta's suite. Once there, Jürgen knocked vigorously on the door.  
 
    No one opened. Instead, the next moment they heard a wild sobbing coming from inside the room.  
 
    It was a man's voice. "Greta … oh, my God, no! I failed her! Failed her!" 
 
    "Sam!" Jürgen identified the voice. He pounded his fist against the door. Once again, neither of them had thought to get the appropriate key card for Greta's suite. 
 
    Only a few seconds passed before the door was yanked open. Sam stood in the doorway, his lips slightly parted and his gaze fixed in shock. Snow was stuck to his shoes. 
 
    "Greta … she … oh God, I only let her out of my sight for a brief moment. Thirty seconds at the most!" 
 
    Penny pushed into the room behind Jürgen. Her eyes darted over the luxurious furnishings, which clearly bore Greta's signature, but apart from Sam the room seemed empty. The next moment she registered that the door to the terrace was open.  
 
    Not again! 
 
    "Greta … she wouldn't calm down for ages," Sam stammered, "after I escorted her here from the lounge. It wasn't until half an hour or so later that I could get her to lie down for a bit. She dozed off, and I sat down over there."  
 
    He pointed with his hand to a small sofa that stood against the wall. "She must have just been pretending to sleep, because suddenly she jumped up and ran out onto the terrace—" 
 
    He faltered and fell silent. 
 
    Penny did not wait for him to continue speaking, but rushed out onto the terrace. There was a new trail in the snow here, but this time it turned left just at the end of the terrace and led straight toward the precipice, which was only ten or fifteen yards down the slope.  
 
    Long strides of large feet… back and forth. And right next to it, another trail of much smaller feet that ran in only one direction: towards the edge of the rock. 
 
    "She … just ran right past me," Sam went on, having followed Penny out into the open. "She ran … and then she jumped."  
 
    His hand moved toward the precipice. "She must have been beside herself with grief that she has now lost her husband and her lover." 
 
    He raised his head, looking Penny straight in the eye. "Or maybe you were actually right about your accusations earlier, although I still can't imagine she was a murderer." 
 
    He averted his eyes again, peering toward the abyss. "She wanted to die—and I was too slow to stop her. I failed." 
 
    "The traces speak for themselves," Jürgen muttered under his breath. At the same time, he gave Penny a confused sideways glance. 
 
    "Yes," she said in a firm voice, "Sam did a great job." 
 
    "Excuse me?" the bodyguard blurted out. 
 
    "You were very thorough, and you laid the right trail. The big prints leading there and back, they are unmistakable. They're yours."  
 
    She pointed with her hand at Sam's shoes, which had remnants of snow stuck to them. "You carried Greta—whom you must have knocked out first—to the precipice, threw her down, and then came back alone. If you look closely, you can see that the track coming back is not as deep as the other one leading down the slope from the terrace. That was unavoidable because you had to carry Greta. But you wanted to be smart and took a pair of her boots before you dragged her out. And on the way back you made prints in the snow with these boots next to your track. So that it looks like Greta walked down the slope. Finally, before you returned to the suite, you threw her boots into the abyss from the terrace. The few feet aren't really a challenge when you have something so easy to throw. All in all, really clever," she added sarcastically.  
 
    At the last words, Penny had reached for the pistol on her belt in a flash. She unlocked the safety and pointed it at Sam.  
 
    "You killed Greta—that was the only reason you accompanied her to her room. You didn't care about her needing to rest. You wanted to shut her up before she lost her nerve and confessed everything. Your conspiracy against Egon Musgrave. His murder. I was just too slow to realize it. I should never have left you alone with her after she almost confessed in the lounge. It was a stupid mistake, but I'll have to live with it. You, on the other hand, are going to spend a very long time behind bars. Triple homicide … or was it even four victims? Was it you who killed Kristina? Or was that Barnaby's doing? I don't even know yet." 
 
    Sam took a step toward her, but Penny reacted immediately. Her finger moved jerkily to the trigger of the pistol, ready to pull it immediately if that should become necessary.  
 
    "Your gun," she said, "you're going to pull it out of the holster and put it on the ground very slowly. Go on, do it!" 
 
    He obeyed.  
 
    Penny kicked his pistol with her foot, sending it flying a short distance away, far enough that Sam could no longer reach it. And Jürgen was still armed.  
 
    They had the situation under control. What they needed now were answers. 
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    Penny began by enumerating the murders on Sam's account. The first attempt on Egon Musgrave’s life while heli-skiing, and then his murder—disguised as a kidnapping—the next evening.  
 
