
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
      
 
      
 
    ALEX WAGNER 
 
      
 
    A Curse in the Family 
 
      
 
      
 
    Penny Küfer Investigates 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    A Curse in the Family 
 
      
 
    1 
 
    2 
 
    3 
 
    4 
 
    5 
 
    6 
 
    7 
 
    8 
 
    9 
 
    10 
 
    11 
 
    12 
 
    13 
 
    14 
 
    15 
 
    16 
 
    17 
 
    18 
 
    19 
 
    20 
 
    21 
 
    22 
 
    23 
 
    24 
 
    25 
 
    26 
 
    27 
 
    28 
 
    29 
 
    30 
 
    31 
 
    More from Penny Küfer 
 
    More from Alex Wagner 
 
    
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    1    
 
    "Vacation at last!" Penny Küfer stretched her legs and leaned back contentedly into her seat’s plush upholstery. The SUV, driven by her boyfriend Alex Adamas, was something like a mobile living room—luxurious, spacious and very comfortable. The heavy vehicle glided silently along the highway as if on solid rails. 
 
    I'm a really lucky girl, she said to herself, and not for the first time. Everything was going wonderfully well with Alex, even if they didn't see each other all that often. He was constantly on the road somewhere in the world, working as a jeweler and gemstone dealer, visiting mines, trade fairs, international customers, diamond cutters and pearl farms … while Penny solved murder cases at an equally breakneck pace in her job as a security consultant. Capital crimes seemed to follow her wherever she went. But now—at last!—a relaxing weekend for two was on the cards. No jewels, no murderers! They had promised each other that. They were on their way to the Salzkammergut, to a romantic hotel on Lake Mondsee.  
 
    Penny closed her eyes and imagined the lake at night, reflecting a sparkling starry sky stretching out above it. It was late June and the nights were tropically warm, at least by Austrian standards, the weather forecast not threatening a single drop of rain for the next three days. 
 
    "Just another hour, then we'll have made it," Alex said. He winked at her with one of his gray-green eyes that she liked so much. 
 
    Perhaps they wouldn't be spending their nights at the lake after all, Penny thought while looking at him. Perhaps they would only leave the hotel suite they had treated themselves to for meals. After all, the room had a balcony with a view of the lake. They could enjoy the romantic night-time panorama from there too, during the breaks when they weren't— 
 
    A loud and fairly intrusive melody suddenly jolted Penny out of her reverie.  
 
    My cell phone's new ringtone! she realized, after initially looking at Alex in confusion. She had only set the tone last night, and at that point it hadn't sounded like someone was viciously torturing a hundred-year-old violin. She fished her cell phone out of her handbag and glanced at the display. 
 
    Jürgen Moser, it read. 
 
    She hesitated. This really wasn't a good time for a phone call with Jürgen.  
 
    You could call him a work colleague; Jürgen had once been a policeman, and Penny had met him on her very first murder case, on the Occident Express during a journey from Vienna to Paris. Except that the train hadn't made it past Tyrol, because a dastardly murderer…  
 
    But she didn't want to think about that now. It felt as if that very first case had been decades ago, even though in reality only a few years had passed. 
 
    She hadn't yet known Alex Adamas at the time; she had met him in the course of a later murder investigation. It was kind of macabre when she thought about how murder investigations were seemingly a boost for her love life. But she was trying not to dwell on that too much. 
 
    Jürgen had been working as a bodyguard for some time, but now he wanted to pursue a career similar to her own. In short he dreamed of solving murders, preferably together with Penny—the two of them would become a professional team if he had his way—and also one in their private lives too.  
 
    Jürgen was a few years younger than Penny, and was only in his mid-twenties, while she had already passed her thirty-year mark. He was tall, a little lanky, blond … a sight to make even the toughest detective feel weak at the knees. 
 
    Alex Adamas was the exact opposite of Jürgen—visually, anyway. Alex was in his mid-thirties, dark-haired and…  
 
    Penny had to smile. When she looked at him, she got more than just weak at the knees.  
 
    Alex's job as an expert gemstone dealer wasn't about crime and murder, and he certainly wasn't aiming for a career as a detective. However, that didn't mean he didn't enjoy snooping around with Penny when the opportunity arose. 
 
    For a moment, she imagined both men at her side. Her red and usually rather disheveled mop of hair would look fantastic between Jürgen's blond and Alex's dark brown. She was a little smaller than the two men and, unlike them, perhaps carried a few extra kilos on her ribs. But nothing dramatic.  
 
    Sometimes she lost herself in daydreams about what it would be like to live in a world where you were allowed to love more than just one man.  
 
    "Aren't you going to answer it?"—Alex’s voice snapped her out of her thoughts. "Who is it?" 
 
    "Jürgen," she said curtly. It was a wonder he hadn't hung up yet, but he could be quite persistent. 
 
    Of course, she had not concealed Jürgen's existence from Alex. But her boyfriend had no idea that the ex-policeman was also courting her privately. And she wanted to keep it that way. After all, she had no intention of accepting Jürgen's offer, no matter how tempting. 
 
    She pulled herself sharply back to the present and pressed the green tick on the display.  
 
    "Hello Jürgen, what's up?" 
 
    He was a good investigator—an attentive observer. He didn't miss her curt tone of voice.  
 
    "Am I interrupting?" he asked after duly greeting Penny. 
 
    "It depends on what you need. Alex and I are on a short vacation, on the highway towards the Salzkammergut."  
 
    Alex and I. That conjunction should hopefully make it clear at last to Jürgen that her interest in him was of the nature of a friendship at most. 
 
    "I'll put you on speakerphone, okay?" Penny added. "So Alex can listen too." And just so you don't get the idea of flirting with me in his presence. 
 
    "Vacation? Oh dear," said Jürgen, then hesitated for a moment.  
 
    But not for long: "The thing is, I need your help," he continued. "In a delicate affair. Professionally I mean—but it’s also a family matter."  
 
    There was nothing at all flirtatious in his tone. Jürgen came across as completely professional and matter-of-fact. But he also sounded worried, which was ominous. 
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    Jürgen cleared his throat. "I'm sorry, that probably sounded really confusing. What I am trying to say is: I'm afraid that one of my aunts is in danger. Filomena. She got married in Germany six months ago, into a very rich but rather bizarre family, I must say. The Obrists. And now she's afraid for her life." 
 
    Penny's curiosity was piqued, no matter how much she wanted to resist.  
 
    A vacation with Alex, she thought to herself firmly. Her romantic weekend for two had absolute priority. Don't get involved in another case, Penny! 
 
    If there really was a case at all. During her last collaboration with Jürgen, an assignment with an eccentric space pioneering billionaire in the East Tyrolean Alps, he had called on her for help just to see her again. There had been no question of any professional necessity originally. It was only after Penny had already arrived that he had confessed this to her. The fact that they’d ended up getting involved in a string of murders was pure coincidence—or fate, whatever you wanted to call it. Penny seemed to be magically attracted to murder cases. 
 
    "Penny?"—again it was Alex's voice that brought her back to the present. "I think Jürgen is expecting an answer from you. Is everything all right?" 
 
    "What? Yes. Yes, of course!" 
 
    She picked up her cell phone again, which she had dropped quite heedlessly. "Jürgen? Are you still there? Can you tell me more? Why does your aunt fear for her life? Has she been threatened—or even attacked?" 
 
    "Yes … I mean at the beginning it was just … what should I call it? Strange phenomena, noises in the night that woke Filo from her sleep, or figures she thought she saw in her room. But then one night she was pushed down a staircase in the house; the Staircase of Curses. Where she could easily have broken her neck." 
 
    "The staircase of what?" 
 
    "The name refers to a form of magic that was used by the ancient Romans. I'm afraid I didn't quite understand it that well either. Anyway, Filo doesn't think she just tripped when she fell down those stairs—she says she clearly felt a bump in her back." 
 
    "Hmm, that sounds bad. But you're a security consultant yourself now, Jürgen. I'm convinced you can ensure her protection." 
 
    "I'm already on my way there. But it's no ordinary case, Penny, and not just any client. I'm very fond of my aunt—I would never forgive myself if anything happened to her. And she … well, I know this sounds crazy, but Filo takes this cursing business seriously. You know what I mean? I have no idea how to deal with something like that." 
 
    "And you think I'm an expert on curses?" Penny replied. The remark earned her a puzzled sideways glance from Alex. 
 
    "No, of course not. And I certainly don't believe in it myself. But if someone did push her down the stairs, then he wants her dead, don't you think? And he'll try again. Honestly, Penny, I think Filomena is in terrible danger." 
 
    "You said earlier that the family Filo married into the—what was their name? Obrist?—family. You called them bizarre. What did you mean by that?" 
 
    "I've only met these people once before, at Filo's wedding. It was celebrated in the family castle, within a rather small circle, but with a crazy amount of money. They are as rich as Croesus." 
 
    That's nothing new, Penny thought to herself; somehow her cases always led her into the midst of high society. Worse still, she had been born into those circles herself, although of course she hadn't chosen it. 
 
    "Originally, the Obrists were one of the most successful wine producing families in the area," explained Jürgen. "Their family seat, an exquisitely pompous castle, is on the Moselle, near Bernkastel. That's the major wine farming region in Germany, they say. But before you think that Filo might be overdoing the alcohol and is only suffering from paranoia: the Obrists gave up their winemaking three generations ago. Since then, they've only focused on managing their wealth, and indulging in a rather unusual passion for collecting. They have turned their castle into a kind of private museum of Roman antiquity." 
 
    "But that's what the Moselle is famous for, isn't it?" Alex interposed. "For Roman ruins and artifacts. Trier was an important city in the late empire, if I remember correctly." He was no historian, nor a particularly keen art collector, but he seemed to know quite a lot about this area. 
 
    "Yes, that's right," said Jürgen, "Filo mentioned that too. The Obrists collect very specific stuff, though. I've already hinted at that with the Staircase of Curses. The family is interested in everything that revolves around the Romans' belief in magic: necromancy, damage and love spells, omens, oracles, communication with the underworld…. All that crazy stuff, you know? Like I said, I've only visited the house once, and I'm certainly not the type to be easily frightened," he emphasized, "but the place is pretty morbid to say the least. The castle could easily be the setting for a horror movie. And Filo … it's all getting to be too much for her. She's on the verge of a nervous breakdown, I'm afraid—or she’s already in the middle of one, although she's actually a rather down-to-earth type. She was originally a cook, you know, working in the Obrist house. That's how she met Benedikt—her current husband—in the first place. And as I said, I think she's in real danger, not because of some evil spell, but because some real person wants to harm her." 
 
    "Someone from the family?" Penny asked. 
 
    "I’ve no idea, honestly. We'll have to find out." 
 
    For a moment, no one said a word.  
 
    Then Jürgen continued: "Listen, you two, can't you move your, um, short vacation to the Moselle? The area is really beautiful and the guest rooms in the Obrists' house rival any castle hotel you could mention. If this all turns out to be a false alarm, it would still be a romantic weekend for you. And Filo will also pay you a princely fee—0r her husband will, as the case may be." 
 
    "It's really not about the fee," said Penny. It's about spending time with Alex. They saw each other so rarely, as they were both so constantly busy. And now their precious weekend together was supposed to make way for work again? 
 
    She gave him a questioning look. 
 
    Alex suddenly smiled. "You know I like helping you with your work," he whispered to her. "Let's investigate together. And as Jürgen says, if everything turns out to be harmless, we can always take a few days' vacation on the Moselle. I think that doesn't sound so bad at all—good wine, Roman history, ancient art treasures, a creepy castle on the river…" 
 
    Yes, Penny thought, investigating together. She liked that idea as much as he did. But this time there would be three of them, which was definitely one too many. 
 
    "If you change your route now, you can be at the Moselle tonight," came from the speaker on Penny's cell phone. "Then we'll arrive at about the same time. Can I send you the address, Penny? Will you help me? Will you both help me?" Jürgen corrected himself. 
 
    Penny gave Alex another look, which he acknowledged with a nod. 
 
    "Okay," she said to Jürgen. "We're on our way." 
 
    "Oh wow, thank you! Great! Then I'll see you tonight—I'll send you the address right away." And with that, he’d already hung up. 
 
    The drive to Germany took the rest of the day. When they had finally crossed the Moselle, long after nightfall, and Alex steered the car into the driveway of the Obrists' castle, they both longed for a late dinner and a soft bed … after a nice glass of white wine in front of a crackling fire.  
 
    But unfortunately it was not to be. 
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    At first Penny thought of a garden party; the mighty wrought-iron gate of the estate was standing open, several cars were parked in front of the house, and people were gathering in small groups, gesticulating animatedly.  
 
    The castle was fully illuminated and looked absolutely huge. It was built of cream, gray and brown stone, and had a richly decorated façade, its mullioned windows topped with round arches. It was crowned with an anthracite-colored roof, ornamented with many dormers and turrets. A magnificent building that probably dated from the early 19th century, the age of Romanticism, or so Penny guessed. 
 
    But when Alex parked the car a short distance from the action and Penny hurried alongside him towards the house, she realized that this was no party. Two of the cars were police cars, one van turned out to be an ambulance, and the voices and gestures of the people showed their consternation. There was no good humor, no casual conversation. A pair of powerful spotlights was shining down on an area directly in front of the house. 
 
    Alex suddenly grabbed Penny by the arm. "Look, over there!"  
 
    He pointed to a human figure, presumably a woman, lying on the illuminated gravel pathway directly in front of the house. Her limbs were grotesquely contorted, she was lying on her stomach, her long copper-blond hair falling down her back, and she was dressed in pajamas or a house suit.  
 
    She was dead; there could be no doubt about that. At the top of the house, on the fourth floor, a window stood open, right above the spot where the body lay. 
 
    Penny had realized that the woman was dead because there were two men beside her, but they were not offering her any medical assistance. They were probably police officers. One was taking photos from different angles, the other—dressed in a protective clean suit—was kneeling next to the woman and looking at her lifeless body with narrowed eyes and a small flashlight. 
 
    Suddenly, a tall figure with light-colored hair emerged from the darkness and hurried straight towards Penny.  
 
    "Jürgen!" she gasped.  
 
    She didn't have to ask him who the dead woman on the gravel path was—she could tell the answer from the pained, deeply shocked expression on his face. 
 
    "Filomena?" she whispered. "Is that your aunt?" She pointed to the body on the walkway. 
 
    He just nodded and pressed his lips together so tightly that they lost all color. 
 
    Alex stepped up next to Penny, introduced himself to Jürgen as briefly as possible and expressed his condolences. The two men had not yet met in person.  
 
    Jürgen limply shook the hand being held out to him, but didn't seem to notice Alex at all. He was visibly fighting back tears. 
 
    "What happened?" Penny asked breathlessly. Her eyes wandered up to the open window under the roof. There was only a faint light burning behind it. "Did she … jump? Or fall?" 
 
    Was she pushed? But she only added that in her own mind. 
 
    "Filo was anxious," Jürgen said in a toneless voice, "but certainly not suicidal!" 
 
    Before Penny could ask him another question, a black BMW drove up. The car parked next to the police cars and two men in civilian clothes got out.  
 
    The older of the two—he looked to be around fifty—was rather plump, wore glasses with thick black rims and was completely bald apart from a few tufts of hair above his ears. 
 
    Penny estimated the other, younger man to be in his mid-thirties. He looked sporty, even athletic, and had a full head of brown hair that was already graying at the temples. He had a goatee and wore a suit that looked very expensive. 
 
    The two immediately approached one of the uniformed policemen, who reported to them in a hushed tone. The two new arrivals were probably officers of the Criminal Investigation Department, Penny concluded. 
 
    She made an effort not to stare at them too conspicuously, but instead let her gaze follow Jürgen, who was already walking away from her again. 
 
    A few meters beyond the dead woman, out of the beam of the spotlight, a few people were standing together and talking wildly. Two of them were wearing robes and nightgowns, and they all looked quite disheveled, as if they had been abruptly and brutally torn from their sleep—only to find themselves in a real nightmare.  
 
    Jürgen approached these figures and joined in one of the conversations, which all seemed to be revolving around Filomena's death. Grief, shock and bewilderment could be heard in people's voices, and Jürgen's whole body seemed as tense as a steel spring. He looked desperate to do something, no matter what … but nothing he might do could bring his aunt back to life. 
 
    We've failed, Penny thought. Even before we got here. I won't even get to know the client I was supposed to protect.  
 
    Her logical mind knew that she was not to blame for Filomena's death; Alex had really stepped on the accelerator on the highway, and they had only taken two short breaks for gas and coffee. It would have taken a helicopter to reach the Moselle in time, before the catastrophe that had occurred here. 
 
    The people Jürgen was mingling with were probably members of the Obrist family. A very delicate woman in her mid-seventies was weeping bitterly, while a taller lady of perhaps the same age was comforting her and gesticulating wildly with her free hand. A man, who probably belonged to the following generation, stood frozen like a pillar of salt and staring off into nowhere. 
 
    But then Penny noticed something strange: a very young raven-haired woman, who had been standing near to the others, now moved away from the group. Or to be more precise, she slipped away—and as she did so, she kept glancing over her shoulder in the direction of the two detectives who had just arrived. The two men were standing in the immediate vicinity of the dead woman and talking quietly but insistently to their two colleagues, who it seemed had been on the scene for some time. Jürgen rushed towards the police officers. 
 
    The black-haired woman, on the other hand, scurried from the gravel path that encircled the house and into the villa's gardens, which appeared to be well-kept and spacious. Penny kept looking at her—and made a split-second decision. 
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    "I'll be right back," Penny told Alex, then followed the young woman who had stolen away. The black-haired girl seemed to know her way around the property; she walked between the trees and hedges, avoiding the light from the lanterns that illuminated the garden paths as much as possible.  
 
    Penny stalked after her at a distance, close enough not to lose sight of her, but far enough away not to be spotted herself. She recognized another large gate at the side of the property, similar to the one they had just passed through in the car. This one was closed, and apart from that, the park was entirely surrounded by a wrought-iron fence with a high course of stone beneath.  
 
    However, the young woman was not heading for the gate, as Penny had initially surmised. Instead, her destination seemed to be a small arbor inside the park itself, where she sat down on a garden bench. The space was in semi-darkness and the nearest lantern was a good distance away. 
 
    The small clearing where the bench was located was surrounded by marble statues, which looked quite eerie even at first glance—and not just from a lack of lighting. The figures, some female, some male, showed great skill on the part of the sculptor, but they looked evil and dangerous. Like figures from a nightmare, demons perhaps, or dark gods.  
 
    Some of their hands were clawed; a female figure's head was covered with a whole nest of snakes instead of hair; and a statue of a hunchback bared pointed little teeth at Penny. Its deep-set, slit-like eyes stared at her as if it thirsted for her blood. What an unnerving place! 
 
    Penny thought back to what Jürgen had told her about the Obrist family and their passion for collecting: Roman artifacts that were believed in ancient times to have had magical powers. That's exactly what these statues looked like—magic of the rather darker kind. Nothing that involved love, light and harmony, as was usually the case in the esoteric scene these days. 
 
    The dark-haired young woman lowered her head into her hands and breathed heavily. 
 
    Penny thought for a moment about what she ought to do, but then she boldly stepped out from behind the trunk of an ancient plane tree and approached the bench.  
 
    The black-haired girl raised her head in shock, her eyes widening when she spotted Penny. She jumped up from the bench. "Who … are you?" 
 
    Penny stopped, not approaching her any further so as not to come across as a threat.  
 
    "My name is Penny Küfer," she introduced herself quickly. Then she added: "I'm a friend of Jürgen Moser’s, Filomena's nephew. We've come to…" 
 
    She broke off abruptly. She had nothing suitable to say. To protect Filo? That had gone badly wrong, despite their best intentions.  
 
    When it came to Penny's own family—or indeed her friends’—her success rate was an absolute nightmare. Her mother had lost her latest husband last Christmas, Alex's cousin and her unborn child were resting at the bottom of the Atlantic … and now Jürgen had lost a close relative. Soon you really could believe a curse was behind it all. 
 
    Penny made every effort to push away the gloomy thoughts. She avoided the gruesome statues that surrounded her and instead asked the young dark-haired woman if she could sit with her. 
 
    The girl nodded weakly. She dropped back onto the bench with difficulty, but didn't look Penny in the eye.  
 
    "I'm Selma Obrist," she mumbled, barely audibly. "Filo and I … we were friends." 
 
    Penny took a closer look at the young woman. She was at most in her mid-twenties, rather skinny and pale as a dead woman. Only her lips were painted an intense purple. She was biting her fingernails. 
 
    But suddenly Selma jerked her head up and jutted out her chin. "Filo would never have taken her own life," she exclaimed, "I swear to you! I only left her alone for a few minutes—I just wanted to fetch tea for us…" 
 
    "Then you were in her room?" Penny asked. 
 
    "No, she was in mine. I live here in the house too." 
 
    Penny tried to ask another question, but Selma didn't let her get a word in edgewise. "Filo told me that you were going to come today. Jürgen and a few friends, that's how she put it. She couldn't wait for you to arrive; she was so scared. And she certainly didn't want to die!" 
 
    "Who was she so afraid of?" Penny asked cautiously. 
 
    "Not of whom—but of what! Of the stuff her husband, Benedikt, collects. Ancient artifacts covered in curses, and Roman magic in all its vilest forms." She gestured angrily in the direction of the eerie marble statues. 
 
    "And how are you related to Benedikt?" Penny wanted to know. 
 