    "In both cases, there were three of you," she said, "Barnaby, Greta and you. But then something didn't go according to plan, did it? And you killed Barnaby, your partner in crime. And Greta was supposed to die, too." 
 
    Sam glowered at her venomously for a moment, but then suddenly grinned and nodded. "Very clever indeed, Penny. I'm impressed." 
 
    Jürgen, who until now had only followed the conversation with amazement, took the floor.  
 
    "But … why?" he asked. "That's what I don't understand. Why did you want to kill our boss?" 
 
    Sam said nothing in reply. 
 
    "Oh, I don't think he was the driving force behind the assassination," Penny said. "Barnaby hatched the plan, didn't he? And because he couldn't carry it out alone, he brought you and Greta on board. The attack on the mountainside, that almost worked. A tragic accident on an unsecured ski slope. No one would have suspected murder behind it." 
 
    Sam still said nothing, just kept grinning to himself. He seemed to be feeling like a rock star—not like someone who was looking down the barrel of a gun and would soon be handed over to the police. 
 
    Undeterred, Penny kept talking. She still had a whole lot of unanswered questions she wanted—no, needed—to clear up before she could deliver a satisfactory solution of the case to the detectives. A case against Sam that was watertight, that he could not get out of in the end through some loophole. 
 
    "The second assassination attempt on Mr. Musgrave," she said, "the apparent kidnapping from his suite … that plan was unfortunately not as well thought out as the alleged skiing accident. It was clear then that there was a crime, even if kidnapping was suspected. Not a murder." 
 
    "But the motive?" Jürgen repeated. "Why did Barnaby want to kill his father? Can someone explain that to me?"  
 
    He addressed his words to Sam, and now at last the latter condescended to answer.  
 
    "Why? Didn't you see how the old man treated him? Like the meanest serf! And Barnaby did a fantastic job at the auction house; he's practically run it by himself for the last few years. And he’s been very successful at it. Meanwhile, the old man started putting all his dough into Pilgrim. He siphoned off all the profits from the auction house, practically turning off all of Barnaby's money. And without enough capital for marketing, innovation, or whatever, you might as well shoot yourself in the foot these days, don't you think? I don't know anything about big business, but the auction house would have gone under sooner or later. And Barnaby with it." 
 
    Sam grinned wryly, seeming to lose himself in thought. "Oh man, you can't imagine how he was attached to that place. Like it was some sort of infant! He would have defended that stupid company with his life. Letting his old man go over the edge was just the logical thing to do—the only solution. And as I said, Musgrave Senior wasn't really a sympathetic figure. The world won't miss him. Not even his stupid spaceships." 
 
    Penny furrowed her brow. "And as for Greta, Barnaby got his stepmother on his side by embarking on a torrid affair with her. Did he pretend that she was his one true love? After she was so bitterly disappointed by her husband—after all, he only married her for her money, didn't he? She meant nothing to him as a woman, and then he betrayed her in the worst possible way over her desire to have children. So from Greta's point of view, Egon probably deserved to die, too. And Barnaby promised her a whole new life, a happy one, with him at her side. A man who truly loved her. And she believed that." 
 
    The bodyguard nodded, even though Greta's fate seemed to leave him completely cold. 
 
    "But you, Sam," Jürgen said, "you've worked for Musgrave for years, and you're such a loyal guy … at least that's how I would have pegged you. Did Barnaby offer you that much money to go along with his murder plot?"  
 
    There was an expression of disgust on Jürgen's handsome face as he stared at Sam. 
 
    You're right," Penny said, not taking her eyes off the American for a moment. "Sam is loyal, and proud of it. He didn't take a bribe. Something else drove him."  
 
    Her finger still rested on the trigger of the pistol. It was unusual for her to confront a murderer with a gun in her hand, but there was no way around it in this case. 
 
    "What do you mean?" asked Jürgen impatiently. "What drove him?" 
 
    Penny herself didn't really know that yet.  
 
    But then she suddenly remembered the conversation in the security center this morning, when Mabel had revealed to them that Barnaby and Greta were lovers. 
 
    Afterwards, Sam had remained sitting in a daze, looking around as if he were at a funeral.  
 
    Penny had misinterpreted his emotion—she suddenly realized that now. He had not been brooding over Musgrave Senior's abduction or fearing for his life, as he had claimed.  
 
    It must have been Mabel's revelation regarding the love affair between Greta and Barnaby that had so affected him. He had known nothing about this relationship and had been more than surprised. 
 
    "Were you in love with Greta, Sam?" asked Penny. "Is that how she got you on board for this murder plot? By capturing your heart? A man like you would kill for that, wouldn't he? Not for money, but he would for a loved one I think." 
 
    Sam laughed harshly.  
 
    "Haha! I guess I praised you too soon, Miss Super-Smart Detective! You're not quite so bright after all." 
 
    He grinned triumphantly at Penny for a moment, then added, "I don't give a damn about women like Greta. Barnaby was the one I loved!"  
 
    He spat the words at Penny with a disgusted scowl. The love he admitted to her had long since turned to hate. 
 
    "You're not serious," Jürgen snapped. 
 
    Sam laughed again. "Go ahead and say it, buddy! I don't look like a typically flamboyant gay man? And neither does Barnaby? Well not all of us carry a rainbow flag in front of us, you know, my dear provincial mountain boy!" 
 
    Penny could sense that Sam was telling the truth, even though she really hadn't expected this revelation. His confused, bitterly disappointed feelings were written all over his face, no matter how superior his grin. 
 
    "When Mabel revealed to us that Barnaby had been having an affair with Greta," she said, "that's when you realized that he was fooling you, that he didn't really love you. He was just using you to get rid of his father. And that's why he had to die—and so did Greta. Isn’t that so?" 
 
    Sam nodded. He had stopped laughing now. He looked like a beaten man, one who had lost everything.  
 
    "I've known Barnaby since he was a youth," he said.  
 
    His tone was all of a sudden completely changed, almost tender now. "I've watched over him, protected him, and seen him grow into a brilliant, lovely young man. And a damn handsome one! At some point I couldn't help it, I let all my professionalism go out the window and confessed my feelings to him. And he returned them, I know that! It was Greta, that witch, who seduced him. Not the other way around!" 
 
    "Whatever," Penny said. "Anyway, they both had to die after you found out about their affair." 
 
    Sam nodded. He seemed to have no regrets. "Nobody tramples on my heart," he said coldly. 
 
    "Supposedly you went to sleep for a few hours this morning," Penny said. "But shortly after Ivanka cleaned the rooms, you went to Barnaby. You made short work of him, I suppose. By now, after all, you'd had practice hurling people into the depths, though it may not have been as easy for you with him as it was with Musgrave Senior. Then you picked up his cell phone and called Joseph, right? You hung up right away, but you knew your colleague was going to jump out of bed and check on Barnaby. Someone had to discover that Barnaby was gone while you were supposedly asleep. Not the perfect alibi, but better than nothing. So you returned to your room and waited until Joseph sounded the alarm." 
 
    Sam shrugged his shoulders, looking bored. He didn't seem to feel like discussing the details of his crimes any further. 
 
    "And Kristina?" interjected Jürgen.  
 
    No sooner had he asked the question than a light seemed to dawn on him.  
 
    "Barnaby killed her, didn't he, Sam?" he said in the same breath. "And then gave you some specious reason for it. He wasn't afraid she'd turn him in to his father; Egon was doomed anyway. No, he was afraid that you would find out about his relationship with Greta. That's why Kristina had to be silenced! Barnaby knew you would never forgive him for his betrayal of your love." 
 
    "Yes," Sam readily admitted. "Barnaby killed her. He told me Kristina overheard a conversation between him and Greta. The little bitch snuck into Ricardo's room at night, probably for a philandering session in order to blackmail him afterwards. While doing so, she must have been able to observe Barnaby disappearing into Greta's room. She listened at the door and supposedly overheard a conversation between the two of them about the planned assassination of Musgrave. That's what Barnaby told me. And I believed him; I was such a fool. In fact she probably found out that he was sleeping with Greta, and she immediately concocted a new blackmail scheme. Well, she paid dearly for her greed. It's not a shame about her, if you ask me." 
 
    Neither Jürgen nor Penny had anything to say in response. 
 
    Sam took the initiative. "I think everything is said now. Let's go. I'm going to turn myself in to the police." 
 
    With these words, he took a step forward. At the same time, he hung his head like a beaten man.  
 
    Penny stepped aside, intending to let him pass and follow him with the gun at his back.  
 
    But he acted unexpectedly. Quick as a flash, his right elbow shot into the pit of Penny's stomach, then Sam threw himself against her with his full weight.  
 
    Penny had nothing to counter the force of his attack. She fell, landing on top of Jürgen.  
 