    Selma sniffled and awkwardly wiped her nose with the back of her hand. "My grandfather, Nicolas Obrist, and Benedikt's mother, Adelheid, are siblings. We all live here together." She pointed with her hand in the direction of the house, even though it was obscured by the dense vegetation of the park. 
 
    "And you only left Filo alone for a very short time tonight, did you say? Earlier, when she..." Penny didn't finish her sentence. 
 
    "She didn't jump, if that's what you're saying," Selma returned sharply.  
 
    "Okay, I’m sorry. So you were getting tea at the time—in the kitchen, I presume?" 
 
    "Yes. Martha—that's our cook—and I heard the…"  
 
    Selma pressed her purple lips together and blinked away a few tears. "The fall. When Filo hit the ground below the window, you know?"  
 
    She closed her eyes. "I'll never forget that horrible sound." Her hand slid up Penny's arm, seeking purchase, as if she needed somewhere to hold on to.  
 
    Penny let it happen, and gave Selma some time to collect herself. 
 
    Then she pulled herself together in turn and asked the question that was burning on her tongue, even if it was painful. If she hadn't been able to save Jürgen's aunt, she now at least owed Filomena an investigation into her death. 
 
    "So if Filo didn't jump out of the window," she began cautiously, "what do you think actually happened? Could she have fallen? Was it an accident?" 
 
    Selma shook her head wordlessly, as if in a trance. "No…" she breathed. 
 
    "Did you see anyone else in the house? Someone running up the stairs while you were on your way to the kitchen?" 
 
    "No. But there's more than just one stairwell here." 
 
    This came as no surprise, considering the size of Obrist Castle. 
 
    "Do you know anyone who didn't like Filo?" Penny continued, "Who, shall we say, had a score to settle with her? Someone from inside the family, from her circle of friends … or even an outsider perhaps?"  
 
    The latter seemed rather unlikely to Penny. A stranger would certainly not be able to walk into Obrist Castle in the middle of the night, unseen, and murder a resident. In addition to the high fence, there were probably other protective measures to secure the estate from the outside.  
 
    You had to be let in … or actually be a part of the family. Which made the search for a potential murderer very tricky; none of the residents would want to admit it if there really was a killer hiding in their midst. And there was hardly a quicker way to get yourself in hot water as an investigator than to go on a manhunt for a murderer in the victim's immediate environment. 
 
    Selma acknowledged Penny's question with another shake of her head. Then the young woman abruptly changed the subject.  
 
    "Are you Jürgen's girlfriend?" she asked straightforwardly.  
 
    Penny looked at her in astonishment. "What? No. Alex is my boyfriend—the man I came with in the car. Didn't you notice him?" 
 
    More head shaking. 
 
    Then Selma went on: "I want to photograph Jürgen. He would make a great model—for my new series. I do it for a living, you know. Photography, I mean. I'm an artist, specializing in nude portraiture." 
 
    In Penny's mind's eye, a stark naked Jürgen—whom she could only create from her imagination, because she had never seen him without clothes—lolled seductively in front of Selma's camera. She took a deep breath.  
 
    "He promised that he would model for me at some point," Selma continued. "When I first met him at Filo's wedding." 
 
    Fresh tears welled up under her eyelids. "Oh, damn it, she was so happy! So in love. It was her absolute dream wedding—like a fairy tale—she kept saying that! And now she's just … dead." 
 
    She dug a handkerchief out of the side pocket of her jeans and dabbed awkwardly at her eyes.  
 
    "Shall we go back to the house?" Penny suggested.  
 
    Selma flinched as if something completely absurd had been proposed to her; something extremely dangerous. "What? No, you go ahead. I'd rather stay here. I want to be alone."  
 
    She lowered the handkerchief and crumpled it into a tiny ball in her fist. 
 
    Why had Selma made off, sneaking away from the house like a thief in the night, when the police had arrived earlier? 
 
    This question was on Penny's mind. If Filo really had been murdered, Selma had an alibi for the time of her death. 
 
    She did not speak her thoughts aloud. Instead, she gently squeezed Selma's shoulder, then stood up and made her way back to the Obrists' magnificent villa. 
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    When Penny opened her eyes the next morning, it took her a moment to get her bearings. To her left, Alex was sleeping peacefully; to her right was an old-fashioned window seat stretching out under a large arched window. The window looked down onto a wide green river, which drifted so leisurely by that it could have been mistaken for standing water. 
 
    The Moselle. On the other bank, a small village nestled in the gently undulating landscape, lined on three sides by vineyards. Somehow, the sight reminded Penny of the Wachau region, which lined the Danube near her home in Vienna. Apart from the fact that the Danube was blue—at least if Johann Strauss' famous waltz was anything to go by—while the Moselle shone like an olive-green ribbon in the morning light. 
 
    But you're not here on vacation, Penny. 
 
    Adelheid Obrist, the taller of the two old ladies she had seen yesterday as she’d arrived, seemed to be the matriarch of the family. In the small hours she had invited Jürgen, Penny and Alex to spend the night in the villa. "Even if your visit to our poor Filomena is unfortunately no longer going to happen," she had said with a stoic expression.  
 
    The guest rooms had already been prepared, one for Jürgen and another for Penny and Alex to share. Filo had of course announced their visit to the Obrists, along with whatever reason she might have given them for this invitation.  
 
    Had Filo told everyone in the house about her fears? Or had she just mentioned to them that her nephew and a few friends were going to spend a few days with her? The question was hardly relevant anymore; Filo would never receive visitors again. 
 
    The possibility that Jürgen's aunt had suffered a tragic accident could now be ruled out. Before going to bed, Penny had been able to take a quick look at the room under the eaves from which Filo had fallen—Selma's bedroom. The forensics team had still been at work, but the one glimpse she had been able to catch through the doorway had told Penny exactly what she wanted to know: Filo's death hadn't been an accident. The window was high enough that you couldn't just lean out too far and fall. You had to want to jump. Or be pushed with some force. 
 
    "Good morning, sweetie," she heard a voice say to her left. She turned her head.  
 
    Alex blinked at her sleepily. The next moment, however, he was already sitting up in bed, pressing a kiss to her lips and looking at her expectantly. 
 
    "What do you think?" he asked abruptly. "Was it suicide … or murder?" 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Filo—did she jump? I spoke to one of the two investigators last night, Alfred Tiago. He’s the younger of the two, despite his grey temples. Nice guy, it seems to me. Actually I didn't speak to him, rather I did some eavesdropping when he was talking to his boss. Chief Inspector Nasser—the chubby guy." 
 
    He grinned mischievously.  
 
    "You're impossible," said Penny. She had to laugh, even though she had just been thinking some very gloomy thoughts a moment before.  
 
    "Hey, I learned that from you! Inconspicuous observation, as you always say—gathering information whenever the opportunity presents itself. I'm a model student, aren’t I? You have to admit that!" 
 
    He reached out to her and ran his fingers through her red mane. "Do you want to know what the detectives think or not?" 
 
    She nuzzled him tenderly. "Tell me already!" 
 
    "Well, of course we still have to wait for the official results of the autopsy … but to me it seems Nasser is convinced that Filomena committed suicide. 'It's probably not a case for us,' he said to his colleague. 'There are no clues, no traces on the dead woman that indicate a struggle. And she would hardly have let herself be pushed out of the window without putting up a fight.' Apparently none of the occupants of the house heard a cry for help either, although personally that doesn't surprise me with these thick old walls," said Alex. "'Besides, it wouldn't strike me as odd if you ended up depressed or lost your mind in this morbid castle,' said the chief inspector—that's a literal quote. And he's not entirely wrong about that, I think." 
 
    Alex pointed to the picture hanging on the wall next to the window. It was an oil painting that might have been from the 18th or 19th century, but it showed a scene from antiquity: Charon, the gloomy ferryman, conveying the deceased across the Styx, the River of the Dead, in his boat. 
 
    "Nice decoration for a guest room, eh?" he commented. "I can only agree with the inspector. The Obrists' taste in art really is pretty weird." 
 
    Penny examined the picture. She knew it was no exception to the morbid style that prevailed in the house; in fact it was typical. She had paid little attention to the décor of the mansion the previous night, but she had noticed plenty of strange objects, and cabinets full of artifacts that could only be described as demonic. Paraphernalia of black magic, dark paintings, creepy mosaics, busts, cups and bowls that seemed to have come straight from the underworld, pierced skulls and so much more. Filo had lived in a private museum of horrors. 
 
    Alex continued his report: "But the other inspector, Tiago, disagreed with his boss. He insisted on carrying out further investigations, and openly suggested that someone had ‘helped’ with the alleged suicide. But the chief inspector blew up at him. 'We have enough real cases to solve,' he insisted. And that was probably the end of the matter, for him at least. In other words it's up to us now, isn't it? We're going to find out how Jürgen's aunt really died." 
 
    "Then it's okay by you if we stay here for a few days?" Penny asked. "Instead of going on our vacation?" 
 
    "A criminal vacation," Alex said with a grin, but then he became serious again in a sudden volte-face. "That poor woman! She was in such agony and we couldn't help her. We owe it to her to at least solve her murder, I think." 
 
    Penny nodded. 
 
    At that moment, someone knocked on the door.  
 
    

  

 
   
    6    
 
    "Come in," Alex called out. He pulled up his down comforter and covered his bare chest with it. He didn't like wearing pajamas—a fact that Penny enjoyed quite a bit. 
 
    Jürgen poked his head in through the door. "Oh, you're already awake. Good morning! Are you coming down to breakfast?" 
 
    Penny couldn't help noticing that Jürgen was looking at her and Alex a little critically.  
 
    Jealous? she thought silently.  
 
    But maybe Jürgen was just depressed because he had lost his aunt. The two had apparently been quite close. Was he wallowing in self-reproach because he hadn't had the slightest chance of coming to her aid? Penny knew only too well how that felt.  
 
    But Alex was already jumping out of bed and running towards the bathroom, calling over his shoulder: "Give us ten minutes, Jürgen, okay?" 
 
      
 
      
 
    Until now, only one member of the Obrist family had shown up in the breakfast room, a spacious parlor on the first floor with dark wooden paneling: Adelheid, the matriarch. She wore an intricately woven ankle-length robe that would not have looked out of place in the wardrobe of a Roman senator's wife, and the old lady's gray-blonde hair was piled on top of her head in an equally antiquated hairstyle. Some of the female statues in the house—Roman goddesses, Penny assumed—were adorned with a very similar head of hair. Adelheid was sitting up straight and nibbling with distinct lack of appetite on a piece of buttered toast when Penny, Jürgen and Alex entered the room.  
 
    Instead of greeting her guests, she simply inclined her head silently, but then decided to speak after all: "Please take a seat. Would you like coffee or tea? Martha will bring you whatever you want straight away."  
 
    She spoke such perfect High German that you suddenly had the sense that you were in a play. There was a large antique jewel gracing the ring finger of her left hand, adding to the impression of rank and nobility.  
 
    Jürgen had been talking about a family of vintners, of wine makers, Penny recalled. Adelheid Obrist was not a grand duchess, even if it was easy to get that impression. 
 
    As if by her silent command, a maid appeared and took the guests' requests.  
 
    The large table offered space for a good dozen people, and a buffet was set up on several sideboards along the walls that could easily stand comparison with a luxury hotel’s. There was everything from fresh fruit, various types of fish, and meat and cheese delicacies, to croissants and several types of cake. Life goes on seemed to be the motto in the Obrist house, despite the tragic loss the family had suffered. 
 
    Adelheid turned to Jürgen. "I wanted to thank you for taking over the conversation with the police last night. I don't think any of us were—"  
 
    She broke off, waving her hand. "No one was in a position to do that, is what I’m trying to say. I hope you understand." 
 
    "That goes without saying," Jürgen said quickly. "You were all in shock. I was happy to do what I could."  
 
    His Austrian German, tinged with the slight Tyrolean accent that Penny liked so much, sounded like a performance of exotic folk art after the old lady's High German.  
 
    Jürgen hesitated briefly, then continued, glancing at Penny: "With your permission, Mrs. Obrist, we'd like to do more. Filomena called us here to the house because she was afraid—because she thought she was in danger—even if she may have imagined the threat. The police are of the opinion that no crime has been committed, but we would like to see for ourselves whether my aunt really did commit suicide." 
 
    "We'd like to have a look around the house and talk to your family members," Penny added by way of explanation. "It wouldn't take more than two or three days, if you'd be willing to host us for that long."  
 
    "You're very welcome to be our guests," said Adelheid stiffly, "but what are you getting at, if you don't mind me asking? If Filomena didn't commit suicide, then that would mean—" 
 
    The rest of her words remained unspoken, but the conclusion was obvious: then it would mean that someone must have helped her out the window. Adelheid's expression showed that this thought worried her greatly. 
 
    "It was just the family in the house last night," Penny finally said, after the maid had rushed over with a silver coffee pot for Alex and Jürgen, and a matching, smaller pot of cocoa for her.  
 
    "Are you implying that we have a murderer in our midst?" asked Adelheid. Her voice climbed a good octave higher over the course of the few syllables. 
 
    "Unfortunately, one can never entirely rule that out," Penny said, more to herself than to the old lady. 
 
    Adelheid nodded slowly, even though her wrinkled face reflected suspicion. She stood up, went to the buffet and helped herself. Once she had filled her plate, she invited her guests to do the same.  
 
    When everyone was back at the table, Adelheid continued: "I haven't slept a wink all night, you know. Things haven't been going so well between Filomena and my son in the past few weeks. Our house … it just wasn't the best place for her. Our collection frightened her; her heart wasn't in it, even though it is a time-honored tradition in our family. Not all of us actively acquire new pieces, but we all appreciate the treasures we have here in our home. Filomena, on the other hand, could not bring herself to do so." 
 
    Adelheid skewered a piece of cheese with her fork and lifted it to her mouth in slow motion.  
 
    She chewed thoughtfully, then went on, "We have been collecting Roman art for centuries. Our father, Rudolf Obrist, expanded the collection and set new priorities: magic, belief in the dead, the Roman concepts of the afterlife, the world of the gods—without shying away from the dark forces. And Benedikt, my son, has continued in this direction with great passion since Rudolf's death. I can say that he has reached completely new heights," she added with a hint of pride. "There is nothing like it in the world—not even in the really large museums. They focus more on the pleasing, harmless pieces, like those collected by the early generations of my family. Such as that relief over there, acquired back in the 18th century, long before we set our current focus."  
 
    She pointed with her beringed hand to a piece of marble, a good eighty centimeters long and half as high, hanging above one of the sideboards. "It dates from the first century AD and shows Aesculapius with his daughter, Hygeia." 
 
    "The god of healing?" said Penny.  
 
    She recognized the staff of the god, with a snake wrapped around it. It was still the symbol of doctors and pharmacists today and even appeared in the logos of large pharmaceutical companies.  
 
    "That's him, yes—the Romans adopted him from the Greeks, you know, like so many of their gods. And you can probably guess which modern concept we owe to Hygeia." 
 
    "Hygiene," Jürgen said, like a bright high school student. 
 
    Adelheid smiled. She was clearly enjoying her lecture and it was easy to believe that the Obrist art collection was her greatest passion. 
 
    The beautiful young girl in the relief was about to feed the snake that was wrapped around the staff from a small bowl. In the Obrists' home, amidst all the other works of art—most of which were about witchcraft, death and destruction—one inevitably had to wonder whether this snake was not in fact deadly poisonous, and whether the girl was risking her life in the service of her father.  
 
    Nevertheless, compared to some of the other art pieces in the house, the marble relief seemed almost harmless. Perhaps the Obrists were considerate enough not to spoil the appetite of their occasional house guests at breakfast. 
 
    "Really remarkable," said Alex. "A beautiful piece, and so well preserved." 
 
    Adelheid accepted the compliment with a girlish smile and a dignified nod of her head.
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    Penny addressed Adelheid Obrist: "Could you please tell us who all lives in the house?" She sipped her cup of cocoa and had to admit to herself that Martha, the Obrists' maid, knew how to prepare the drink like no other.  
 
    Martha was a very unassuming woman, but all the more friendly for it, and Penny had learned by now that she not only served at the table but also cooked for the whole family. Both Jürgen and Alex showered her with compliments over the breakfast buffet. Adelheid Obrist, as her employer, accepted this praise with a modest expression, while Martha herself was blushing and beaming from ear to ear. 
 
    "Family is very important to us," emphasized Adelheid. "We run a multi-generational household here, as used to be the norm—and we are proud of it. No one is sent to an old people's home, even if they should ever be in need of full time care. But at the same time we also welcome the younger generation."  
 
    She began to rattle off names, counting the members of her family on her fingers.  
 
    "First of all, there are my two siblings and I," she began. "Our father raised us to strive for the extraordinary—to not be satisfied with a bland life and mediocre goals. He set an example for us all by transforming our forefathers' collection into a treasure of the highest order. Romy, my sister, turned to the old gods—those of the Romans, but also of the Celtic and Germanic tribes, and the Greeks. She became a kind of priestess or shaman, studied the ancient wisdom teachings, traveled to places of worship around the world, and she still studies magical plants and potions today, as the Romans were so fond of using them…" 
 
    Adelheid broke off and smiled wistfully. "She's seventy-one now, my little sister. Romy is not of this world, say some people who only know her superficially. I'm not that into esotericism myself, and neither is my brother, Nicolas. He lives with us too, even though he prefers to keep to himself most of the time. In his youth he was a dropout, a world traveler and adventurer. He has circumnavigated the globe several times—on foot, on his bike, alone and in the company of the most beautiful women; he has paddled, ridden elephants and camels, climbed the highest peaks on almost every continent, and so on. Once he even rowed across the Atlantic all by himself, in a tiny nutshell of a boat! I was scared to death for him, but the worst thing he suffered was to get a bad sunburn." 
 
    She reached for the last piece of toast on her plate and began to chew on it, lost in thought. 
 
    "And you yourself, Mrs. Obrist?" Penny asked. "What are your interests? Have you also traveled the world?" 
 
    "Oh," said Adelheid wistfully. "I originally went into theater—I wanted to be a movie star eventually. That was my dream as a young girl. But then my mother died, my father fell ill … and someone had to look after him. And then, well, Benedikt was born. He wasn't planned, if you know what I mean." 
 
    She straightened her back and looked at Penny with a dreamy look in her pale gray eyes.  
 
    "However, caring for my father was not after all an onerous sacrifice that I was forced to make—as it soon turned out. Dad infected me with his love for Roman antiquities and we devoted ourselves to the collection together with absolute enthusiasm. Which I have never regretted." 
 
    "And you've also infected your son with the collecting fever," said Jürgen. 
 
    Adelheid beamed. "Oh yes. As I said, our private museum is Benedikt's purpose in life, and his pride and joy. And my son is absolutely the apple of my eye. His father was a … mistake, I won't sugarcoat it, but I've never regretted Benedikt's existence." 
 
    The idea of working for a living seemed to be frowned upon in the Obrist household, Penny thought privately. Just like it was with the ancient Romans.  
 
    "So Benedikt also lives in your house," said Alex. "And Filo moved in after marrying him." 
 
    "That's how it was. And at the moment, for about a month now, Selma has been living with us too. She is my brother, Nicolas's, granddaughter. Her father—Lorenz—is a hotelier. He decided to buy his own house, on the outskirts of Trier, not far from here. And Selma lived in Bernkastel until recently; she is an artist, a free spirit like the old generation! You should definitely take a look at her work. Very bold nudes! Shocking, but still tasteful." 
 
    She smiled smugly. Adelheid Obrist may have been a little older, but she was clearly not a prude or even particularly uptight. 
 
    "What made Selma move in with you?" Penny asked. She couldn't help thinking about the young black-haired girl with her purple lipstick, who had stolen away last night so stealthily. 
 
    Adelheid pulled up her bony shoulders. "I don't really know. She hasn't given us any reasons, and we haven't pressed her. She must be going through a difficult phase. Even if she hasn't given up the apartment—and her little studio—in Bernkastel, as far as I know. The poor thing is cloistering herself completely, hardly ever leaves the house. Not that that's necessary. She's well looked after here with us." 
 
    The old lady sighed. "Oh, I wouldn’t want to be young anymore. Such a difficult time, isn't it?" She looked at Penny as if she were the epitome of every youthful problem. 
 
    "So Selma does art for a living?" Alex asked, before Penny's embarrassment could lead her into a snippy retort. 
 
    At the phrase for a living, Adelheid's pretty snub nose twitched as if she had sniffed out something unpleasant. 
 
    "Selma isn't there yet, even though that's probably her goal. She is only at the very beginning of her career. But if it were up to her father, she ought to look for a decent job, as he likes to put it. He would prefer Selma to work for his boring hotel chain." 
 
    She sighed. "Unfortunately, Lorenz is a completely ordinary member of our family—a dry-as-dust character. There's not a spark of creativity or even imagination in him." 
 
    Adelheid's gaze wandered over Penny's face again and this time remained on her red hair, which was certainly looking quite disheveled again this morning. The old lady seemed to like it. 
 
    "Luckily Selma has us," she continued. "Her great-aunts and her grandpa. The three of us ensure that she can devote herself entirely to her art. We've always regularly given her an allowance, even before she came to live with us. She has never suffered want, and I must say I am very glad that she survived her youth in Lorenz's dreary house unscathed. Without damaging her creativity, her artistic vision, I mean." 
 
    Adelheid sounded as if she thought Lorenz's conservative bourgeois attitude were a contagious disease, one that no other family member could be allowed to catch. 
 
    "I hope," the matriarch continued, "that Selma will continue our collection in the future, when we old people have ourselves become shadowy figures in the underworld. Selma is our hope for the future." 
 
    The collection. The collection over and over again. For the Obrists—or at least for Adelheid—it really did seem to be the most important thing in life. 
 
    Martha, the cook, served another round of hot drinks. Jürgen returned to the buffet and helped himself to the smoked salmon, to add to which he piled plenty of cream cheese onto his plate. He also cut two slices of dark bread from one of the fresh, fragrant loaves. 
 
    "Can we briefly go through what happened last night?" Penny addressed Adelheid Obrist again. It was time to finally get to the point. 
 
    "Before Filo died, you mean?" said the old lady straightforwardly. 
 
    Penny nodded. Adelheid didn't like to believe in murder, but she wasn't an antiquated, squeamish little old dear who’d need her smelling salts at the very thought of such a crime. 
 
    "We had dinner," said Adelheid, "with the family, as is our custom. We don't often get together for lunch and Martha feeds us individually—some of us just eat a cold snack. But we always meet up in the evening, punctually at 7 p.m. After that…" 
 
    She seemed to have to think about what had happened the previous night, after dinner. 
 
    "I'm afraid we each kept to ourselves as far as I can tell. Sometimes we gather for a glass of dessert wine or a game of cards, but not last night. I have no idea who was where. I went to my room and read. Oh yes, wait a moment, maybe I should mention this: Lorenz is sleeping over this weekend. He's been doing that occasionally since Selma came to live with us. After all, he's not a bad father, but takes care of his daughter, within the limits of his very modest mental capacity. And he appreciates the comfort of our home. Martha's cooking, our swimming pool … but maybe he's just coming to ingratiate himself. He wants to finally persuade us to give up the house. He thinks it's far too big for the few people we have left; of course it’s true that our family used to be far more numerous, but even so." 
 
    "He wants you to sell the house?" Jürgen interjected. 
 
    "He's asking us to lease it to him. He wants to turn it into a hotel—can you imagine? Including the collection! A luxury hotel with a private Roman museum. Only over my dead body!" 
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    Mrs. Obrist gave Martha a hand signal, whereupon she set about clearing away the breakfast dishes. Only Jürgen took his time, slowly finishing off another slice of bread with salmon and cream cheese.  
 
    Adelheid didn't seem to approve of extending the meal too much—or perhaps she simply didn't feel like answering her guests' curious questions any longer. She gave Jürgen a stern look, but he either didn't notice or simply let the silent rebuke bounce off him.  
 
    "Where were we?" Adelheid said abruptly. "Oh yes, we were talking about last night, and where the individual family members were…?" 
 
    Penny nodded her head in confirmation. 
 
    "So, what I was actually getting at, as far as Lorenz is concerned: I think he was the only one who actually left the house. He said that he wanted to go for a little walk after dinner. He does that often too; the vineyards start right behind our property, and there's a lovely little hiking trail. He asked if anyone wanted to accompany him, but there was no interest." 
 
    "And when did he return?" asked Alex. 
 
    "After Filomena's fall," Adelheid said curtly. "When the police had already arrived." 
 
    There was a short pause. Then Penny said: "You just mentioned that he would like to lease the house. Who is the owner of this, um, estate, if you don't mind me asking? You and your two siblings?" 
 
    "It is I alone," said Adelheid without hesitation. "In return for the fact that I cared for my father so devotedly until his death, he left it to me. But that doesn't mean that he didn't provide for my siblings in other ways, in case that's what you're thinking—they received a larger share of his fortune in securities when he died. Which was considerable," she added. "In my inheritance, the value of the house was taken into account, so I accordingly received a somewhat more modest deposit. But still, it’s enough that I won't be able to spend it all over my lifetime."  
 
    Her tone was so casual, so natural, that her words didn't even come across as boastful. 
 
    "Did Benedikt never think about moving into his own house with Filo?" asked Jürgen. "After they got married? She once mentioned to me that they were planning to do so." 
 
    "I really can't imagine him doing that," said Adelheid. She sat up even straighter, pulling her already almost vertical back completely upright. "Such a move would never have been an option for Benedikt. As I said, family cohesion is most important to all of us." 
 
    "And the collection of course," Alex added. He smiled so charmingly that the old lady didn't notice his sarcasm. 
 
    She simply nodded her head in acknowledgement of his interjection. "My son would never leave our treasures behind—but neither would he think of taking them with him. Not a single artifact will ever leave this house. Benedikt knows that we are all wholeheartedly attached to the collection. Romy and me, and Nicolas too, in his own way.” 
 
    So everyone stays where the collection is, Penny thought. These morbid antique treasures united the family, and they seemed to have scared the hell out of Jürgen's aunt. Had Filo's death been about the Obrists' private museum? 
 
    "Do you have any more questions?" said Adelheid.  
 
    She looked demonstratively at her tiny wristwatch, a diamond-studded, candy-colored little thing that flashed out from the wide sleeve of her robe. 
 
    "Yes, I'd like to talk about the house’s other residents for a moment," Penny said quickly. "But about the staff: how many employees do you have in total?" 
 
    "Apart from Martha, we have a housekeeper and a gardener, who also drives my sister and me when we go out. But that doesn't happen very often, and they don't live with us. Martha doesn't really either—she only stays overnight occasionally when we eat very late or have guests. That's why she has a room in the house." 
 
    Martha, who had kept a low profile for a while, confirmed her employer's words: "We've all been with the Obrist family for years," she said. "I used to be part-time; I served while Filo ran the kitchen. She was one of us, you know," she said, turning to Penny. "I learned a lot from her, and then sort of took over the stove when Filo married Mr. Obrist. Now I'm in charge of the kitchen and table service full time. And I really enjoy working here," she added. 
 
    Adelheid nodded sympathetically. "You're practically family, Martha. And so are your colleagues." 
 
    "Did Filomena already feel so, um … uneasy about the collection before she got married?" asked Alex. "When she was still working here?" 
 
    "No," said Adelheid, "at least not as far as I know. She wasn't living in the house at the time, though. It was only later, after her marriage to my son, that the nights in particular got to her. At least that was my impression. She became really jumpy over time, poor thing. She suffered from nightmares, often woke up screaming, sleepwalked in the corridors…. Not a very robust nervous system, I'm afraid. Although I have to admit—in the dark, well, you can occasionally get the impression that certain cult objects in our collection work their very own magic, if you know what I mean." 
 
    Oh yes, Penny thought. And that was putting it mildly. 
 
    She had a somewhat awkward question on the tip of her tongue. "How was Filo received by the family," she began cautiously, "when she was promoted from cook to being the wife of your son?" 
 
    "With open arms, of course," said Adelheid—a little too quickly. "We no longer live in the 19th century, my dear Miss Küfer. We don't care about class barriers." 
 
    The old woman's facial expression contradicted her bold statement, and Penny didn't miss it. But she had no chance to ask any more questions, because at that moment the door to the breakfast room flew open. 
 
    Romy Obrist, Adelheid's younger sister, appeared on the threshold. She let out a little cry when she saw the guests at the table.  
 
    She slapped her hand over her mouth. She was dressed in a dark skirt and a blouse that was screamingly colorful and full of wild vine patterns—a very vivid contrast to her pale skin and waist-length light blonde hair that was reminiscent of a fairy queen’s. 
 
    But then she pulled herself together, mumbled a barely audible "Good morning," and sat down at the table next to Adelheid. Less than thirty seconds later, Martha hurried over with a fresh pot of coffee and poured the old lady a cup. 
 
    Adelheid put her hand on her sister's arm. "Are you all right, my dear? You seem—" 
 
    She hesitated, probably out of awareness that she was not alone at the table with her sister. "You look tired," she finally said. 
 
    Romy began to knead her hands together, which were trembling badly.  
 
    "Oh, it's all so terrible," she whispered. Her lips barely moved. Romy's gaze flitted over Penny's face, then over Alex's. He seemed to interest her, because she eyed him curiously.  
 
    But she continued to mumble to herself. "Poor Filomena. Such a horrible death…" 
 
    Then Penny took the floor and explained to the old lady that she and her two colleagues, as she quickly dubbed Alex and Jürgen, would remain in the house to investigate Filomena's death.  
 
    She followed this up with a few questions: "Did you notice anything unusual last night, Mrs. Obrist? After supper? Did Filomena behave differently than usual? Did she seem agitated, anxious or somehow depressed?" 
 
    "Anxious, yes—she was always anxious," Romy said. She rattled off the words without looking at Penny. "Oh, so awful!" 
 
    Jürgen came to Penny's aid. "Do you remember where you were after dinner?" he asked. "How you spent the evening?" 
 
    "Me? I was in my room!" It came back at him as if shot from a pistol. "I didn't see anything. I didn't hear anything. I don't know anything." 
 
    She took a few hasty sips of her black coffee, then suddenly jumped up.  
 
    "I have no appetite at all," she announced, turning abruptly to her sister. "I'd rather go for a walk. I need some fresh air and the weather is so nice today!" 
 
    Penny couldn't help but notice that the elfin woman looked very physically fit for her age. Just like Adelheid, in fact. 
 
    "Excuse me," Alex said, turning to Romy.  
 
    He had gotten up almost at the same time as she had and was now walking towards her, interposing himself before she could leave the room. "Before you go, may I take a look at the earrings you're wearing? Two such extraordinary pieces! Gold coins with diamonds? I'm a gem dealer, you know, which is why I noticed your jewelry right away." 
 
    He had put on his most charming smile. 
 
    The perfect son-in-law that no older woman can resist, Penny thought. She had to make an effort to suppress a grin. Alex knew how to use his charm as a weapon—only for good, of course! And naturally the end justified the means. 
 
    Romy's eyes widened, but then she smiled too. Her hands moved to the earrings she was wearing. "Oh, thank you very much, young man. These are two Roman aurei," she explained. "They both depict the goddess Venus. Ancient jewelry is my passion as a collector." 
 
    "Beautiful," Alex said enthusiastically. "Could I perhaps accompany you on your walk while you tell me more about it? Your jewelry collection certainly is fascinating." 
 
    He held out his arm to the old lady like a true gentleman—and after a moment's hesitation, she hooked her arm through his. The two of them walked out of the finely paneled dining room like something out of a Jane Austen novel. 
 
    Penny and Jürgen looked at each other eloquently. Alex would now take over the questioning of Romy Obrist.
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    Adelheid Obrist left the room right after her sister, and Jürgen and Penny stayed behind alone.  
 
    "And now?" he asked her. "What are you and I going to do?" 
 
    "We're going to ask the other residents where everyone was last night—and who might have seen something," Penny said. "I'd also like to know what scared Filo so intensely. For example, that Staircase of Curses you mentioned. I'd like to take a closer look at it. That's not the main staircase, is it?" 
 
    "I don't think so. The large staircase in the center of the house looks rather harmless to me. Well, apart from that group of figures on the landing, the three Furies or whatever. I'd rather not meet them on a lonely street late at night. They look like they're about to eat you! Raw or roasted on the spit." 
 
    He fell silent for a moment, seeming to follow the thought in an even more unpleasant direction, his eyes narrowing.  
 
    "I think we'd best talk to Benedikt," he remarked. "After all, Filo moved into this creepy castle because of him." 
 
    "Before that, when she was the family cook, she didn't actually live in the house," Penny repeated Adelheid's statement. "And she didn't seem to have that many problems with the Obrists' collection." 
 
    "No; she lived in a small apartment nearby. And she probably didn't expect what this chamber of horrors would do to her when she did get married. Otherwise she might have changed her mind. Although, no—she was crazy about Benedikt." 
 
    "I have the impression," said Penny, "that the poor man was faced with an unavoidable decision in recent weeks: Filo or the family. Hmm, perhaps more precisely, Filo or the collection. And I don't think the choice would have been in Filo's favor if she had given him an ultimatum. What do you think?" 
 
    "Quite possibly," Jürgen grumbled. "These Obrists are really obsessed with their antiquities." 
 
    Penny addressed Martha, who had just returned to the room and was getting ready to clear away the last of the dishes. Jürgen, too, finally seemed satiated and had finished his breakfast.  
 
    "Have you perhaps seen Benedikt Obrist this morning?" Penny asked the cook. "Do you know where we can find him?" 
 
    "He's outside, drinking his tea on the terrace. But you'd better not disturb him. He's…" 
 
    Martha shook her head sympathetically. "The poor man—he's completely beside himself. How could Filo do this to him? He loved her so much! She had no reason to be unhappy." 
 
    "Do what to him?" Penny asked. 
 
    "Well, the fact that she jumped out of the window, I mean! She must have realized that her husband would find her. That he would see her like that…" 
 
    Her voice failed. "Filo's bloody remains on the gravel!" She swallowed and closed her eyelids for a moment, as if she could thereby erase the horrible sight from her mind’s eye.  
 
    Penny thanked Martha and left the room with Jürgen in tow. They went down the grand staircase—past the Furies, who looked angry, hungry and very dangerous. Downstairs in the entrance hall, however, Penny stopped.  
 
    "Maybe we should talk to Benedikt a little later," she said to Jürgen. "Tomorrow would be best. Let's give him time to grieve." 
 
    "But what if he has my aunt on his conscience?" protested Jürgen. "What if he's not really the poor shocked widower that Martha is so keen to comfort?" 
 
    His eyes widened; a new thought seemed to have just occurred to him. "Do you think she fancies him?" he asked abruptly. 
 
    "Who?" 
 
    "Martha, of course! Perhaps she wanted the wealthy master of the house for herself. After all, he did marry the family cook once before." 
 
    "Well, I don't know…" said Penny uncertainly. 
 
    Jürgen chewed on his lower lip. "Hmm. Well, whatever—but in any case, Benedikt might have come to the conclusion that marrying Filo was a mistake. Perhaps he had long since decided in favor of the family … and the wretched collection … and wanted to get rid of his wife at all costs." 
 
    "If that really were true, we'll find out," Penny promised. "But let's start with Lorenz today, okay? And his father—what was his name? Nicolas?" 
 
    Jürgen nodded wordlessly. He seemed eager to find someone to blame for his aunt's death. Someone on whom he could vent his frustration, grief, and pain. 
 
    Everyone grieves in their own way, Penny thought to herself silently.  
 
    She spoke soberly to Jürgen. "We should address all suspects—all the family members and also the staff—as casually as possible. We mustn't come across as inquisitors. Otherwise we'll be thrown out of the castle and we won't achieve anything." 
 
    "Alright." 
 
    "Besides, there shouldn't be two of us going at someone; this morning with Adelheid felt like a cross-examination. Three against one is not exactly conducive to conversation." 
 
    Jürgen nodded.  
 
    "Even if the good Adelheid could easily take on half a legion," he added with a wry grin, "she didn't exactly strike me as someone who is easily intimidated." 
 
    Penny acknowledged his comment with a smile. Still, she preferred to go it alone. Apart from the fact that she didn't want to unnecessarily frighten her witnesses—or the suspects in the case, depending on how you looked at it—there was another thought on her mind: Alex might not like it if she was constantly stuck to Jürgen during the investigation. Even if her boyfriend wasn't at all prone to jealousy and seemingly hadn’t seen Jürgen as a rival thus far.  
 
    Penny looked around the large hall. The floor was covered by a huge mosaic that was probably supposed to depict a scene from the Roman underworld; she recognized Cerberus, the three-headed hellhound. Quite a terrifying guardian. No living person—and no deceased person either—would get past him unscathed. 
 
    "What do you say I take a look around outside in the park," she suggested to Jürgen, "and you explore here inside the house? Then I can keep an eye out for our two walkers. I want to see how Alex is getting on with Romy." 
 
    "She's eating out of his hand, I'm sure of it," said Jürgen.  
 
    He looked at Penny wordlessly for a moment, then added: "He makes a nice impression, I have to admit—your Alex. And he's damn good-looking, so I think I understand now why you'd rather be with him than with me…. Oh, you know what," he made an impatient gesture with his hand, "let's get to work!"
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    As Penny walked down the steps outside the front door, she heard voices.  
 
    She stopped and turned around. To her right, on the level of the first floor, was the villa's large terrace. She had no problem recognizing one of the two voices: it belonged to Benedikt Obrist, who was, according to Martha, drinking his breakfast tea on the terrace and did not want to be disturbed in his grief. 
 
    But the widower was not alone—another man was keeping him company, of whom Penny could only see the back of his head from her low position. But Benedikt called him by name at that moment, which made identification much easier. 
 
    "Oh go to hell, Lorenz!"  
 
    Benedikt didn't sound like a person who was indulging in grief; in fact he sounded quite angry. "You're not getting me out of this house, not ever. Especially now that I've lost Filo! Get your blasted hotel out of your head once and for all!" 
 
    Lorenz Obrist kept his temper. He said something back, but spoke so quietly that Penny could hardly hear him. 
 
    His words sounded like: "That wasn't my point at all, Ben. Be reasonable, please." 
 
    "Reasonable?" Benedikt snapped at him. "Tell me the truth—was it you who frightened my wife so much that she wanted to leave the house at all costs, lost her mind over it, and ended up throwing herself out of the window? Did you think I would move out with her and leave the field to you and your stupid tourists?" 
 
    Penny heard an agonized sob, followed immediately by a violent blowing of the nose. She attributed both to the widower, while Lorenz seemed to have lost his tongue for the time being. Then Benedikt jumped up abruptly from the table, bringing his head into Penny's field of vision.  
 
    She ducked behind one of the ornamental hedges that lined the forecourt.  
 
    Being caught eavesdropping would not make a good impression—even if she had not intended to spy on the two men. 
 
    Lorenz Obrist suddenly let out a sound that made Penny think of a bull that had been provoked to the extreme. The hotelier seemed to have just realized what accusations his cousin had thrown at him. He now lost his temper as well.  
 
    "Are you out of your mind?" he snapped. "Are you going to blame me now for not looking after your wife … because you're always hanging around your gravestones or playing with your bizarre curse tablets? Grow up already, man!" 
 
    The conversation escalated. "Get out of my sight, you bastard!" hissed Benedikt, and Lorenz didn't need to be told twice. Penny heard energetic footsteps up on the terrace. 
 
    Then something that sounded like china went to pieces. Benedikt's teacup? Had he thrown it after his cousin? 
 
    Quite a hot temper, both of them, Penny thought. 
 
    The next moment she realized that Lorenz was not hurrying back into the house—the sound of his footsteps was approaching her, and very quickly. She looked up and saw that he was heading for the stairs that led down from the terrace to the garden, precisely where she was hiding. 
 
    She had to act, and quickly! Otherwise she would inevitably be discovered. 
 
    She sprinted off, in order to disappear behind the nearest trees in the park. But Lorenz Obrist came down the stairs at such an energetic pace that they almost collided. 
 
    "Sorry," he mumbled, but barely seemed to notice her.  
 
    It was only when she replied with a very polite, "No problem at all!" that he raised his head and seemed to realize who he was looking at. 
 
    "Ms. Küfer, right? You're still here?"  
 
    He slowed his pace, but kept on walking—along one of the garden paths that led away from the house. After the argument with Benedikt, he seemed to be in the mood for some fresh air and exercise. 
 
    Penny spontaneously joined him. "I was just going to have a look at the garden too," she said quickly. "May I accompany you?" 
 
    "What? Oh yes … fine by me."  
 
    While Benedikt Obrist was a slim, handsome man with a full head of dark hair, Lorenz was more the unremarkable type. He was broad rather than tall, and his eyes looked like hard round lackluster buttons through the thick lenses of his glasses. His mouse-brown hair was already quite sparse for his age, and his lips were little more than a thin line.  
 
    Both men may have been in their late forties or early fifties, but you would hardly have thought they were cousins. 
 
    "Why are you still here?" Lorenz asked Penny after they had walked the first few meters side by side in silence. "Are you staying for the funeral?" 
 
    Apparently the hotelier had no idea why Penny and her friends had come to the family estate. She wondered if he knew anything at all about Filo's fears, or if he was too little involved in what was going on in the house itself to have noticed anything. Was that why he had reacted so belatedly to Benedikt's accusations—because he hadn't really understood what his cousin was accusing him of? 
 
    They passed a small Roman temple, half hidden by a group of tall fir trees. Lorenz did not comment on the building, while Adelheid or Benedikt would certainly not have missed the opportunity to present another gem from their collection.  
 
    Penny wondered which deity this temple was dedicated to—Pluto, the lord of the underworld? Two close relatives of Cerberus, the hellhound, flanked the entrance. Penny guessed they were jackals. 
 
    She decided to tell Lorenz the truth. Perhaps she could learn something from him that would help her shed light on the circumstances of Filomena's death, and whether the poor woman had actually committed suicide or had fallen victim to an assassination attempt. 
 
    "I've heard that you're a hotelier," she began, trying not to be too brusque. Small talk wasn't her strong point; she usually put her foot in it as soon as she opened her mouth. But asking a person about their profession was almost always a safe bet. 
 
    Lorenz nodded absently, and Penny wasn't sure if he had even heard her question correctly. The man seemed to be mulling something over.  
 
    But then he suddenly stopped. "What did the old people tell you about me, hmm? That I'm the black sheep of the family? The only normal one?" 
 
    Adelheid had not called her nephew normal. She hadn't been all that friendly.  
 
    Penny sidestepped his question with a quick smile. "You're not passionate about the family's famous collection, that much I've learned. And also you'd like to turn the estate here into an hotel." 
 
    "That's right! Just look at the architecture!"  
 
    He gestured animatedly in the direction of the house, of which little could be seen between the trees.  
 