    The pistol slipped from her hands; she doubled over in pain. And lost consciousness.
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    Fortunately, Penny was out only for a few seconds. When she regained consciousness, intense pain still rang throughout her body. Sam's blow in the pit of her stomach had really hit home.  
 
    She sucked in a gasp of air and finally managed to roll to the side, away from Jürgen, whom she had buried beneath her. He quickly regained his feet, but by then Sam had long since grabbed Penny's gun, which had slipped from her hand.  
 
    The bodyguard pointed the weapon at Jürgen, took his pistol from him—and threw it in a high arc into the abyss, from which only ten or fifteen meters separated them. 
 
    "Stay down," he ordered, turning to Penny. 
 
    She obeyed. She didn't see herself being able to get back on her feet for the moment, anyway. Everything was revolving around her. The house. The snow-covered slope. The sky from which a pale sun shone down on her. 
 
    Jürgen was in better shape. He was already standing upright next to her, but now obeyed Sam's instruction and dropped back into the snow next to Penny. 
 
    Sam kept them both in sight, but at the same time looked around for his own pistol, which Penny had kicked away. He found it a few steps from them in the snow, exchanged it for Penny's pistol, and then threw hers into the abyss as well. 
 
    "So, my esteemed friends," he then announced, "I'm going to leave here now, and if you value your lives you will not follow me. I would hate to kill you, but if you leave me no other choice…"  
 
    He waved the gun in front of them. "You know. So be smart and stay here." 
 
    He turned around and started running up the slope that stretched next to the house. He kept looking around to see if Penny and Jürgen were following his instructions. Finally, he disappeared from their field of vision, turning the corner of the house further up the slope. 
 
    Now Jürgen and Penny were getting into gear. Neither had any thought of letting the murderer get away, but they also knew they had to be careful. Penny didn't doubt for a second that Sam would shoot at them if they got too close. 
 
    Jürgen handed her his arm, helped her to her feet.  
 
    "Are you all right?" he asked anxiously. "Are you hurt?" 
 
    She carefully put one foot in front of the other. Her stomach hurt like hell and she still felt slightly dizzy. But she could walk. 
 
    When they reached the corner of the house where Sam had disappeared, they saw him just jumping into one of the cars in the parking lot. For the three service cars—the dark-colored SUVs—available to Musgrave's staff, there was a key chip that each employee had that unlocked all three cars. Which at least meant that Jürgen and Penny didn't have to run into the house to get a car key; each of them carried their own chip, just like Sam. 
 
    They kept a careful distance, but when the American peeled out of the parking lot with screeching tires, they also jumped into another car and gave chase. 
 
    While Jürgen steered the vehicle over the steep switchbacks and hairpin bends that wound down the mountain, Penny pulled out her cell phone and notified the police. The fact that Sam had taken their guns but not their phones had been a tactical mistake.  
 
    Still, Penny silently cursed herself. She had been so pleased and self-satisfied because she had been able to get Sam to confess, but in the process she had become inattentive—and he had taken his chance. And now they were forced to chase him down a narrow, poorly cleared mountain road. The gradient was dizzying in places and the road surface was icy.  
 
    Penny held her breath, turning her gaze to the mountainside to avoid staring into the chasms that opened up around every other bend. At the same time, she tried to persuade the police officer at the emergency call center to take immediate action.  
 
    She finally managed to convince him that Sam was a murderer on the run who had to be stopped before he could get away. With Jürgen's help, she described to the officer exactly where they were, and he promised to immediately alert all available patrol cars. 
 
    Penny stayed on the line to keep the first responders informed of Sam's escape route. Although Jürgen was racing down the mountain at breakneck speed, they kept losing sight of Sam's jeep. He was driving even faster than they were, like a man who had nothing left to lose. 
 
    Penny, on the other hand, didn't want to die. Not here on this icy road, in this car, together with Jürgen.  
 
    "Slow down!" she pressed out between clenched teeth. And at the same time she secretly scolded herself for being a coward. 
 
    "He's getting away from us," Jürgen returned, without taking his eyes off the road for even a moment. "Just another kilometer or so, then the road forks. And further down, there'll be even more options for which route he can take. If we lose eyes on him…" 
 
    The car lurched; it slid over the icy road. The tires lost their grip. 
 
    Penny let out a shrill scream. At breathtaking speed, she saw the guardrail coming toward her. Behind it gaped the abyss. 
 
    Jürgen just managed to get the car back under control, and at least he drove a little slower after that, but still much too fast for these road conditions.  
 