    "American tourists, Japanese, Chinese … they would pay a fortune to spend the night in a haunted castle like this. Black magic from the depths of Roman antiquity! The undead, vampires, werewolves—none of these are modern inventions, I must tell you if you didn’t know. And we have just the right mosaic, ornate drinking bowl, dark wall painting or oil lamp to represent each of these creatures. Whatever your heart may desire. And on top of that, our house of horrors is actually a magnificent building from the 18th century, purely architecturally speaking of course." 
 
    He stared over at the castle. Only the roof gables were visible through the dense foliage of the park—including the very window from which Filomena had fallen to her death last night. 
 
    "My dear relatives are all such snobs," said Lorenz. "And completely bonkers, if you ask me. Even Selma, my own daughter, has some of their genes. She likes to push boundaries, as she puts it, break taboos … fortunately so far only in her art. And me? I'm ostracized, considered the family renegade, because I'm the only one crazy enough to want to work for a living! And who’d want to build something that doesn't have to do with vengeful gods, witchcraft, necromancy or the like? Something actually modern." 
 
    Penny nodded sympathetically, but was unable to stop the long-suffering hotelier's torrent of words.  
 
    "They'd all love to still be walking around in togas!" he continued without drawing breath. "You won't believe it, but my grandfather—he actually used to do that. And Aunt Romy occasionally dresses as a Vestal Virgin or pagan priestess. Adelheid is a bohemian who is incredibly proud of her sophistication, her intellect and her style. And Nicolas, my father…" He merely shook his head. 
 
    But he wasn't done complaining about his family, now that he had found a willing listener. "They even slip money to my daughter, and get her up to all kinds of nonsense whenever I'm not looking. They have been at it since Selma was a little girl, and they don't give a damn that I'm her sole legal guardian. They keep interfering, and whatever moral values I’ve tried to teach Selma—they’ve undermined them." 
 
    He set off walking again, but now at a more leisurely pace. "I've offered my Aunt Adelheid, who owns all this, a really fair rent for the house. I don't want any handouts!" 
 
    He kicked a pine cone out of the way with the toe of his shoe. "But I guess I must get the hotel thing out of my head. Who am I kidding!" 
 
    Penny decided to finally talk about Filomena's death. "If your relatives are so set against the working people, how did they take it that Benedikt had married a commoner? Filo was the cook here in the house, wasn't she?" 
 
    Lorenz rolled his eyes. "That's right. And this wedding was the end of the world—you can't even imagine it. The house was a mess for months."  
 
    He stopped again. "Was Filomena a good friend of yours?" he asked. 
 
    "No," Penny said truthfully. "I didn't know her at all. I'm just a detective, and Jürgen—Filomena's nephew—asked me to accompany him here. Because Filo was so scared." 
 
    Lorenz suddenly burst out laughing. "Scared?" he snorted. "Really now?" 
 
    Penny nodded uncertainly. 
 
    "Excuse me for being so blunt, because you're not supposed to speak ill of the dead. And I liked Filo, I really did. She was an even better cook than Martha, always in a good mood and nice to everyone. But the fact that she got hold of Benedikt—it wasn't a love match. Filo was a gold digger of the highest order! She knew exactly what she was doing. And she wasn't afraid of anything or anyone, if you ask me." 
 
    "Okay…" Penny said slowly. "So you don't think she took her own life?" 
 
    "What? But of course. What else could it be? Although I have no idea how it could have happened." 
 
    "Well, murder would be a possibility," Penny said, deliberately casual. "From what you've just said, I don't think Filo would have had any reason to want to die. Or did I misunderstand you?" 
 
    Lorenz pulled off his glasses and kneaded the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger.  
 
    "Oh my goodness—murder? That's why you're still here? You're investigating, pumping us for information, sniffing around looking for evidence… why didn't you say so in the first place?" 
 
    Penny didn't answer him, but that didn't seem to bother him at all. He continued talking immediately, now in an even more agitated tone than before.  
 
    "The old people hated Filo, all of them. But murder? God help us!" 
 
    "Did you notice anything unusual last night?" Penny asked.  
 
    He didn't think for even a moment before answering.  
 
    "No, nothing. When Filo died, I wasn't even in the house. I was out for an evening walk in the vineyards. When I came back she was dead. So if I need an alibi, I have one! But surely you wouldn't suspect me, of all people, with all these lunatics in the house. Do you?"
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    Penny wandered around the park for a while after Lorenz Obrist had said goodbye to her and left. The hotelier supposedly had urgent business waiting for him.  
 
    She passed another small building in the style of antiquity—this time it was a fountain, surrounded by columns and roofed like a temple. The water basin was flanked by mythical figures: a centaur, a nymph … at least it was a nice change from all the creepy effigies that were otherwise bustling around the villa.  
 
    At lunchtime, all the house’s residents and the guests of the family gathered in a room with dark red wallpaper and a huge marble fireplace. Two large arched windows offered a wonderful view over the park, and a table was set in the middle of the room that could have seated a good ten people quite easily. 
 
    Even though Adelheid Obrist had claimed that everyone normally ate alone at lunchtime, apparently today the family wanted to demonstrate solidarity—perhaps in memory of the deceased, or simply because there were three strangers in the house?  
 
    The only person missing from the table was Nicolas Obrist, Lorenz's father. He seemed to be a real recluse and had preferred to eat in his room today it seemed. 
 
    Alex and Jürgen were already sitting side by side at the table when Penny joined them. They had their heads together and were whispering animatedly to each other. You would have thought they were best friends. 
 
    What did you expect, Penny? she asked herself. That they would treat you like the heroine of some television soap opera and fight jealously for your affections? 
 
    The meal itself took place in a most sepulchral mood, people eating and drinking in silence. There was no conversation at the table.  
 
    Romy looked as if she outright feared for her life—just like Filomena had before her. She spent half the time fiddling with an amulet she was wearing around her neck and mumbling incomprehensible words to herself. A Latin incantation? It sounded like that language, but Penny wasn't sure.  
 
    Selma was the last to arrive at the table and it seemed as if she hadn't slept a wink all night. Her lips shone again in an intense purple hue, but otherwise all color had drained from her cheeks. Even her jet-black hair looked somehow faded. It hung in limp strands in her face. 
 
    Penny was eager to find out how Jürgen and Alex had fared this morning. Had any of them managed to discover more than she'd been able to? They urgently needed to talk to each other in private. 
 
    Alex seemed to think the same. When dessert was served, he leaned over to Penny. "Shall we meet right outside? Maybe by the pool? We can talk there undisturbed." 
 
    "Sounds fine to me." 
 
    The swimming pool measured a good twelve by eight meters. It was surrounded by shining marble tiles, and a whole selection of comfortable teak chairs and loungers awaited bathers on the adjoining lawn. As expected, none of the castle residents was in the mood for a cool dip today, even though the glorious summer weather was perfect for it. Therefore Penny, Jürgen and Alex had the pool area all to themselves. They settled down on a comfortable grouping of the chairs and put their heads together like three co-conspirators. 
 
    "I met Benedikt," Jürgen began gloomily, "but I couldn't get a single word out of him about his wife's death. He talked to me for a good twenty minutes about some statue we’d met in front of—a necromancer with two demons at her feet and a disgusting snake wrapped around her shoulders like a stole. Yuck! But Benedikt seems to have completely blocked out the death of his wife." 
 
    "Maybe that's his way of coping with his grief," said Alex. 
 
    "Or of hiding the fact that he killed her!" Jürgen replied. "Because she was so fed up with his collection, which I can well imagine now." 
 
    Penny related her conversation with Lorenz, emphasizing that the family wasn't on particularly good terms with him … and vice versa. And that the ambitious hotelier was very keen to turn Villa Obrist into a luxury tourist resort for Americans and Asians. However, the trio of investigators agreed that he had no clear motive to kill Filomena. 
 
    "How did it go with Romy?" Jürgen asked Alex in turn. "I hope she didn't just want to talk about jewelry?" 
 
    The question seemed to make Alex uncomfortable. He took his time with the answer. "I'm afraid I messed up," he finally said. "The conversation went completely off the rails. Even if I can’t quite say what I did wrong exactly." 
 
    "What happened?" Penny asked. 
 
    "Hmm. Romy burst into tears as soon as I asked her about Filo's death. She acted as if she had the worst feelings of guilt—but that's crazy, isn't it? She certainly didn't kill Filo." 
 
    "Why?" said Penny. "Because she's an old woman who comes across as a bit ditzy?" 
 
    "Yes … well, no. I realize, of course, that there are also murderers among the elderly. But in any case, she mumbled something about the vengeance of the gods, which she feared. She spoke of the Furies, who make recompense for every crime, and in the cruelest way possible. Oh, and she saw the god of the dead enter Selma's room. Last night—to kill Filomena, or so she claimed." 
 
    "Wait a minute…" Jürgen began.  
 
    "Excuse me?" Penny asked. "You'll have to explain that to us further, I'm afraid." 
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    "If only I could." Alex shrugged his shoulders and the corners of his mouth twisted downwards. "I didn't manage to get a clear statement out of the old woman. As I said, she was completely out of her mind with fear. But her own bedroom is also under the roof—in the same corridor as Selma's room. Romy was already in bed, but then she wanted to go to the library to get some new reading material … and on the way back she saw a cloaked figure walking towards Selma's room." 
 
    "And what made her think this person was the god of the dead?" Penny asked. 
 
    "I wanted to know that too. If I understood her correctly, the figure was carrying the two-pronged spear of Hades, or Pluto as the Romans call him. The lance is his trademark, so to speak. Three prongs for Neptune, the god of the sea, two prongs for Pluto, the lord of the underworld. Romy also explained to me exactly what this symbolism meant, but I'm afraid that's where I lost track. She really made a very confused impression on me." 
 
    "Oh my goodness," Penny muttered. "The lord of the underworld? Now that's an unusual murder suspect. We've never had that before." 
 
    "You said it." 
 
    "Well, it sounds to me like Filo actually was murdered," said Jürgen. The muscles in his chin tightened under his skin. "Just as I thought!" 
 
    "Someone probably saw Filo go into Selma's room," Penny said, thinking aloud to herself. "Not just anyone, I should say, but our murderer—and he certainly wasn't a god of the dead. He disguised himself, perhaps to avoid being recognized, or mainly because he wanted to frighten Filo. He waited until she was alone in the room, then ran in to her and scared her so badly with his disguise that she didn't put up any resistance." 
 
    "And then he pushed her out of the window," Alex continued. "Or he hit her with that two-pronged Hades pitchfork first, a blow to the face that stunned her for a short time. Then he would be able to heave her out of the window easily and without any resistance. After she hit the ground below, and suffered much more serious wounds, the police would be unable to prove the attack." 
 
    "That's exactly how it must have happened," Jürgen said slowly. "I'm sure you'll find several copies of this two-pronged spear right here in the house. The murderer simply borrowed it from one of the statues. Hades or Pluto, or whatever his name is, seems to me to be a very popular model in the Obrist collection. And I've met his three-headed mutt a few times."  
 
    He sounded agitated and looked like a sniffer dog on a blood trail—even if, fortunately, he only had a single head on his shoulders. 
 
    "I wouldn't be so sure though that this figure actually exists," Alex objected. 
 
    "Do you think I actually believe in a god of the dead?" Jürgen replied with some amusement. 
 
    "No. I mean the figure Romy claims to have seen last night—maybe it wasn't a person in disguise at all, but just her imagination. Because that's another thing I found out about Romy: the expansion of consciousness plays a very important role in her life. She mentioned this several times. She sees herself as a shaman, priestess or maybe even a druid. I don't know enough about that, I'm afraid, but she told me a lot about sacred plants, mushrooms, herbs, certain tree barks—about rituals, potions and chants that can open the gates of perception. And she also showed me her private rooms here in the house…" 
 
    "So?" Penny asked, full of curiosity. 
 
    "Well, what can I say? A witch's kitchen if ever I saw one! It was a cross between an alchemy lab and an herb store. Anyway, it became clear to me that Romy knows too much about psychoactive substances, and I can imagine that she might have gone a little overboard with the mind-expansion." 
 
    "You mean she might have been on drugs when she claimed to have seen this god of the dead?" said Jürgen. 
 
    "You could put it that way, yes." 
 
      
 
      
 
    "There was something else Lorenz Obrist told me," Penny said after a short pause. She didn't quite know what to make of Romy and her somewhat special interests—or about the old woman's feelings of guilt. 
 
    "Yes? What is it?" Jürgen picked up on her cue. 
 
    "He claimed that the whole family hated Filo—not while she was still working here as a cook, but later, when she landed Benedikt. Did Romy say anything along those lines?" She gave Alex a questioning look. 
 
    He nodded. "She mentioned something about Filo not being allowed to marry Benedikt. It was wrong, against nature, she said." 
 
    "How lovely," Penny replied, flinching.  
 
    "I'm imagining it like this," Jürgen went on. "The self-appointed priestess throws in a few psychedelic mushrooms or deadly nightshades and becomes the goddess of the dead herself. She pushes Filo down the stairs and when that doesn't produce the desired result, she makes a second attempt. This time, the hated commoner who dared to seduce the crown prince of the house is to fall from a greater height … preferably straight into the underworld." 
 
    "That sounds completely crazy," Penny said. 
 
    "You think I don't know that? But the fact that a god of the dead is said to have gone into Selma's room doesn't sound very reasonable either." 
 
    Penny nibbled intently on her lower lip.  
 
    "But it could have happened differently," she said. "What if Romy had wanted to help Filomena to expand her consciousness, as she so beautifully puts it? She could have given her substances that led to outright delusions. Maybe that's why Filo was so scared—and ended up jumping out of the window herself. Chased to her death by some nightmare figure that only existed in her imagination. And in Romy's." 
 
    "Damn," grumbled Jürgen. "If that's true, I'll wring the old witch's neck myself." 
 
    "It would explain Romy's sense of guilt, anyway," Penny said. 
 
    "There's something else we should consider." Alex now took the floor. "The god of the dead, the murderer, if he does exist … he went into Selma's room, didn't he? Not Filo's. Don't you wonder if he might have gotten the wrong victim?" 
 
    "It wasn't so dark in the room that he couldn't tell Filo from Selma," Jürgen objected. "The two of them don't exactly look alike." 
 
    "That's true. But what if he entered the room—armed with his two-pronged pitchfork—and Filo perhaps recognized him despite his disguise? And guessed his intent? That he wanted to hurt Selma, I mean. Then maybe Filo had to die because of that, so that she couldn't betray him." 
 
    Alex stretched his long legs out in the warm sun and seemed to ponder. But before either of the others could say anything, he continued: "Admittedly, this explanation is not one hundred percent consistent. But we shouldn't completely disregard it in my opinion, even so." 
 
    "Selma is afraid of something," Penny confirmed. "Last night, when the police came, she behaved very strangely, I think. She slipped away as if she was afraid of being arrested." 
 
    "It seems to me that she has a guilty conscience," said Alex. "Just like Romy. Maybe the two of them were plotting something together?" 
 
    "Romy and Selma?" Penny frowned. "That would be a very unusual killer duo, I should think."  
 
    On the other hand everything about this house, this Obrist family, was unusual. And that was putting it mildly.  
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    From the pool, you could see the main driveway that led to Villa Obrist. A car had just driven along this avenue and now it caught Penny's attention. The automobile stopped in front of the house and Inspector Tiago got out. He looked around, spotted Penny and her two companions by the pool and came over to them. 
 
    "Inspector?" Jürgen sat up abruptly. "You're back? Did your boss's suicide theory not hold up?" 
 
    "May I?" said the inspector instead of answering. He pointed to the nearest free pool lounger and took a seat there. Then he looked around as if he was taking in the exquisite villa and its well-kept park for the first time.  
 
    "It's really nice here," he said. 
 
    Penny looked at him expectantly. Surely he hadn't come to admire the estate. 
 
    Tiago returned her gaze, not blinking once, and finally asked, "Did I get that right last night, that you're an amateur detective? You and your, um, two friends?" 
 
    Penny didn't particularly like the term. She didn't think she was an amateur. But when dealing with a policeman there was probably no point in insisting on any kind of professional status. So she confined herself to nodding in agreement.  
 
    Tiago's stern expression suddenly relaxed. A smile flitted across his lips.  
 
    "It's really exciting, I must say—I've never met anyone who actually does the job—in real life, that is. I’d always thought that amateur sleuths only existed in crime fiction. Miss Marple and the like. But I have to admit that I'm here myself, ahem, in a private capacity—after hours, so to speak." 
 
    "Because your boss thinks Filomena committed suicide—but you disagree," Penny concluded. 
 
    "That's how it is. Would you … would you agree to join forces? Between colleagues, so to speak."  
 
    He smiled, this time so benignly that he bared his very straight, very white teeth. "A very informal collaboration as civilians. Just a bit of snooping, if you know what I mean. To make sure that Filomena really did go to her death voluntarily." 
 
    "I'd love to," said Penny. "Great idea."  
 
    Alex and Jürgen nodded their approval. 
 
    "You know, I was acquainted with Filomena," explained the inspector, who had just now become an amateur sleuth. "Only superficially, of course. I live nearby, south of the river in the old vicarage of Brauneberg."  
 
    He pointed in the direction indicated with a minimalist hand gesture. "And Villa Obrist, or rather the Obrist family, is of course familiar to all of us here in the area. I met Filomena a few times when I was shopping, when she was still the Obrists' cook." 
 
    He half closed his eyes, as if he were lost in a particularly pleasant memory. "She even gave me some tips once when I was looking for a caterer for an event at my parents' house. As I said, I didn't know her that well, but she was nice. And she seemed to me to have a great zest for life. That she should suddenly take her own life…"  
 
    He shook his head. "Really hard to imagine. And in such a way, too. Normally, suicidal people try to cause their loved ones as little grief as possible. They choose a—how should I put it—" 
 
    "A more considerate way to depart this life? Without leaving their family a horribly disfigured corpse," Penny suggested. 
 
    "Yes, quite." 
 
    The Obrists' housekeeper suddenly appeared on the terrace out of nowhere. She was a somewhat older platinum blonde, wearing an old-fashioned maid's uniform. 
 
    "May I inquire if you would like to stay for dinner?" she asked Inspector Tiago. 
 
    Penny suspected Adelheid Obrist was behind this invitation. The matriarch apparently didn't miss anything that happened in the house—or in the garden of her estate. Tiago's arrival had not gone unnoticed. 
 
    The inspector smiled with great pleasure. "Oh, that's really very nice, thank you so much. I'd love to stay."  
 
    He gave Penny a conspiratorial look that probably meant something like: it’s most convenient for our joint investigation.
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    Dinner was served in yet another special parlor. Three meals so far, and three different dining rooms. Was the family going all out to impress their guests—who had by now increased to a complement of four—or was this the usual course of events in the house? As Lorenz Obrist had pointed out, the castle did indeed seem far too big for one family. In earlier decades, or rather centuries, an extended family had probably resided here, one who’d liked to give extravagant receptions and lavish parties. 
 
    Tonight's dining room had the feel of a banqueting hall. Here, too, there was a replica Roman floor mosaic, this time depicting bloody battle scenes from the arena. One wall was completely mirrored, the other three paneled in wood. Huge chandeliers provided warm faux candlelight and of course the obligatory artifacts that the Obrists loved so much were to be found here as well.  
 
    On the short side of the room, Penny discovered a monstrous stone that must have been a sarcophagus. It was decorated with a large marble bas-relief depicting a moon goddess descending from the sky in a kind of chariot. It was still relatively pretty to look at, apart from the fact that it was a coffin.  
 
    Directly in Penny's field of vision, however, in a well-lit display case, was a small clay figure. She was kneeling, her hands having been tied behind her back, and her naked body was pierced with several iron nails. Penny was reminded of a voodoo doll, and the sight was not exactly conducive to a good appetite at the dinner table. 
 
    Once again they were dining without Nicolas Obrist. One could begin to think that the man didn't even exist—or that he too had been murdered.  
 
    Don't get paranoid, Penny silently admonished herself.  
 
    As at lunchtime, Selma arrived after everyone else. But as she sauntered into the hall, she suddenly froze immobile like a proverbial pillar of salt. The last empty seat at the table was between Inspector Tiago and Lorenz, her father. Penny read a hint of panic in the young artist's features. Selma seemed to be arguing with herself over whether she shouldn't just skip dinner, and she looked like an antelope staring into the jaws of a lion. 
 
    "Have a seat, my dear," her father urged her—and that broke the spell. Selma took the few steps that separated her from the table and sat down. She didn't look at the inspector or even say hello to him.  
 
    What's her problem with the police? Penny asked herself—not for the first time.  
 
    Tiago didn't seem to notice Selma's bout of self-consciousness. He reached for the water carafe that stood right in front of him and poured Selma a glass. Then he handed her the bread basket, from which she hesitantly helped herself. 
 
    Romy's condition, it seemed, had worsened since the morning. She was wearing a flowing black robe that only emphasized her pale complexion. Adelheid, who was sitting right beside her, put her arm around her shoulders several times during the meal and seemed to want to comfort her or at least cheer her up a little.  
 
    All in all, the evening meal dragged on forever, or at least that's how it felt to Penny. Martha had once again cooked brilliantly and served up five delicious courses, but Penny could hardly finish a single bite. She had attended one or two funeral receptions that had been more sociable. A guest at the dinner table of Hades, she thought.  
 
    Selma left the table after the main course, again without greeting anyone. 
 
    Lorenz called after her, "What's wrong, my child?" but received no answer.  
 
    He looked around with an embarrassed smile and mumbled: "I guess she's pretty upset about Filo."  
 
    Nobody said anything in reply. 
 
    Adelheid, on the other hand, didn't put a foot wrong. She played the perfect hostess. She offered Tiago, Penny and her companions a drink in the library after dinner had finally drawn to a close. 
 
    "You can be amongst yourselves in there," she explained, "and I'll let you taste some of our excellent sweet wines if you like. Although we no longer grow anything ourselves, we are of course in close contact with the leading wineries in the area. I will retire, if you don't mind. I have to look after my sister—I'm worried about her condition. And I'm afraid no one else in my family is in much of a mood to keep you company." 
 
    "We understand," Alex said quickly. "Please don't worry about us." 
 
    Adelheid acknowledged his words with a nod of her head and left the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The library did not disappoint. It was well stocked—not only with writings on parchments that looked ancient and which were set up in display cases, but also with numerous bookshelves filled with contemporary fiction. A bronze statue of a goat-footed demon grinned at Penny from one of the corners, but that no longer shocked her. 
 
    After Martha had served the first round of sweet wines, Inspector Tiago took the floor.  
 
    "What's going on with Selma Obrist?" he asked the group. "Was it just me, or was she behaving very strangely earlier?" 
 
    He received nods of agreement from all sides, but no one had a ready explanation for him. 
 
    "I know Selma's father, of course," Tiago continued. "Lorenz Obrist. And Selma herself, too, but only by sight."  
 
    He fell silent, but Penny got the impression that he had more to say. With a questioning look, she asked him to continue. 
 
    "Oh, I was just thinking…" he began, but immediately hesitated again. Lost in thought, he played with his goatee. "It probably doesn't mean anything." 
 
    "Come on, spit it out, man!" Jürgen demanded in a broad Tyrolean accent. He only talked like that when he thought he was among friends. He seemed to have got on with Tiago straight away, just as well as he had with Alex before him. 
 
    The inspector seemed amused at the words. And he probably decided to just stop beating about the bush.  
 
    "I went for a coffee with a colleague a few weeks ago," he began. "After work in Trier. I saw Selma and Filomena there quite by chance, sitting at a half-hidden table in an alcove. They didn't see me—or rather, they certainly didn't notice any of the guests in the café. They were completely preoccupied with each other." 
 
    "What are you trying to say?" Jürgen interposed. 
 
    Tiago raised his hands defensively. "Nothing definitive. We all know not to jump to conclusions from simple observation. But it seemed to me that the two of them were more than just friends, if you know what I mean. They were cuddling up to each other, constantly touching when they talked. Well, maybe it really was just a tender female friendship. But maybe it was something more. And in the light of recent events, that does seem significant to me." 
 
    Jürgen's stormy gray eyes widened. "It was the window of Selma's room that Filo jumped out of. Or fell from, depending on what we want to believe," he said. 
 
    Tiago nodded wordlessly.
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    It was already approaching midnight when Lorenz Obrist suddenly appeared in the library.  
 
    Penny's head was buzzing by now. She had only drunk a tiny amount of the sweet wine that Martha had served, but the stuff apparently had quite a kick to it. Too bad it tasted like a divine nectar imported straight from Mount Olympus. 
 
    Lorenz seemed to be longing for company, for casual conversation—and had apparently not found anyone in his own family to talk to.  
 
    "I thought I'd best stay at the house for the next few days," he explained after sitting down with Penny and the others without being asked. "Because of Selma, you know. But she doesn't want to talk to me. And the others—" 
 
    He waved it off. "Oh, what the hell. How do you like the wine? Wonderful, isn't it?" 
 
    Inspector Tiago began a casual conversation with the man, while Penny took the opportunity to stand up inconspicuously.  
 
    "I'm going to say goodbye for tonight," she murmured.  
 
    Neither Tiago nor Lorenz took any notice of her. Neither did Jürgen, even though he was only following their conversation as an observer.  
 
    Alex, on the other hand, gave her a questioning look. "Do you want me to come with you?" he asked, barely audibly. 
 
    She leaned over him, pressed a kiss to his cheek and whispered in his ear: "I want to check on Selma. Preferably alone, from woman to woman so to speak." 
 
    He nodded his understanding and Penny left the library. She first had to find out from Martha where Selma was now staying; understandably, she no longer wanted to sleep in the room from whose window Filo had fallen. Instead, she had moved into a guest room on the third floor. 
 
    Penny had to knock several times before the door was opened a tiny crack. Two dark eyes widened anxiously when they saw her. 
 
    "Oh it's you, Penny." The door swung open and Selma stepped aside. 
 
    Who were you expecting? Penny thought as she followed the young woman into the room. 
 
    Selma dropped dramatically onto the bed and didn't bother to offer Penny a place to sit. The detective simply lowered herself onto the edge of the mattress.  
 
    "Are you all right, Selma?" she asked. "At dinner, well, you seemed quite a bit out of sorts, as far as I could see." And now you don't look a bit better. 
 
    Selma's beautiful black hair fell down her face and she sat against the headboard in a heap of misery. 
 
    "Why are you all still here?" she asked abruptly. "You, your friends and that inspector? The other police officer, the chief inspector, said that Filo had committed suicide! So what else is there for you to do here?" 
 
    "Yesterday you said that Filo definitely didn't take her own life," Penny objected in surprise.  
 
    "Then I was wrong!" Selma replied irritably. "There's no murderer living in our house! Can't you just go away and leave us alone?" 
 
    Penny was too surprised to answer.  
 
    Selma pressed her back against the head of the bed and looked a bit like a mistreated puppy. One that was terrified, but would still—or precisely because of the abuse—bite if cornered. No matter how big or strong the attacker might be. 
 
    "Leave me alone, please." Selma suddenly jumped up, ran towards the door and gave Penny a challenging look. When Penny reluctantly got up and left the room, Selma slammed the door shut behind her with a loud bang.  
 
    Penny stood perplexed in the corridor. Fear of death—or a guilty conscience? she asked herself. What was it that had affected Selma so much? Was she a victim or a perpetrator? Or something else entirely? 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Penny returned to the library, she found Jürgen and Alex there—once again engrossed in a conversation as animated as if they were two old friends. She had to touch Alex on the shoulder to be noticed at all.  
 
    He blinked, then smiled. "So how was Selma?" 
 
    Penny raised her shoulders, perplexed. "No idea," she said truthfully. "What about Lorenz and the inspector? Both gone already?" 
 
    Jürgen nodded, then picked up his conversation with Alex again. It wasn't about the current case, nor even about murder—it was about collecting minerals. Apparently this was a hobby that Jürgen was fairly fond of and, although Alex's main focus was on gemstones, he naturally knew a thing or two about it. 
 
    Penny watched the two of them in silence for a short while—the young, lanky blond and the slightly older dark-haired man who almost always had a smile on his lips, at least when she was around.  
 
    She had to think back to a murder case not so long ago: a woman who had loved two men all her life.  
 
    It had not ended well. 
 
    Concentrate on the case, Penny reminded herself. Even though she was still completely in the dark, something was going on at Villa Obrist—something ominous was bubbling beneath the stately surface. But what? And did it have anything to do with Filo's death?  
 
    While Alex and Jürgen chatted about emerald deposits in Austria, she recapped the status of her investigations.  
 
    Lorenz wanted to turn the Villa Obrist into a hotel, but was being met with considerable resistance.  
 
    His father, Nicolas, and his aunts seemed to have detested the fact that Benedikt had married the family’s cook, of all people. 
 
    Lorenz's daughter, Selma, had recently moved into the house, but no one seemed to know what had prompted her to do so.  
 
    Then there were Selma's supposed more than friendly feelings for Filomena, even though she was newly married. Had Inspector Tiago correctly interpreted his observation of the two women in the café? 
 
    Nicolas Obrist, Selma's grandfather, liked to keep to himself. Or was he deliberately avoiding the snooping guests? 
 
    And finally, there was the dead woman's husband—usually the main suspect in the suspicious death of a wife. Benedikt. He seemed to be in mourning for the loss of Filomena, but during her lifetime she had probably only been his second priority, after the infamous collection.  
 
    Sleep on it, Penny told herself. That would sometimes help when she was stuck and didn't know what to do next. Besides, she was dog-tired anyway—and maybe a little tipsy.  
 
    Tomorrow, she decided, she would take on Benedikt and Nicolas Obrist.  
 
    She gave Alex a kiss and announced that she was going to bed. He briefly put his arms around her, while Jürgen limited himself to a barely perceptible nod of the head—and the discussion between the two men continued. In the meantime, they had reached amethysts. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Penny climbed the grand staircase and avoided looking at the three Furies. The statues were the stuff of nightmares. When she reached the third floor, where her guest room was located, she bumped into Inspector Tiago. 
 
    "You're still here?" she asked, puzzled. 
 
    He grinned somewhat guiltily. "I'm snooping around a bit," he explained. "But without any concrete results, I'm afraid." 
 
    Then he looked ostentatiously at his wristwatch. "I should probably call it a day now. It's getting pretty late." 
 
    He walked past Penny, and immediately afterwards only his footsteps could be heard on the stairs.  
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    Jürgen tapped on the screen of his cell phone, which he'd just picked up from the bedside table. The clock showed one o'clock in the morning, but he just couldn't fall asleep. Too many thoughts were running through his head—Penny, whom he still desired—Alex, who had become a good friend in just a few days and from whom he didn't want to steal Penny, even if he could have—and Filomena's death, too, of course. Would they ever really be able to find out how his aunt had died?  
 
    There was a knock on the door, so quietly that he couldn't make out the sound at first. But the next moment the door swung open, and a second later Selma was sitting on the edge of his bed. He pulled himself up onto his elbows. Had he dozed off after all? Was he dreaming? 
 
    "Sorry about that … I woke you up, didn't I?" said the figure on his quilt. She was dressed in light blue lace-trimmed pajamas. Not exactly a wicked look, but still seductive in a playful way. And she was flesh and blood and not a dream. He could smell her perfume, fresh and spicy like a coniferous forest.  
 
    "Selma?" he managed to blurt out. His mouth suddenly felt dry. "What are you doing here?" 
 
    "I…"  
 
    She hesitated. "I couldn't fall asleep. And then I thought…"  
 
    She didn't finish this second sentence either. Instead, she put her hand on his arm as if she wanted to hold tightly to it. 
 
    "You're an ex-policeman, right?" she asked. "And now a bodyguard." 
 
    Jürgen blinked. He still had the impression that he must have fallen asleep.  
 
    What the hell was Selma doing here at this time of night? And what was the point of her asking about his police career? 
 
    "I'm just trying to establish myself as an investigator," he said. "Even though I hope I won't have to solve any more crimes within my own family in the future." 
 
    Selma looked at him sympathetically. "Poor Filo … you were close, weren't you?" 
 
    Jürgen nodded. 
 
    "I miss her terribly too." 
 
    Selma's scent, her big dark eyes staring at him—it was all so confusing.  
 
    "How do you go about working as a bodyguard?" she continued. "Are you on duty around the clock for your client? Or do they need several people to provide real security?" 
 
    Jürgen swallowed his trepidation. He rubbed his eyes, then leaned forward.  
 
    "Listen, Selma … what's going on? Do you feel threatened, like Filo did before she died? If you know something that—" 
 
    "I don't know anything," she interrupted him. "Not a thing. I just … want to get away from here. I need a change of scenery. And I want to move without anyone being able to find me. Would you be the right person to help me with that? I could hire you, I have enough money. I—" 
 
    "Stop! Stop!"  
 
    Jürgen wanted to raise his hands defensively. Selma did not release his arm, but clung to him even more insistently. 
 
    He broke away from her, even if he had to exert some strength to do so, and she acknowledged his defense with a deeply offended look.  
 
    She stared at him as if she suddenly felt like a leper. Rejected, pushed away. Which he didn't want to do to her.  
 
    So he carefully placed his—just freed—hands on her shoulders and looked her determinedly in the eyes.  
 
    "Selma, please. What is this about? What's on your mind? If you don't want to talk to me, how can I help you? Hmm?"  
 
    I wish Filo had talked to me earlier, he thought. Then maybe she would still be alive. 
 
    Damn it, she had talked to him, and more than once. He had been aware that Filo had suffered great fear in the Obrist house.  
 
    He should have taken her fear, her calls—her cries for help!—more seriously. 
 
    Oh, damn it. He knew there was nothing he could do now that would bring his aunt back to him. Even if he did manage to hunt down her murderer, which was highly uncertain. 
 
    He made an effort to concentrate on Selma again. He could at least help her, but for him to do that, she had to finally confide in him.  
 
    She had lowered her head and seemed to be lost in her own thoughts. 
 
    He gently squeezed her shoulders. "Selma, please talk to me." 
 
    When she looked up at him, he tried a small smile of encouragement. 
 
    But none of it helped. She just shook her head. "It's really all right, Jürgen. Honestly. I just wanted to—" 
 
    "You do know something about Filo's death! I'm happy to help you, no matter what your problem is. But please don't take me for an idiot." The words came out much louder and angrier than he had intended. 
 
    "I'm not!" Selma defended herself. "Filo committed suicide. I really don't know what you and your friends—and that inspector—are still doing here. So many snoops in the house are a burden on the family. Benedikt should be able to mourn his wife in peace, don't you think? Filo would have wanted that. She loved him more than anything. How is he supposed to cope with her loss if he can't find any peace?" 
 
    "And you?" asked Jürgen, following a spontaneous inspiration. "How are you getting over the loss of Filo?"  
 
    He thought of Tiago's words, of the inspector's suspicions, after he had watched Selma and Filomena in a moment of tender intimacy. In the café he used to frequent in Trier. 
 
    He spoke the thought out loud: "Were you and Filo more than just good friends?" 
 
    Selma pulled a face. She looked neither caught out nor angry at this insinuation, just genuinely confused.  
 
    "What are you trying to say? I liked Filo as a person, that's all. She was nice. Not as arrogant as my family—these snobs! The fact that Benedikt married someone from the staff, it almost drove the old people crazy. A plebeian woman who had her way with the golden boy of the house! It was just out of the question. They're so damn proud of Benedikt, while they treat my father like a freak." 
 
    She snorted. But then she seemed to remember something.  
 
    "I don't want to defend him," she continued. "My father, that is. He's no better than the rest of the family in terms of his arrogance. He makes fun of Benedikt and the old people because they're so obsessed with their collection, but he's just as crazy as they are when it comes to his hotel chain. He'd kill his own aunt just to be able to turn this house into—" 
 
    She fell silent abruptly, slapping her hands over her mouth. "I didn't mean it like that! I just wanted to say—" 
 
    "That's all right," said Jürgen. "But speaking of that, couldn't you at least imagine that someone in your family wanted to get rid of Filo? And that he—or she—was prepared to do anything to accomplish that? It seems to me that just about everyone in this house had a motive to kill her." 
 
    "What? No! Are you crazy?" 
 
    She brushed off his hands, which were still resting on her shoulders, and stood up.  
 
    "I'm sorry to have disturbed you," she said, her tone suddenly cold. "Just forget what I asked you. Forget that I was even here." 
 
    She headed for the door, but Jürgen was quicker. He reached her before she could put her hand on the doorknob, stepping into her path.  
 
    "Wait, Selma…" 
 
    He thought feverishly of a way to stop her; he had to find out what was bothering her, what she was hiding from him. And his instinct told him to stay close, whatever the reason for her fear. And for her apparent desire to hire a bodyguard. 
 
    Her eyes flitted absently over his face. She looked tired, but at the same time she seemed so over-excited that sleep was definitely out of the question. 
 
    "You wanted to take my photo, remember?" Jürgen said spontaneously. "Are you still interested in having me model for you?" He tried to put on a teasing grin. 
 
    It seemed to work somewhat, at least. Selma relaxed a little. Yes, she even smiled, albeit barely noticeably.  
 
    "Yes," she said, "I would still like to do that. You are … you have potential. Not a run-of-the-mill face, and I like your physique." 
 
    Jürgen felt a blush rising to his cheeks. He was certainly no longer an inexperienced boy, but he wasn't used to such direct compliments from a woman. 
 
    "I'll get my camera," Selma said, before he could make the suggestion himself. "I'll be right back." 
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    Penny woke up early the next morning. Alex was still in a deep sleep, but she felt restless, even if she was also exhausted. I wonder if I could get a nice cup of hot chocolate in the breakfast room? 
 
    Martha was indeed already up and busy with preparations, and as she served Penny's favorite drink she dropped a useful remark.  
 
    "Poor Mr. Benedikt," she moaned, "he's practically been living on tea for the last two days. And he's always walking up and down his tomb road. Like a man possessed! That's certainly not healthy! Isn't there anything you can do for him?" 
 
    Penny didn't point out that she was a detective and not a grief counselor, even though the two professions were in some ways more closely related than one might have thought at first glance.  
 
    "His tomb road?" she asked instead. After the Staircase of Curses, various skulls, statues of vengeful deities and demons, voodoo dolls and three-headed dogs, hardly anything surprised her … but a street of graves? 
 
    "It's in the basement," Martha explained, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. "Haven't you been there yet?" 
 
    "No," said Penny, but she decided that would change immediately. The opportunity for a one-on-one conversation with the grieving widower was too good to pass up.  
 
    She emptied her cocoa cup, savoring the creamy, bitter taste for a moment, then let Martha explain to her which staircase was the best way to get to the tomb road. 
 
    The term it seemed was to be taken quite literally. Penny realized this when she reached the villa’s basement. There were no walls in the western part of the cellar, just a few very massive pillars. A path, or rather a road, meandered between them, and it was paved with large cobblestones.  
 
    Originals from Roman times, Penny suspected. What else would be in the Obrists' house?  
 
    Some of the stones were crisscrossed with deep grooves, while others were marked by the traces of thousands of feet that must have worn away the pavement even before the birth of Christ.  
 
    On both sides of this street there were rows of grave monuments. Not the tombstones that were familiar to her from Christian cemeteries, but huge monuments decorated with statues and reliefs, and even some smaller mausoleums. Penny came across Benedikt Obrist in front of one of them—a huge cuboid on which a ship with grapes and wine barrels was enthroned. 
 
    "Our most outstanding piece down here," he said when he caught sight of Penny. He pointed to the stone ship. "Isn't it wonderful?" 
 
    "The tomb of a wine merchant?" Penny asked. You didn't have to be a detective for that, even if she couldn't make sense of the Latin inscription on the plinth. It consisted of heavily abbreviated words with no recognizable spacing or punctuation. 
 
    Benedikt nodded. "Wine has been grown here on the Moselle for two and a half thousand years. Back then, at least after the Romans arrived, people still drank the wine diluted with water," he explained. "Anyone who consumed it straight was considered a drunkard." 
 
    Penny nodded with polite interest. 
 
    "Are you into Roman antiquity as well?" he asked. There was a glimmer of hope in his eyes, Penny thought. 
 
    "Yes," she said, "but that's not why I'm here, Mr. Obrist. Can we talk about your wife's death?" 
 
    He took a step backwards, leaning on the monument as if he had suddenly become a helpless old man. "What else is there to talk about? She took her own life, even if we're all to blame." 
 
    "Excuse me?" 
 
    He stroked the engraved letters on the stele as if caressing the skin of his beloved.  
 
    "I should have taken her out of the house and away from here." He made a sweeping gesture with his free hand, indicating the street of graves, where one magnificent monument followed another. 
 
    "Our collection is unique," he said, "in the entire world. But Filo couldn't understand that; for her, every single piece was the stuff of nightmares. She hated our treasures. In the end, she was in a blind panic—not a day went by when she didn't ask me to move away. To a little house of our own, an apartment, anything." 
 
    "But that's not what you wanted?" Penny asked. 
 
    "I couldn't do it. The fact is, the collection means everything to me. And my family is just as important—the whole crazy clan. My mother, my aunt, even my uncle, the perverted old bastard." 
 
    "I’m sorry, what?" 
 
    He waved his hand. "Oh, I didn't mean it like that. Nicolas used to be a remarkable man. A globetrotter, archaeologist, adventurer. Today, his only fun is that he—" 
 
    He furrowed his brow. "Well, let's call it online dating. On sites like Lolita-love.com." 
 
    "I see…" Penny couldn't think of anything better to say. 
 
    Benedikt kept talking. His eyes were looking in Penny's direction, but somehow he was staring through her. He was there, standing in front of her, and yet he was somewhere else entirely at the same time. In the realm of the dead, where his wife now wandered around as a pale shadow of her earthly self? At least, according to the Ancient Roman belief system. 
 
    "My family couldn't stand Filo," he said. "That is, they were terribly fond of her when she was our cook, but when I asked her to be my wife…"  
 
    He shook his head. "I should never have done it; I dragged her into the abyss with my love. Do you understand? I thought my mother and her siblings would accept Filo in the end for my sake, because she made me happy." 
 
    "But they didn't," Penny said. 
 
    "No. Not even close. They wanted to be rid of her—as soon as they could." 
 
    What a splendid motive for murder, Penny thought.
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    Benedikt Obrist continued: "I foolishly made the mistake of trying to involve Filo in my passion for collecting. I wanted her to see what I saw—a cabinet of wonders, not a haunted house! I wished she would get excited as I do, like everyone in this house has for as long as I can remember!"  
 
    Benedikt Obrist was talking himself into a frenzy. He was no longer leaning on the tomb, but gesticulating expansively with both hands.  
 
    "I familiarized Filo with the most beautiful pieces in our collection and their significance, and she listened bravely, but only because she wanted to be a good wife to me. I only realized far too late how much I was frightening her! That I was driving her crazy, and she ultimately only saw one way out. And someone in the house fueled those fears, I'm afraid." 
 