    Behind the next bend, Sam's car came into view again. The lead he had already gained was too damn big, and he didn't seem to have any fear. He was still accelerating instead of worrying about his tires’ grip on the road. 
 
    Penny gasped, then spoke once more into the phone she was clutching so tightly.  
 
    Jürgen again pointed out the rapidly approaching fork in the road. He gave the names of two towns, which Penny passed on to the police officer at the emergency call center.  
 
    "He'll turn in one of those directions," Jürgen gasped.  
 
    The officer, in turn, relayed the info to the patrol cars. 
 
    "On the right … the road forks again," Jürgen continued haltingly. He was breathing heavily, his face distorted with extreme concentration. Again and again, the wheels broke free and the heavy car began to lurch. 
 
    And then it happened—it looked unreal. Like a stunt in a movie.  
 
    Sam's car suddenly went straight on the curve in front of them. Before Penny knew what she was looking at, his Jeep had broken through the guardrail, seemed to hover over the abyss for a moment … and then plunged silently into the depths.  
 
    Then everything was over. 
 
    Jürgen touched the brakes, slowing down as much as a careful driver would have done from the start. That way they finally reached the crash site.  
 
    The roadway at this point was covered with a large slab of ice. It could be seen now that they were only moving forward at a snail's pace. They finally came to a stop. But Sam, who had barreled down the road at breakneck speed, had had no chance of spotting the patch of ice in time. 
 
    Penny and Jürgen jumped out of the car and cautiously approached the spot where a huge hole gaped in the guardrail. On both sides of the gap, bizarrely deformed sheet metal rose into the sky. They carefully peered into the depths—and Penny saw Sam's car burst into flames a good hundred meters below them.
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    Two days later, Penny sat across from Jürgen in a rustic hotel restaurant in the valley. The waiter had just served them hot drinks after dinner: coffee for Jürgen and cocoa for Penny.  
 
    Their work was finished and they had truly earned a quiet evening. Penny drank her first sip of hot chocolate with relish. 
 
    In the meantime, the police had succeeded in recovering all the bodies. The remains of Greta, Barnaby and Musgrave Senior were discovered not far from where Kristina's badly crushed body had come to rest. 
 
    Pilgrim Corporation's social media accounts and press releases had already reported Bezant Aerospace's corporate investment and the unexpected death of the company's founder. No details were given. Not a word about the fact that Egon Musgrave had not died of natural causes. Would there be any leaks in the next few days or weeks? 
 
    Cherry Musgrave, who would now inherit the mountain domicile, had already announced to Jürgen that she no longer required his services. She had promised him a very generous farewell bonus—and Penny an equally generous fee for her guest work. Cherry was planning to sell the mansion. She never wanted to return to the place again. 
 
    "So I'll have to look for a new job," Jürgen said as he sipped his coffee cup.  
 
    "And do you have a plan yet?" asked Penny. 
 
    He grabbed her hand, seeking her gaze. "You know, I thought…" 
 
    He had a coughing fit, as if he had choked on his coffee. 
 
    Penny stoutly slapped him on the back with the flat of her hand.  
 
    "Thanks, I'm fine," he gasped.  
 
    Then he smiled shyly and restarted, "You know, Penny, that job as a bodyguard, it wasn't so bad. But I'd rather do what you specialize in—solving murders! It’s right up my alley. And I think that the two of us would be even better. So what would you think about us becoming partners? Like Musgrave and Bezant—no, forget that—not a good comparison."  
 
    He twisted the corners of his mouth and put on his most charming smile. "Just partners? What do you say?" 
 
    Penny put down her cocoa cup. This suggestion did not come as a complete surprise to her. She, too, had enjoyed investigating side by side with Jürgen. She could not deny that.  
 
    But still, there was a partner she preferred to Jürgen, who was not a trained police officer or detective and who was certainly not striving for an official professional partnership with her. But she wanted to have him by her side more than anyone else.  
 
    Alex Adamas. He was no pro when it came to crime and murder, but he inspired her. She was really looking forward to seeing him again and telling him about the "quiet weekend” she had actually planned here in the mountains. 
 
    And Jürgen? Of course, she also wanted to see him again. She would even like to work with him again. But a permanent partnership?  
 
    The way he was looking at her now, mischievously but also tenderly, he wasn't just thinking about work when he made his offer. She had to turn him down. And that was almost harder for her than hunting down a murderer.  
 
    Or was there another solution? 
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