    At that moment, Penny's cell phone beeped in the handbag she had slung over her shoulder. She pulled it out without taking her eyes off Benedikt.  
 
    He continued to talk unperturbed about Filo's fears, and how the artifacts of black magic and the belief in the dead, which were everywhere in the house, had caused her nightmares and even hallucinations in broad daylight. 
 
    Penny squinted at the cell phone display, which showed a preview of the incoming chat message.  
 
    It was from Jürgen: 
 
    New development last night. We need to talk. 
 
    She read quickly, but didn't type a reply so as not to slow down Benedikt's flow of words. 
 
    When he paused, she asked him: "You said earlier that someone in the house had fueled Filo's fears. What did you mean by that?" 
 
    "Actually, I didn't take it seriously at the time it happened, and I probably can't blame anyone for it." 
 
    Penny looked at him questioningly. 
 
    "Filo once found a curse tablet—a homemade one, not an antique—under her bed. It was only by a stupid coincidence, because the tablet was very well hidden. She took off her earrings when she went to bed and one slipped through her fingers. It rolled under the bed; she chased after it—and discovered the hideous tablet. And before you ask why my wife and I had separate bedrooms, the answer is completely banal: because I snore. Just to be clear. This curse tablet bore Filo's name and a common Latin phrase for a damaging spell. Filo found it together with a small statuette of Hermes that came from our collection. This was no mere imagination on her part—she showed me the items. The tablet contained no deadly curse, just a plea to the gods to finally get my wife out of the house. But Filo almost went crazy over it." 
 
    "Are these curse tablets something similar to a voodoo spell?" Penny asked. "You’re trying to harm someone magically?" 
 
    "Yes, the comparison is perfectly valid. The ancient Romans even used the same type of dolls as we know them from voodoo rituals, but made from dough, for example. Or of clay. We have a few such objects in our collection and I'd be happy to show them to you," he offered. 
 
    "Um, thanks, that won't be necessary," Penny said quickly.  
 
    "As you wish. Anyway, these dolls were shaped in the image of the victim, and then they were pierced with needles and buried together with a curse tablet. The text would invoke a demon, one of the Furies, a dark god—even Pluto himself, the lord of the underworld—or a suitable messenger. Hermes, or Mercurius as the Romans called him, is a classic in this respect. But you can also place your curse in a fresh grave so that it reaches its destination, or bury the tablet on a battlefield. Anywhere where someone has recently died, preferably violently. Do you understand? That's how the ancient Romans saw it: in such places, the veil separating the world of the living from that of the dead was thin and therefore easier to pass through." 
 
    "Do you believe in the real power of these tablets, Mr. Obrist?" Penny asked. 
 
    "No—at least not for us living today. The tablets in our collection are about other people, those who have been dead for two thousand years. But the powers those ancients called upon were certainly not harmless, I can assure you." 
 
    "Who do you think made the tablet that Filo found under her bed?" 
 
    "I don't know." 
 
    "Are you sure about that?" 
 
    "Yes!" 
 
    "And what did Filo think?" 
 
    "She said someone in my family had done this to her deliberately. Someone who hated her." 
 
    "That's obvious, isn't it? A stranger would hardly have been able to break into the house, and he certainly wouldn't have known how to make and write on a curse tablet like that." 
 
    Benedikt adopted a pained expression. "To be honest, I didn't pay enough attention to the incident. Perhaps I even believed that Filo herself had copied one of the curses from our collection, and placed the tablet under her own bed. As I said, it was a very common formulation, with only her name inserted." 
 
    "But why would she have done that?" Penny asked. 
 
    "Why? To show me how much she was hated—and that I should finally take her out of the house. That was her greatest wish, you know? One which I would never have fulfilled."  
 
    He lowered his eyes and turned his head away. Infinite pain was written on his face. 
 
    "She really loved me, even if some people in this house didn't understand that. Did you know that we signed a prenuptial contract when we got married? And that Filo was the one who insisted on it? If we had divorced, she would only have received a small settlement from me. She wasn't interested in my money, Ms. Küfer—you must believe me." 
 
    "I do," said Penny, "but there's another question that's been bothering me. When Filo fell down that so-called Staircase of Curses, did you also think she just staged the accident herself? It's easy to break a few bones in a fall like that, if not your neck." 
 
    "At that point it was clear to me that she was suffering from delusions, not only during the day, but especially at night. She often wandered the house for hours. Like a ghost, a tragic ancestor. And it was quite possible she only tripped on the stairs—or so I explained it to myself." 
 
    He shook his head and slumped back against the wine merchant's tomb. Penny thought of a weary warrior who had lost all hope. 
 
    "I should at least have taken her to a doctor," he continued, "to one of those shrinks. But she kept reassuring me that everything would be fine. She was trying to be brave—to show me how much she loved me. Until it was no longer possible, and she jumped out of that damned window." 
 
    "Would you mind if I saw the stairs where Filo tripped?" Penny asked. 
 
    "What? Of course, why not? If you’ll finally let me have my peace." He didn't make his words sound too rude; he simply looked like a beaten man. One who had given up on everything. 
 
    The Staircase of Curses was located in the villa’s west wing. It was made entirely of wood, was somewhat narrower than the grandiose main staircase, and was lined with shallow glass display cases. Each of these contained a leaden plaque engraved with illegible writing. Most of the tablets were only a few millimeters thick; one or two had a nail stuck in them, some were folded, and others were very badly weathered.  
 
    "The nails served to emphasize the pain that the victim was to suffer," commented Benedikt Obrist. Within a few moments, a spark of liveliness had returned to his gaze and he suddenly spoke with a much livelier voice. 
 
    The man was in his element here, there was no mistaking it. He immediately set about translating several of the tablets for Penny, like an enthusiastic tour guide. 
 
    He pointed to a large, well-preserved plaque hanging in a prominent position above the landing. "This was regarding horse racing, focused on chariot racing in the Circus Maximus of Rome in particular. O mighty Pluto, bind for me the horses of the Blue faction, whose names I entrust to this plaque." 
 
    He quoted the words without having to look at the inscription first. Apparently he knew them all by heart.  
 
    "There were clubs in the chariot races, as we call them today in soccer," he continued. "They were named after colors—and the Blues were among the most successful charioteers in Rome. Tiny remnants of sage were also found on the plaque, in order to further enhance the effect of the curse. Sage leaves were called sphakelos in ancient Greek, which means twitching. Sphakelismos was the name given to the epilepsy that occurred in horses." 
 
    "And the Blues' rivals wished such fits upon their opponents' horses?" said Penny. 
 
    "Right. True sportsmanship, huh?"  
 
    He walked a few steps further up the flight of stairs and pointed to a tablet hanging above his eye level. 
 
    "Some of our exhibits don't contain curses, but love spells," he explained. "Although that was almost the same for the Romans, it has to be said. This text here, for example, is addressed to a powerful demon, and the author desires to conquer a young woman called Chloe through the spell. The text reads: "Take her by the hair, by her entrails, drag her to me and force her to burn with eternal passion for me, so that she will be bound to me all her life, desire me and be at my service." 
 
    "Wow. That does sound very cruel," Penny said. "Not a yearning for love, but rather a desire to rape." 
 
    Obrist nodded. "That's what I said—that's why these tablets are part of our curse collection. In ancient times, love meant something like lust or overwhelming desire. A man wanted to utterly possess a woman. What we know today, our romantic, tender love, is an invention of much later centuries. And this tablet here was found together with one of those dolls that reminded you of the voodoo cult. They were called colossi in ancient times. The doll that came with this concrete lead tablet was bound hand and foot and pierced with thirteen needles—through the eyes, mouth and female genitals." 
 
    Penny shuddered at his words, which Benedikt had recited in the tone of a knowledgeable museum curator, and at the sight of all the plaques lining the staircase. So much hatred and violence, that seemed to have survived for millennia. She could understand better and better why Filomena had not been happy in this house.
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    After Penny had said her farewells to Benedikt Obrist, she pulled her cell phone out of her handbag again and typed a message to Jürgen.  
 
    Where can I find you? 
 
    Breakfast room, he replied. 
 
    There he sat side by side with Alex once more, and the two seemed to only have ears and eyes for each other, although some members of the Obrist family were also present. Their conversation revolved around Jürgen's time in the police force, judging by the few bits and pieces Penny was able to pick up when she arrived. 
 
    In the end, the two of them will become a happy couple and I'll end up a lonely old lady with a cat, Penny thought.  
 
    She had to laugh—the idea was too funny. And after all, she did like cats. 
 
    The breakfast room was not the best place for an open conversation between the three snoops, so they hurried to finish their food and then left together. They went outside, following one of the paths that led into the spacious park. 
 
    "So what's new?" Penny asked Jürgen as soon as they were out of earshot of the house. 
 
    He put on an embarrassed expression. "Selma was with me last night," he blurted out. He gave Penny a brief summary of the encounter.  
 
    "This is really not how I imagined being a detective would be," he added with a wry grin, "posing naked in front of a camera lens and unobtrusively questioning a witness." 
 
    "Or a suspect," Alex interjected. "You really are a hero!" he teased Jürgen. 
 
    "I agree!" 
 
    "And what came out of this selfless mission of yours?" asked Penny, who had the craziest images in her head again. "Did you learn anything that will help us?" 
 
    "I don't know. Only one thing is certain—Selma is scared. And in my opinion, there can only be two reasons for that. Either she fears for her own safety, or she's the murderer we're looking for and is afraid of being exposed…. I don't know. After the photo session, she asked me to let her sleep in my room. She said she felt safe there. But there was nothing going on between us!" he quickly added. He gave Penny a meaningful look. 
 
    She would have loved to sink into the nearest flower bed. What would Alex think? That Jürgen owed her an account of his love life? 
 
    Luckily, Jürgen continued talking quickly, and Alex seemed to be completely focused on his words.  
 
    The way Jürgen spoke about Selma made one thing clear to Penny: he liked her. Which was good—just as long as she wasn't a murderer who had his aunt on her conscience, and whom they had to hunt down together. 
 
    When Jürgen had finished, Penny told the two men about her conversation with Benedikt Obrist. She described his feelings of guilt and despair, but refrained from going into detail about Benedikt's rambling explanations of gravestones, curse tablets and the like. 
 
    "Don't you think he's our man?" Jürgen asked hopefully. "Benedikt realized that marrying the cook was a mistake—and so he wanted to get rid of her? Without having to pay her a hefty settlement in the event of a divorce." 
 
    "They had a prenup. And his grief seemed genuine to me," Penny said. "But of course that's no proof of his innocence." 
 
    "But who would think of putting a curse tablet under Filo's bed?"—Alex now took the floor—"I mean, we've already established that this family is a bit peculiar. But actually cursing someone? They must be crazy!" 
 
    "Let's ask ourselves who in the house believes in this kind of stuff," Penny said. "Who would resort to a curse to get rid of an unwanted person?" 
 
    "Romy," Alex and Jürgen blurted out as if from the same mouth.  
 
    Penny nodded. "That's what I thought, too." 
 
    "And she's completely beside herself," said Jürgen. "Maybe because she has a guilty conscience, after having murdered Filo." 
 
    "She's also an expert on psychoactive substances," Alex reminded her. "If she gave some of them to Filo, her fears might have escalated into violent delusions. Waking nightmares that Filo thought were real. And then the self-proclaimed shaman would have had an easy time with her." 
 
    "We should check up on the nice old lady again," said Jürgen. 
 
    Penny nodded, but she was reluctant to cross-examine an old woman who seemed so vulnerable and traumatized by Filo's death.  
 
    Alex read her mind again. "I'll talk to her a second time if you want. If she really is a murderer, we can't go easy on her." 
 
    "Okay, thank you. In the meantime, I'll take a look at our hermit, Nicolas." 
 
    "Shall I come with you?" asked Jürgen. 
 
    "I prefer to go alone. It'll feel less like an interrogation, I think. You could check in on Selma again in the meantime, if you’d like." 
 
    "Gladly," replied Jürgen. 
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    The two rooms occupied by Nicolas were on the second floor of the house. It was not easy for Penny to gain access to this hermit's obscure realm.  
 
    Nicolas only came to the door after her third knock, opened it just a few centimeters and at first eyed Penny rather critically. His gaze flitted over her face, only to linger far too long on her breasts. At least he seemed to like the sight of them, because immediately afterwards he pulled the door open with astonishing momentum and let his visitor in. 
 
    Penny looked all around her before taking a seat on the swivel stool that Nicolas offered her. Furtively, out of the corner of her eye, she scrutinized the old man. He must have been very attractive in his youth, but unlike his sisters he no longer looked fit and agile. He walked with a stick, and every meter he covered seemed to cause him great pain. His hair was snow white and fell down to his neck. The equally white full beard reminded her a little of Santa Claus, but Nicolas's piercing gaze made it clear that he was no nice, harmless old grandpa.  
 
    Chaos reigned in the living room. Here, too, there were plenty of Roman artifacts as decoration: an almost life-size bronze statue of Cupid, the god of love—who was carrying a whip and a torch instead of his usual bow—some reliefs that seemed to refer to the deeds of Hercules, and a display case with small cult figurines.  
 
    Otherwise, however, the furnishings were more reminiscent of a student dormitory. Posters of half-naked young women adorned two of the walls, clothes were scattered around the room and several empty coffee cups stood on the chests of drawers and the small table under the window. It looked like the Obrists' housekeeper either had no access here at all or was only seldom allowed in. 
 
    Nicolas sat down at a large desk, on which stood a computer with an enormous screen. The device was switched on, and as soon as he was comfortably settled in his chair, he took a good look at the screen. His visitor clearly did not have priority. 
 
    There was no mistaking what online activity the old man was currently engaged in. A page for Internet dating, of the racier kind, was open in the browser window. 
 
    When Nicolas noticed Penny's astonished look, he grinned broadly. "As you can see, I'm very busy," he said.  
 
    His voice was deep and booming. Then his eyes wandered over her body again, and his expression brightened further. "You really are a pretty little thing, I'll give you that. Are you also active on the internet?" He indicated his screen. "We could, um, have a chat if you’d like. Get to know each other a little better." 
 
    "I'd like to talk about Filomena," Penny said. She tried to ignore the goosebumps that had crept up the back of her neck at the old man's insinuating words. She was not very successful. 
 
    "Filo? She was hot! I realized that long before Benedikt did, but she wanted someone younger. Not just our family's money. The clever little bitch!"  
 
    He smiled conspiratorially. "So she went after little Ben, you see. The poor fool didn't stand a chance; he fell hard for her. But he didn't have to marry her straight away, did he? Just banging the cook from time to time would have been enough." 
 
    Penny was at a loss for words—which seemed to amuse the lecherous old man.  
 
    "Don't look like such an innocent little kitten!" He chuckled. "You're not deceiving me. Not a chance, beautiful! I can't be a judge of your cooking skills—and I'm not interested in them either—but I bet you can wrap the poor guys you're after around your little finger with ease."  
 
    The tip of his tongue, which looked unusually pink, ran out between his lips and wet them. 
 
    "Are you saying Benedikt might have regretted marrying Filomena?" Penny asked. In the meantime, the goose bumps on the back of her neck had been joined by a rapidly increasing feeling of nausea, which she bravely tried to fight off. 
 
    "Regrets? Possibly," said Nicolas. "No, definitely." 
 
    He squinted at the screen where a chat window had just popped up. A conversation partner—or whatever such a person might be called in online sexting—seemed to have sent him a message. 
 
    His tongue slid out further, slowly running along his upper lip. 
 
    Penny felt the nausea rising inside of her, but that didn't mean she was ready to flee.  
 
    "What do you think?" she asked. "Did Filo really commit suicide?" 
 
    He shrugged his shoulders. "What else?" 
 
    He turned away from the screen with a jerk, suddenly staring Penny straight in the eye. "You're not saying she was killed, are you? Wow—by one of us?" 
 
    "Did anyone have a reason to hate Filo? In your opinion, of course." 
 
    He chewed on his lower lip, but gave no answer.  
 
    "Exciting," he said eventually. "Something completely different … our home as the setting for a country house thriller. Very amusing indeed. But I think you're wrong; that sweet little bitch certainly wasn't murdered. She was paranoid, that's for sure. She saw ghosts and at some point was walking around the house like the undead herself. I actually thought that my dear sister had infected her with her visions, with her expansion of consciousness, her sacred plants, the whole magical fuss. She's a bit crazy, my dear Romy, I'm afraid. Well, anyway, Filomena was into that stuff too—that is, she believed in it—demons, gods of vengeance, dark powers, black magic—but unlike Romy, it scared the hell out of her." 
 
    When Penny didn't reply, he gave her a look that wasn't suggestive this time, but was instead one of great skepticism.  
 
    He lapsed into silence, seeming to be thinking about something. "You still think Filomena was killed, huh?" he then asked. "By one of us?" 
 
    Penny nodded wordlessly. 
 
    "I see. Well, I didn't do it, let me tell you. And my son Lorenz … he wouldn't have the imagination for it. He's a bore through and through, you know. Zero creativity. He's an evolutionary mistake, poor boy. But his little girl—Selma—she gives me hope, she's got something. Not as a murderer, I mean to say, but as an artist! Her photos are top notch. I'm proud of her, even though she probably thinks I'm just a perverted old man."  
 
    He bared his teeth in another grin. "But I won't give up the only pleasure I have left. For nothing and no one."  
 
    He stared at the screen again. He seemed to have completely forgotten Penny's questions about Filo's death. In any case, he didn't deign to say anything more. 
 
    The computer emitted a soft ping!  
 
    Nicolas began to type.  
 
    "You'll have to excuse me now," he said to Penny without giving her another glance. "I'm busy. Love is calling to me, child!" 
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    When Penny had made her escape and had taken her cell phone out of her pocket in the corridor outside, she noticed that she had received a new message from Jürgen: "I'm on my way to Selma, I'll call you later. 
 
    Penny had to smile when she read his words. Jürgen was really taking suspiciously good care of the pretty black-haired girl.  
 
    Alex was already back in the room that Penny shared with him, but he was sitting behind the desk, his laptop open, and he was talking on speakerphone with somebody. Judging by the fragments of the conversation that Penny could pick up, an important customer was on the line.  
 
    "This will take a while, sorry." Alex formed the words with his lips as he held the phone away from him briefly and smiled apologetically at Penny.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The three sleuths only met up again at dinner. They were seated in the large banqueting hall again, although Martha had originally announced a barbecue on the terrace. The weather had thrown a spanner in the works—behind the large panoramic windows, it was pouring with rain. The Moselle river lay there like a sluggish gray-green snake, swelling fatly but partially disappearing into the haze. A landscape straight out of a fairy tale.  
 
    But, Penny thought, not immune to violence and murder. No place in this world seemed to be safe from the evil that people carried within them. 
 
    The mood had worsened compared to yesterday evening, even if you would hardly have thought it possible. Romy sat with reddened eyes and would probably have fallen over if Adelheid hadn't been supporting her. Selma had taken a seat next to Jürgen and at least made an effort to make casual conversation with him, but she also looked scared. Traumatized. But by what? 
 
    Nicolas Obrist had also come down to eat this time, taking a seat next to Penny and eyeing her sidelong throughout the meal. He also smacked his lips and slurped his food, making her feel sick.  
 
    He, on the other hand, probably thought these noises were a sensual form of approach, because when dessert was served, he whispered to her: "You know, sweetie, my tongue is an extremely sensitive instrument." 
 
    Alex, who hadn’t missed the lustful old man's advances, looked as if he would have liked to strangle him at the dinner table.  
 
    Lorenz Obrist was the only one who ate with an excellent appetite. He was making an obvious effort to give the family comfort and support. Was it because he was still hoping to turn the house into his dream hotel? 
 
      
 
      
 
    After the dinner party had finally broken up, Inspector Tiago arrived. Penny and her friends met him in the entrance hall.  
 
    "Just got off duty," he announced, "and I thought I'd have a word with the residents here. Feel them out a bit. There's almost always someone who knows something, or who has made some sort of observation." 
 
    His gaze focused on Penny. "Of course, you've already interviewed these people—am I right?" 
 
    Penny nodded and was about to begin a brief report, but Tiago interrupted her. "No, don't tell me anything for now; I want to make up my own mind. We could compare notes tomorrow morning, if you’d like? I'm off duty then and could be here after breakfast." 
 
    "That sounds fine," Penny said. 
 
    "I don't think he really takes us seriously as investigators," Jürgen spoke up after they had said goodbye to Tiago. The three of them climbed the stairs and reached the corridor where their guest rooms were located. 
 
    "It seems that way to me too," said Alex. "But we'll solve this case before he does, I'm sure of it." 
 
    Penny pretended to be optimistic too, but she still had her doubts. 
 
    The three sleuths made themselves comfortable in the larger room that Penny and Alex occupied, and the two men began to bring Penny up to date. After all, Jürgen had spent most of the day with Selma, and Alex had gone to see Romy again, as he had said he would earlier. 
 
    "Selma played the part of a tour guide for me," Jürgen began. "She suggested we go on a little excursion—to take her mind off things, or so she claimed." 
 
    "It seems to me that Selma has her eye on you," Alex said with a cheeky grin on his face. 
 
    Jürgen didn't take the bait.  
 
    "I'm not so sure," he replied seriously. "It seems to me that she just doesn't want to be alone—she wants to be near a man who can protect her. Even though she's not the type, or is it just me?" 
 
    "She's not the kind of woman who seems helpless without a man," Alex said. "Is that what you mean?" 
 
    Jürgen nodded.  
 
    "I don't get that impression from her either," said Penny. "But she's still scared … because of Filo's death, I think." 
 
    "I'm almost certain she knows something," Jürgen continued. "Something she can't tell us for some reason. Or doesn’t want to. I tried really hard to get it out of her while we were chugging along the Moselle on the excursion boat today. But she was closed up like the proverbial oyster. I asked her for what felt like the tenth time if she knew anything about Filo's murder. But she now insists that it was suicide—although she sounded completely different at the beginning, didn't she?" 
 
    "On the first night, she was convinced that Filo would never have killed herself," Penny confirmed. 
 
    "So why this change of heart?" Jürgen rubbed his temples as if he were being plagued by a headache. "I also asked her if she was in any danger herself," he added. "But she just said she was pretty shaken by Filo's death. The only thing she repeated several times was that she wanted to leave this house as soon as possible. Oh, and there's something else. I noticed it last night and it continued today. She keeps getting messages on her cell phone—and calls, but she hasn't answered them in front of me." 
 
    "Could you see who called? Or who sent the messages?" Penny asked. 
 
    "Unfortunately not. I didn't want to come across as immensely nosy and look at her phone screen too conspicuously. In the end, she switched the mobile to silent and put it in her purse." 
 
    "You must have asked her why she's not answering, though?" said Alex. 
 
    "Sure. But she just said it was nothing important, although she looked like the world was coming to an end. Bloody hell!" Jürgen was clearly not satisfied with his own detective work. 
 
    "Let's assume she didn't murder Filo herself," said Alex, "but that she's somehow involved in it. She might be a confidant of the murderer, or even an accomplice. Then maybe it was her partner on the phone—whom she didn't want to talk to in front of you. Understandably, I would say." 
 
    "Maybe," Jürgen grumbled. "But she might also be interested in me—on a romantic level, I mean. When she talked about leaving, she also asked me about my future plans. She said I could work anywhere, as a private investigator. Just like she can as an artist." 
 
    "She was talking about a future together?" Penny asked. 
 
    "At least that's what it sounded like to me." 
 
    "A killer on the run?" said Alex. "And one looking for a romantic partner with police experience. Maybe it's as simple as that, and we’re overthinking it." 
 
    "Or she just really fancies Jürgen," Penny interjected. 
 
    "Is that so unlikely?" he said, his offended pride evident in his eyes. 
 
    "No. That's not what I meant," Penny replied quickly. "But her enthusiasm for you is a bit sudden." 
 
    "She asked me to model for her a while back, at Filo's wedding," Jürgen objected. "But let's change the subject—how did you get on with Romy, Alex?" 
 
    He looked at his new best friend expectantly, but his brow was still furrowed. 
 
    "No better," Alex had to admit. "Well, at least she didn't want to run off somewhere with me." He put on a smile, clearly determined to lighten the depressed mood a little.  
 
    "It seems to me that Romy is on the verge of a nervous breakdown," Alex continued. "When I tried to ask her a few questions, she became so upset that she almost collapsed. I advised her to see a therapist. Or even a counselor, since she's more of a spiritual type. But she wouldn't hear of it." 
 
    He crossed his arms in front of his chest and let his gaze wander from Penny to Jürgen and back again. "Romy's scared, I'm sure of it. Just like Selma. Or guilty—maybe both." 
 
    There was a soft knock on the door.  
 
    Alex jumped up and went to open it, while Penny reflexively shouted "Come in!" 
 
    Martha entered the room with a large silver tray. On it she was carrying two coffee cups and a hot chocolate, as well as three glasses of whisky.  
 
    "I thought I'd bring you all a little refreshment," she said. She set about handing out the drinks.  
 
    "Oh, and Mrs. Obrist would like to speak to you," she added. "Adelheid Obrist, that is. She's asked if you'd like to meet her at the spa. Around midnight?" 
 
    "Yeah … sure." Penny was the first to regain her powers of speech. The two men just looked puzzled at first. A meeting at midnight … in the spa? That sounded like a scene from a sword and sandal movie. 
 
    "In the spa?" Jürgen repeated incredulously. 
 
    "Our Roman bath," Martha explained, "in the basement. When you come downstairs, don't turn right towards the tomb road, but left. There's a large archway there that leads into the baths." 
 
    "Okay, we'll be there," Penny said. "And thanks again for the drinks." 
 
    When Martha had gone, the three friends looked at each other in surmise. What did Adelheid have to tell them? And why did they have to go to the basement spa for this conversation? 
 
    "Is it just me, or does this meeting place—and the time, at midnight—seem pretty dramatic to you?" Penny asked the rest of the group. 
 
    She received nods of agreement, and looked into their confused but also curious faces. 
 
    "We shouldn't forget that it was Martha whom Selma met in the kitchen," Alex said abruptly, "the night Filo died. Martha is Selma's alibi for when Filo fell out of that window." 
 
    "Do you think she's Selma's accomplice?" asked Jürgen. "And that she wants to lure us all into a trap? Is she going to ambush us down there in the thermal baths with a Roman short sword? Or with the infamous two-pronged spear of Hades?" 
 
    "Your imagination is getting the better of you," Penny murmured. Even though she herself no longer knew what to believe. 
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    Penny and Alex had brought swimwear in their luggage, as they had planned a romantic weekend at a lakeside hotel. Jürgen wasn't so well equipped, but Alex lent him his second pair of swimming trunks as a matter of course. 
 
    New best friends, Penny pondered once again. Otherwise, her thoughts were constantly revolving around the upcoming meeting with Adelheid. What did the old matriarch have to tell them that was so mysterious that she had arranged such a dramatic meeting? 
 
      
 
      
 
    The spa was—how could it be otherwise?—laid out in the Roman style. Penny and her friends passed through several rooms at different temperatures, decorated with mosaics and marble statues. One chamber resembled a modern sauna, another had a small plunge bath, but the real centerpiece of the complex was a vault with a large rectangular pool. At the far end they found Adelheid, who was already splashing around in the water. 
 
    "Father loved our spa," she explained after a brief greeting. "Now only Benedikt and I come down here occasionally, so we'll be completely undisturbed. And I wanted to enjoy this wonderful place one last time…" 
 
    She broke off, scrutinizing her visitors. She looked desperate, as if she had lost all courage to face the harshness of life. If the warm water hadn't given her cheeks a little blush, she would probably have passed for a ghost. Another mourning ancestor, haunting the vaults of the old house. 
 
    "Quite late for a bath," Penny said in an attempt to lighten the mood. "And quite an unusual place for a meeting."  
 
    Adelheid shook her head. "Not for me. In ancient Rome, many important conversations were held in the public baths—or in the private ones of the upper classes. Those were the conference rooms of antiquity, if you like. And as for the time, I just wanted to wait until everyone else was in bed, so that we really will be undisturbed. What I have to tell you … it's not easy for me, but it has to be said. For the sake of the innocent, who will otherwise never find peace." 
 
    She looked at Alex first, but then fixed her gaze on Penny. "I did it," she said firmly. "I killed Filomena." 
 
    Jürgen let out a gasp—which confirmed to Penny that she had not misheard. Adelheid's confession came very suddenly, and was completely unexpected. 
 
    "But why…?" Alex blurted out. 
 
    And why is she suddenly admitting it?" Penny added in her thoughts. Neither the three amateur detectives nor the police had any evidence against Adelheid. Or against anyone else for that matter. 
 
    "Why, you ask?" Adelheid looked at Alex as if he were a little deprived. "Because this woman threatened to tear our family apart. She only married Benedikt for the money—everyone saw that except him. And then she didn't feel comfortable here in the house. She became grumpy, cranky and terrorized us all with her moods. Our collection frightened her, and she pestered my son day and night to move out with her. She wanted to force him to leave us, his own family! Do you understand? Or to break up the collection … preferably both. If she'd had her way, we should have handed over the house to Lorenz, who would have turned it into a Disneyland for rich Asians and Americans to despoil! I couldn't let that happen. Benedikt is my life! And the collection means everything to me." 
 
    For a moment it was completely silent in the tomb-like vault, apart from the gentle bubbling of the water as it splashed against the edge of the pool. 
 
    "Can you tell us how you went about it?" Penny asked her then. "How exactly did you kill Filo?" 
 
    Adelheid eyed her suspiciously. "How did I go about it? You already know that." 
 
    "I'd like to hear it from you," Penny said. "Please." 
 
    Adelheid wrinkled her nose, but then complied graciously enough.  
 
    "Well," she said slowly, "I first tried to scare Filomena away. I helped myself to Romy's supplies. As you probably know by now, she has a well-stocked, er, medicine chest full of psychoactive substances. I gave Filomena that kind of thing—drugs that induce hallucinations. Then I disguised myself, sometimes as a demon, sometimes as one of the Furies … and haunted Filomena whenever she was alone. She got really scared, and it worked. She could no longer sleep and suffered the worst of nightmares. But she still didn't want to give up on Benedikt. She only pressured him even more to move somewhere else with her." 
 
    "Maybe she did love him after all," Jürgen interposed. "My aunt wasn't greedy for money, or so poor that she would have needed a rich marriage." 
 
    "Whatever you say," Adelheid replied coldly.  
 
    "Go on, please," Penny said, and the old woman turned her gaze back to her. 
 
    "I resorted to more drastic measures. I pushed Filomena down the stairs. But you already know that. And then, when that didn't work either, I disguised myself as the god of the dead and crept up to her. She was by now terrified of the supernatural in our house, and I knew she was with Selma. She visited her almost every evening, probably to punish my son—because he didn't comply with her wishes. That's why she spent most of her time with Selma. Anyway, it just so happens that my private rooms are only a few steps away from Selma's room, so all I had to do was wait until she left her friend alone there. She has a habit of always going to get snacks and drinks from the kitchen herself; ringing for the staff is exploitative slavery in Selma's eyes. She's a bit particular in that area—it's probably where her father's plebeian nature comes out. Anyway, so I crept into her room, on the night in question, as soon as I knew Filomena was alone in there. I had to act before you arrived at the house—and possibly made things worse." 
 
    She took a short break and dipped up to her chin in the warm water of the pool, as if her candid confession had chilled her to the marrow.  
 
    Then she continued: "I used to be in the theater. I mentioned that, didn't I? I'm good at masks and costumes, and professional stage make-up. I also took the golden top of a two-pronged spear from one of our display cases, put it on a matching broomstick … and there you have Hades, god of the underworld." 
 
    "And you knocked Filo out with this, uh, weapon?" Jürgen asked incredulously. "So that you could then push her out of the window without any resistance?" 
 
    "I was going to, but it wasn't necessary," said the old lady. Her tone was sober, free of any remorse. "Filomena simply fainted when she saw me. All I had to do was open the window and heave her through." 
 
    A faint, Penny thought. That was the solution! A coherent explanation as to why the police hadn't found any suspicious injuries on Filo—nothing that couldn't be explained by the fall from the window. If Adelheid was telling the truth, her victim had had no opportunity to defend herself. 
 
    The old woman spread her arms out, placed them on the edge of the pool and let her head sink into her neck. She looked downright relieved.  
 
    "What are you going to do now, Ms. Küfer?" she asked after a little while. "I wanted to talk to you first, here in our spa where I feel comfortable. But calling the police will probably be unavoidable. I'll get a lawyer, of course, but if you'd stay with me for now … well, I'd be grateful." 
 
    She turned to Alex before Penny could say anything in reply. "And would you please take care of my sister Romy, Mr. Adamas? She likes you, you know. Stand by her, just for the next few days. It would be best if all three of you stayed here a little longer—help my family get through all of this. After all, I did it for us! Don't let Filomena destroy our cohesion, even in death." 
 
    She no longer seemed so composed, so determined. Her self-possessed mask was increasingly slipping.  
 
    With an agonized sigh, she detached herself from the edge of the pool. Her gaze slid over the mosaics on the walls, which depicted scenes from everyday life in Roman thermal baths: women playing ball, men being massaged or relaxing in the hot water with expressions of pleasure. Down here, you could almost forget that large parts of the house were crammed with works of art drawn from a veritable chamber of horrors. 
 
    "You'll call the police, won't you?" she said to Penny. "You'll find me in my room later. I have to change my clothes—I can't meet the officers in my bathing suit."  
 
    With these words she swam off, covering the few meters to the stairs that led out of the pool. She climbed the steps, grabbed a crimson bath towel that was lying on a small stool and wrapped herself in it. She didn't look back, but left the bathroom without another word.
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    "Wow," was all Jürgen could manage to say as the three of them walked up the stairs to their guest rooms. "Can you believe this?"  
 
    Penny and Jürgen had wrapped themselves in large bath towels, while Alex was wearing a bathrobe. Once in their corridor upstairs, Jürgen headed for the door to his room. "I'll call Inspector Tiago, okay?" 
 
    "Wait." Penny held him back. She shivered a little and pulled the bath towel tighter around her body. "Doesn't it seem a bit strange? Too easy? Such a sudden and ready confession, I mean." 
 
    Alex stood right next to her, putting his arm around her and rubbing her shoulders. "I know what you mean. It seemed kind of … I don't know. Rehearsed? Staged?" 
 
    "The good lady definitely has a flair for the dramatic," Jürgen said, nodding in agreement. "The meeting point, the time, her description of the events…" 
 
    He pulled his hand back from the door handle of his room. "What do you think, Penny? That she didn't do it after all?" 
 
    Penny ran her hand over her forehead and pushed a strand of hair back behind her ear. "I just can't get my head around why Adelheid should suddenly make this confession. We didn't have anything against her. And think about what she told us. She said that she pushed Filo down the stairs, that she dressed up as the god of the dead … it all fitted. But she didn't mention a word about the curse tablet Filo found under her bed, for example. As if she didn't know anything about it." 
 
    "Maybe it didn't seem that important to her," Alex said. 
 
    "Possibly. But a measure like that wouldn't fit in at all if Adelheid really is our murderer. She resorted to very tangible methods, and used a few stage tricks. But cursing Filo is just not her style, I think." 
 
    "Maybe she just wanted to scare her with the plaque," Alex suggested. 
 
    "Yes, okay—but why hide it under the bed then? Filo wasn’t meant to find the tablet there. To intimidate her, I would have put the curse in plain sight on the bedside table. Or somewhere else in clear view." 
 
    "So Adelheid lied to us?" asked Jürgen. "Because she wants to cover for someone, is that what you think?" 
 
    Penny nodded uncertainly. 
 
    "And who, then?" 
 
    "Well. Who would you stick out your neck for, and take on a long prison sentence? Maybe until the end of your life, when you're Adelheid's age?" 
 
    "Only for someone I really loved," Alex said quietly. He gave Penny a meaningful look. As if to say, I would do it for you.  
 
    She suddenly had a big lump in her throat. Fortunately, Jürgen didn't seem to notice any of it.  
 
    "For Romy, her sister," he said. "The two of them are really close, and Romy is on the verge of collapse. Her guilt is written all over her face! She was the one who murdered Filo." 
 
    Penny nodded. "Probably for the same reasons Adelheid gave us: Filo threatened to tear the family apart, she wanted to get rid of the collection and she was trying to get Benedikt to move out. Although I have to say, I would never have believed Romy capable of murder." 
 
    "Me neither," said Alex. "She seems so sweet, so cuddly and at the same time so harmless. I really can't imagine her as a cold-blooded killer." 
 
    His brow furrowed. "But even the most innocent old ladies are capable of murder. We all know that." 
 
    "Let's call Inspector Tiago," Jürgen suggested. "Let's see what he thinks." He reached for the door handle again. 
 
    This time it was Alex who held him back: "Give me ten minutes, okay? I want to try to talk to Romy again. She's so full of guilt—I think if we confront her with her sister's confession…" 
 
    "Then maybe she'll give in and confess herself?" Jürgen completed his sentence.  
 
    Alex nodded. 
 
    "That would be helpful," said Jürgen. "Then we don't have to rely on guesswork." 
 
    "I'll talk to her," Alex repeated. "Preferably alone. I've got a good rapport with her by now, I think." 
 
    "Okay, let's meet in our room later," Penny said. 
 
    "Better in mine, if that’s alright," Jürgen interjected. 
 
    At Penny's questioning look, he added: "I want to be available if Selma shows up at my place again." He shifted a little sheepishly from one foot to the other.  
 
    "You really like her," Alex teased him. 
 
    "Yes—but that's not the point. She's hiding something. Don't you think Adelheid could be trying to protect her with her false confession?" 
 
    "Selma has an alibi for the time that Filo died," Penny reminded him. 
 
    "But we also suspect she might have had an accomplice, don't we?" Jürgen objected. "Martha, the cook who provided her with the alibi, perhaps? Think back to what Inspector Tiago observed, how Selma and my aunt were fooling around in the café. I would never have thought that of Filo, but maybe Selma is a lesbian? One who seduced Filo, and Martha too. Some kind of love triangle drama … that could be the motive for Filo's murder."  
 
    It was getting crazier and crazier. Once again, Penny felt like her head was about to burst. 
 
    "Let's get changed quickly," she said. "Alex will go to Romy, I'll come over to you, Jürgen … and then we'll call Inspector Tiago." 
 
    Jürgen nodded in agreement and finally pushed down the handle of his door. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alex reappeared after just three minutes. Penny had quickly slipped into dry underwear, jeans and a sweater and had gone over to Jürgen’s room as agreed. Alex arrived at almost the same time. 
 
    That was fast, she pondered. Alex couldn't possibly have persuaded Romy to confess so quickly—or had the old lady refused to see him? 
 
    None of this was true, as Penny realized the next moment. Alex's eyes were widened in horror and he was clutching his cell phone.  
 
    "We definitely need to call the police," he said in a raspy voice. "Romy is dead." 
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    It was Penny who finally called Alfred Tiago. Before she did so, she insisted on taking a look at the dead woman herself.  
 
    "Romy didn't suffer any visible injuries," she was able to explain to the inspector on the phone afterwards. "And she has only died recently. Her body is still quite warm and rigor mortis hasn't yet set in. I just checked to see if she was really beyond help," she added. "Other than that, we haven't touched or changed anything, and we'll make sure no one enters the room until you and your colleagues get here." 
 
    Tiago seemed to have been asleep; he came across as unfocused and had to ask twice before he understood what Penny was trying to tell him.  
 
    "That—was unexpected." His voice came haltingly through the phone. "Another dead person? No injuries, you say? Are you thinking of poison?" 
 
    "I honestly don't know what to think." 
 
    Penny took a deep breath. "There's something else you should know, Alfred: Adelheid has confessed to Filo's murder." 
 
    The other end of the line went dead silent.  
 
    "Alfred? Are you still there?" 
 
    "Yes. I…"  
 
    He cleared his throat. "Can you detain Adelheid without danger? She's not armed, is she? I'll inform my boss immediately, and I'll drive over myself. I'll be with you in twenty minutes at the most.” 
 
    "No problem. As I said, she's confessed." 
 
    All too eagerly, Penny added in her thoughts.  
 
    "I can't imagine that she killed Romy," she said to Tiago. "I mean, why would she? On the contrary, we actually thought that Adelheid only confessed because she wanted to protect her sister—that Romy might have murdered Filo."  
 
    She broke off.  
 
    It was unprofessional to jump to conclusions in front of the inspector. And on the phone to boot! 
 
    "Hmm," Tiago grumbled. "Let's talk more when I get there, shall we? I'll get dressed quickly and get going." The call was abruptly disconnected. 
 
    Jürgen cursed quietly to himself. "What a mess." 
 
    "We have to inform the family," Penny said, "before the police rouse them from their sleep. Especially Adelheid … I want to see how she reacts to the news that her sister is dead." 
 
    "I'll get the others out of bed," Alex suggested. 
 
    "And I'll keep watch outside Romy's door,"—that was Jürgen—"so that no one enters the crime scene until the police arrive." 
 
      
 
      
 
    Even before the police reached the house, Alex and Penny had gathered the whole family in the library. They were both bombarded with questions, and met with disbelief, despair, and shock. A second death in the house in such a short space of time—it was just too much for the Obrists. 
 
    Adelheid, who had a handkerchief wadded up in her hand and was bravely fighting back tears, demanded to see her sister. She refused to believe that Romy was dead. 
 
    Penny patiently explained to her that no one was allowed to enter the room until the police arrived. "But they should be here any minute," she added. 
 
    It was only at this moment that she realized that another family member was missing. Selma.  
 
    Penny turned to Alex, who had just been engaged in conversation with Lorenz Obrist. The questions with which the hotelier was pressing Penny's boyfriend were the same as those Adelheid had asked.  
 
    What happened?  
 
    What did Romy die of?  
 
    Was she murdered?  
 
    The same questions that preoccupied Penny herself. 
 
    "Did you wake Selma, Alex?" she asked, interrupting the discussion—or rather, Lorenz's monologue. 
 
    Her boyfriend shook his head. "I've looked in her room, both in the one she's in now and her former one. But she wasn't there." 
 
    When Penny didn't reply, he added: "Maybe she was on her way to see Jürgen, and found him outside Romy's room? Shall I go and see?" 
 
    Penny picked up her phone. "No need." 
 
    She tapped on Selma's name, which she had saved in her contact directory, but immediately reached her voicemail.  
 
    She then tried Jürgen. He picked up on the first ring, but Selma hadn't crossed his path. 
 
    "I only had a quick look in her room," said Alex. "She wasn't there, so I kept going ... I figured she'd turn up. Should I check again? See if her cell phone and her purse are there? If any clothes are missing?" 
 
    Penny agreed. "I'll stay with the Obrists," she said in a whisper. "Until the police finally get here." 
 
    Martha had now appeared with a tray, containing a bottle of liqueur and highball glasses for the whole family. Her eyes were red, but she had put on a professional face and urged everyone to have a drink. "It'll do you good," she murmured encouragingly.  
 
    Nicolas was furious that Penny—a stranger in the house—was stopping him from seeing his supposedly deceased sister. But when she stepped boldly into his path and spoke to him in a calm voice, he came to his senses.  
 
    Alex returned after a few minutes.  
 
    He pulled Penny a little to one side, out of earshot of the Obrists.  
 
    "At first glance, I found several handbags in Selma's room that she seems to be using, but no cell phone," he explained. "And I can't tell if anything is missing from the cupboards, as it's a bit of a mess. But—" 
 
    He broke off. The next moment, he held his cell phone under Penny's nose with the photo app open.  
 
    "Look at this. I didn't touch it, just photographed it. It was on the bedside table." 
 
    "A letter?" Penny murmured.  
 
    She focused her gaze on the picture Alex was showing her. "Damn it! A confession?"  
 
    On the sheet of paper that her boyfriend had photographed, there were only a few short handwritten lines. 
 
      
 
    My family is innocent. I killed Filo. 
 
    Don't look for me, you won't find me. 
 
    Selma 
 
      
 
    "And I noticed something else," said Alex, while Penny stared in disbelief at the neat lettering. "On the back steps, the so-called Staircase of Curses … there are these glass cases all over the walls." 
 
    "Yes?" Penny said absently. She was busy trying to make sense of the latest events: Romy's death, Selma's disappearance … or rather her escape, as it now turned out. None of it made any sense. 
 
    "One of those glass cases containing the curse tablets was ripped off the wall," Alex said. "Maybe Selma fled down those stairs, I think, in a great hurry, and she brushed against this display and it fell down. Here, I've photographed it too. I'll send the two pictures to your cell phone, okay? The one of the letter and the display case." 
 
    Penny nodded. "But the stairs are fairly wide," she muttered to herself. How could you bump into the wall, even if you were in a hurry? 
 
    At that moment, Chief Inspector Nasser arrived with his team, and Alfred Tiago came in less than two minutes later. He was out of breath and still wearing casual clothes instead of a suit.  
 
    Penny welcomed the two men in the hall and briefly put them in the picture. The corners of Nasser's mouth twisted and he looked skeptical—for which Penny couldn't blame him at all. Tiago, on the other hand, looked like a bloodhound on the hunt. A triumphant smile played around his lips; he was obviously basking in the glory of having been proved right. After all, he had been convinced from the start that Filomena had not committed suicide. 
 
    Nasser barked orders to his team. The main focus was of course on Romy Obrist's body, but the chief inspector also sent a forensics officer to Selma's room. Then, closely followed by Tiago, he hurried up the grand staircase himself. 
 
    Penny looked at the two of them. A stain on the back of the gray polo shirt Tiago was wearing caught her attention. It was only small, but it was an intense color. A bright shade of purple that somehow looked familiar to her…. 
 
    She quickly picked up her cell phone, switched it on and opened the camera app. She activated the highest possible zoom level with a flick of her fingers and took a photo of Tiago's shirt. That shade of purple wasn't a wall color that you could stain yourself on by accidentally brushing against it. 
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    Penny stared at her phone screen. She wiped aside the photo she had just taken, and looked again at the two pictures Alex had sent her. The letter Selma had left behind and the fallen curse tablet. The glass case that protected the ancient artifact had been broken. The two-thousand-year-old plaque, on the other hand, seemed to have suffered no visible damage. 
 
    She looked around and realized that she was standing alone in the large hall. Benedikt Obrist—she needed to talk to him urgently. Was he still in the library? 
 
    She was lucky; the passionate collector was engrossed in a dialogue with Alex, even though Penny's boyfriend seemed to be taking up most of the conversation. The other family members were all still in their seats, sipping the drinks Martha had served to fortify them.  
 
    A police officer had started to ask the family members some initial questions. He took no notice of Penny, but was completely focused on his task. He was still a very young man, probably quite new to the criminal investigation department. 
 
    Penny interfered in the conversation Alex was having with Benedikt quite abruptly. It was extremely rude, but she couldn't take that into consideration now.  
 
    She gave Alex a look, which she hoped he would interpret as an apology, before addressing Benedikt. She held the photo of the fallen curse tablet under his nose. 
 
    Benedikt's eyes widened. For the fanatical collector, the destroyed display case was probably tantamount to another murderous attack in his house. He wanted to say something, but Penny was quicker.  
 
    "This plaque," she asked, "wasn't it one of the two you showed me yesterday and explained in more detail? It's about that love spell, isn't it—the one that is more like a rape fantasy in our eyes today. The curse of a man who wanted to magically make a woman submissive to him, am I right? Is that this tablet?"  
 
    Penny was amazed that she had remembered so much of Benedikt's impromptu tour. Her subconscious must have stored the information, even though her mind had actually been somewhere else entirely.  
 
    "Yes … yes, you're quite right." Benedikt ground his teeth. "But who tore the tablet off the wall?"  
 
    Before Penny could ask him anything further, he stormed out of the room. He would probably make his way as quickly as possible to the Staircase of Curses to retrieve the tablet in question. 
 
    Penny let him go. 
 
    "What's wrong?" Alex asked, turning to her. "You look like you've seen a ghost!" 
 
    "Come with me," she said instead of answering. "We have to take another look at those stairs!" 
 
      
 
      
 
    They found Benedikt where Penny had assumed he would be: on his knees in front of the destroyed display case. He carefully picked apart the broken glass and pulled out the tablet. Then he cradled it in his hands like an injured baby. 
 
    "Look where this cabinet was hanging,” Penny said to Alex. “Quite high up, isn't it? And this staircase may not be as grand as the main one in front, but it's wide enough for three people to easily get through side by side." 
 
    "Yes … quite right, but what are you getting at?" asked Alex. 
 
    Benedict hurried off with his recovered treasure, leaving only a few shards behind. 
 
    Penny approached the wall on which the display case had been hanging. "It was firmly attached with two dowels," she stated. "'It didn't fall down on its own." 
 
    "Don't you think Selma brushed it off the wall when she ran past it?" said Alex.  
 
    "Selma's not a giant, is she? How could she have done that?" Penny stretched her right arm up to demonstrate how high the case had hung. "Selma's about my height. She would have had to reach up, over her head, to touch the display. So there's no question of her accidentally tearing it down. And why would she have been walking so close to the wall? As I said, we're not standing on a narrow spiral staircase or anything like that." 
 
    "Hmm, that's right. But what are you trying to prove?" 
 
    "I think Selma tore down the display case—but not unintentionally, you know? Quite deliberately. This particular display—I'm sure she knows its contents just as well as I do. Probably even better. This curse tablet is apparently one of Benedikt's favorite pieces on the whole staircase. I'm sure everyone in the house knows what this so-called love spell is all about." 
 
    Alex shook his head. "I'm afraid I still don't understand. Shall we go back to the library with the others? Just so we don't miss any announcements from the police. I just can't explain why Romy had to die as well, can you?" 
 
    Penny shook her head wordlessly, and followed Alex down the stairs.  
 
    But when they reached the library, where they came to stand a little distance away from the family members, she turned to him again, this time in a whisper: "I think Selma wanted to send us a message with the torn-down tablet. And it was her only opportunity." 
 
    "Hmm? But she left us the letter in her room," protested Alex. 
 
    "I don't think so," Penny said. "That letter you found—the one we were supposed to find!—is either a clever forgery, or Selma wrote it under duress. I suspect the latter." 
 
    "What are you saying? Where did you get that idea? Have you forgotten how scared she was of the police? We all agreed that she had something to hide—and now we know what it was. She murdered Filomena! That's why she fled." 
 
    "She wasn't afraid of the police," Penny said slowly. "We were wrong about that. She was afraid of one particular policeman. On whose back I just saw traces of Selma's lipstick. You remember that purple shade she likes to wear?" 
 
    "Wait, Penny … one thing at a time, please." Alex straightened his shoulders and looked at her intently. 
 
    "I think we misinterpreted the clues Selma gave us with her strange behavior," Penny explained. "Let's start with the curious fact that she suddenly left her apartment and moved into this house without giving any reason. And that she hardly ever went out. She was constantly receiving calls and messages that she didn't want to take. She disappeared from the police's view on our first evening here when Filo died, but she didn't flee; she just hid, even though she had an alibi. She threw herself at Jürgen, but she didn't seem to be interested in sex or even a relationship. She was just looking for his company—because he has experience as a bodyguard, I think." 
 
    "She photographed him too, Penny. She thinks he's attractive. Which he is … or are you blind?" 
 
    "What? No. All right, I suppose so. He's not bad-looking; Selma might actually like him. But first and foremost, she's scared. She's looking for someone to protect her. She wants to leave here with him, talks about it openly…" 
 
    "And that's exactly what she did tonight," Alex objected. "She ran off, albeit without Jürgen." 
 
    Penny shook her head vigorously.  
 
    "She didn't leave the house voluntarily, Alex. How would you describe this tablet that she deliberately tore down to send us a message? What is this so-called love spell about?" 
 
    "Well, nowadays you would probably say a stalker, or even a rapist. A man who wants to conquer a woman against her will." 
 
    "Exactly." 
 
    Alex furrowed his brow. "Are you saying—do you think Selma was stalked? That someone is trying to hurt her?" 
 
    "That would fit in perfectly with her behavior. She changes her place of residence, moves into the house here, where she is protected from the outside world. She receives calls and messages that she doesn't answer. She looks for someone to protect her. And so on." 
 
    "Yes, all right. I see what you mean."  
 
    "More than that," Penny said, "I think we know her stalker—or rather, her kidnapper. Because tonight he put his diabolical plan into action. He grabbed Selma, forced her to write this supposed confession, and then he got her out of the house inconspicuously, late at night when everyone else was asleep. He dragged her down the back stairs—the Staircase of Curses—where she managed to tear down the plaque. He didn't know its contents; to him it was just some Roman artifact. So he paid no further attention to it, but focused on escaping from the house with Selma unseen. What else could he have done? The display case was destroyed. Even if he had managed to hang it back on the wall, we would have noticed the damage—and perhaps drawn the right conclusions anyway." 
 
    Penny fell silent for a moment, then continued: "The confession that Selma allegedly left behind says: Don't look for me, you won't find me. Her kidnapper forced her to write those words—and did so deliberately. Because if he has his way, this man who is apparently obsessed with Selma, then that is exactly what will happen: she will never reappear. Because she is now his prisoner." 
 
    Alex audibly expelled his breath. His dark eyes seemed to emerge from their sockets. 
 
    "Who was Selma afraid of?" said Penny. "Who came into the house when he wasn't supposed to—allegedly to investigate on his own? And above all, who has the exact color of Selma's lipstick on his polo shirt?" 
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    When Inspector Tiago returned to the library, accompanied by Jürgen and his boss, Penny approached him and took another inconspicuous look at his back.  
 
    It was the right shade—there was no mistaking that purple. The color of Selma's lipstick. 
 
    She wanted to speak to Tiago, but then the Chief Inspector raised his voice to address the assembled crowd and caught her attention.  
 
    "As far as we can see, Romy Obrist suffered a heart attack," he explained in a concise, formal tone. "But of course the diagnosis still has to be confirmed after the autopsy." 
 
    He paused and let his gaze wander around the room. "But as far as Filomena Obrist's death is concerned, I was apparently wrong," he admitted frankly. "Selma Obrist has confessed to the crime. We don't know the details yet, but we'll be able to fill them in as soon as the fugitive is caught—and we will catch her," he added with a determined expression. 
 
    He turned to Adelheid. "We'd like to talk to you in private, Mrs. Obrist. Can we go next door, somewhere where we won't be disturbed?" 
 
    It's about her confession, Penny thought. About Adelheid's claim that she had pushed Filomena out of the window.  
 
    Penny was about to address the Chief Inspector, but Adelheid beat her to it. 
 
    The old woman burst into tears. "I didn't murder Filomena," she said so loudly that everyone present could hear. "Romy did … and I wanted to save her. She was so delicate, so fragile, she wouldn't have survived a single day in prison. Oh, my poor Romy! She suffered a heart attack, did you say?" 
 
    "It still needs to be confirmed," the inspector repeated. He seemed visibly moved by the old woman's emotional outburst. 
 
    "But you must be mistaken,"—Tiago turned to Adelheid—"your sister didn't kill Filomena. She may have toyed with the idea, but the murderer we're looking for is Selma Obrist. She has confessed to the crime and is on the run, but the manhunt is already underway, rest assured." 
 
    "My daughter?" Lorenz cried. "Have you lost your mind?" 
 
    Martha the cook, who had kept respectfully in the background until now, pushed her way into the two policemen's field of vision. "Selma was with me in the kitchen when Filo fell out of the window. I'll swear to that in any court of law!" she exclaimed. 
 
    "We'll have to talk about all that again," said the chief inspector. He eyed the cook suspiciously. 
 
    "Selma loved Filo so much," Benedikt Obrist said.  
 
    "That's how it was!" Lorenz again. "And my daughter wouldn't hurt a fly!" 
 
    Penny had watched long enough. Now she stepped forward and touched Inspector Tiago on the arm.  
 
    "Do you know that there's a stain on your shirt, Alfred? It's exactly the same color as the lipstick Selma always uses." 
 
    Penny tapped the discolored spot on Tiago's back. "Selma must have left this on you inconspicuously when you carried her off." 
 
    The inspector whirled around, fixed Penny with his gaze and stood menacingly in front of her.  
 
    "I hope you're joking, Ms. Küfer…" Gone was the collegial attitude and communication on a first name basis.  
 
    "I'm afraid I am not, Inspector," Penny replied in an equally formal tone. She had to look up at Tiago because of his height, but she didn't back away from him. 
 
    He twisted his head, trying to squint down at the discolored spot on his back. "I must have leaned against a fresh coat of paint somewhere," he said indifferently. "I've been out and about a lot today." 
 
    "When you came here this evening, your shirt was still clean. I could swear to that," Penny said calmly. "And if you have the traces of pigment examined in the laboratory,"—she addressed these words to the chief inspector—"they'll find that it's lipstick. Not interior paint." 
 
    "What are you implying, Ms. Küfer?" asked the chief inspector. "That my colleague has had something to do with Selma's escape?" He looked at her with a piercing gaze. A few beads of sweat glistened on his bald head.  
 
    "With her abduction, Chief Inspector," Penny corrected him.  
 
    "Tell me, Mr. Tiago," she said, turning back to the other, "you mentioned to us the other day that you live in an old vicarage, didn't you? In Brauneberg—that was the name of the village. Is it a secluded building? Or perhaps one with thick old walls and a cellar with no windows?" 
 
    Tiago's hands clenched into fists. He would clearly have liked to go for Penny's throat, but he knew how to control himself. "I don't know what business it is of yours, Ms. Küfer, but my house is solidly built and I do have a cellar. Like probably eighty percent of people who own a detached house." 
 
    "Then I'm sure you won't mind if we have a look around," Penny countered. "Right now." 
 
    "Ms. Küfer," the chief inspector interrupted her. "Have you lost your mind? Are you seriously accusing my colleague of a crime? I didn't really see you as some over-excited private investigator who thinks she's the new Miss Marple! But I guess I was wrong." 
 
    "No, you were not, Chief Inspector!" Penny's self-control was visibly failing her. "Selma feared this man like the very devil! He stalked her and probably threatened her life if she told anyone about him. Because of him, Selma fled her apartment and moved into this house. Where she thought she was safe—until Filo's murder. Her death was the perfect opportunity that Mr. Tiago had been waiting for. This way he could get back to Selma. Tell me, Chief Inspector, did he volunteer to work on this case—Filo's death—with you?"  
 
    Nasser didn't say anything in reply. But Penny thought she could see from his expression that her guess had hit the mark. 
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    Penny began to describe Selma's behavior since Filo’s murder to the chief inspector in detail. Ever since Tiago had turned up at the house. She spoke of Selma's fears, her reaction to the man. She described how Selma had hidden on the first evening, immediately after Tiago's arrival, and how she had reacted when the inspector suddenly sat at the dinner table. The fact that she had sought shelter with Jürgen and had wanted to go into hiding. And Penny also mentioned the torn down curse tablet, which had certainly not fallen to the floor on its own—a desperate reference by Selma to a man who desired above all to conquer a woman by brute force. 
 
    "Mr. Tiago pretended to be investigating Filo's murder," Penny added, "even though he had no official assignment to do so. He came to the house several times under this pretext … and again tonight." 
 
    Nasser raised his hand imperiously.  
 
    "That's enough! So my colleague investigated on his own initiative. I don't approve of that,"—he gave Tiago a stern sideways glance—"but he probably acted on his good instincts, which ultimately didn't deceive him! Filomena Obrist was apparently indeed murdered, even though I thought the opposite had been proven. And by the very woman you are trying to portray as a victim, Selma Obrist! According to your descriptions, she was paranoid—which to me indicates one thing above all—a guilty conscience, my dear Ms. Küfer! And she tore an artifact off the wall that was about a stalking two thousand years ago. Do I understand you correctly? Is that why you have the audacity to accuse my colleague?" 
 
    He let out a cold, disparaging laugh. "Have you forgotten that the fugitive left a confession? And in her own handwriting! That sort of thing can be checked by experts, my dear would-be Miss Marple. You should know this. Selma Obrist has admitted that she murdered Filomena." 
 
    "It's probably Selma's handwriting," Penny said quickly, "but Tiago forced her to write out the confession! He wanted to frame her for Filo's murder in order to explain Selma's alleged escape. He had already tried to make us believe that she’d had something to do with Filo's death. He invented a crazy story that Selma and Filo had a secret lesbian relationship." 
 
    And we almost believed him, she added ruefully in her mind.  
 
    "Oh, and Selma never mentioned a word about this whole conspiracy?" Nasser sneered. "Why didn't she report my colleague to the police if he really frightened her as much as you're trying to convince me he did?" 
 
    "Don't you understand? Selma was scared to death of this man, so much so that he was apparently able to kidnap her from the house without her screaming for help. He certainly threatened her that she would pay with her life if she resisted him, and so she obeyed. Selma knew from the start that he was practically unassailable, being an inspector—no one would have believed her if she had reported him as a stalker. And Mr. Tiago is also physically a very strong man; he certainly intimidated Selma right from the start. If she had told anyone about his advances, disaster would have befallen her—or whomever she confided in. Something like that was Tiago's leverage, I think. We won't know more until we find her." 
 
    Nasser tried to object to what she was saying again, but this time Penny raised her voice and talked over him. She had to convince this man; Selma's life depended on it. 
 
    "I beg you, Chief Inspector, have these lipstick marks on Mr. Tiago's shirt examined! And his car too … there are bound to be traces of Selma in there. He must have used his car to transport her just a few hours ago!" And hopefully he hasn't had time to clean it yet, she added in her mind. 
 
    Nasser remained silent.  
 
    Was there a hint of doubt in his gaze? Penny wasn't sure. 
 
    "I'm begging you," she implored him further, "send a car to Mr. Tiago's house. Have a good look around his place—he may be holding Selma prisoner there. Or at least you'll find some trace of her. My money's on the cellar. There are cases like that, I'm sure I don't have to tell you … women who vanish into thin air and only reappear ten years later, if at all. Then they report a real ordeal, that they were held captive like slaves the whole time, and how their abductor abused them day in and day out."  
 
    Would the details of these bold claims hold up under scrutiny? Penny made them with all the determination she could muster, even if she had to rely on conjecture.  
 
    She had last seen Tiago in the house just a few hours ago, and he had certainly only kidnapped Selma when he was sure the other family members were already in their beds. And now here he was again. He hadn't had time to take Selma to a faraway place.  
 
    Nasser took a step towards Penny. He seemed to have made a decision; a smile suddenly appeared on his lips. "Honestly, Ms. Küfer, you should write crime novels." 
 
    Damn, things had gone down the drain. 
 
    "Selma's cell phone!" Penny exclaimed.  
 
    By now she must have sounded desperate. "Tiago kept sending Selma messages, calling her. The phone has disappeared, of course, he took it with him, but I'm sure you can contact the telephone company—" 
 
    She broke off because Tiago had suddenly adopted a devilish grin. 
 
    Of course, how stupid of her! The man was a policeman, not a bumbling amateur. He had probably used a burner phone that couldn't be traced back to him for his calls to Selma, for the messages he had bombarded her with. 
 
    Nasser pushed his glasses up his nose with a decidedly casual movement. Then he eyed Penny critically. "I think we're done here," he said in an icy tone.  
 
    Tiago took the floor; his voice sounded completely calm. "Do you know what's going through my mind right now, boss? It seems to me that Ms. Küfer and the suspect have become fast friends in the last few days. I didn't attach any importance to it, but perhaps we should ask ourselves why she's putting on this a ridiculous show. What if Ms. Küfer actually helped Selma Obrist escape tonight? For a certain fee, shall we say. And now she's here, chatting us up, trying to buy time for the fugitive…" 
 
    It was clear this idea did not seem too far-fetched to the Chief Inspector. 
 
    Penny swallowed; she looked around for support. Alex, Jürgen—where were they? She couldn't see them anywhere.  
 
    Only the members of the Obrist family were staring at her from different corners of the room, and not in a particularly friendly manner. 
 
    "Let's go upstairs," Nasser said to Tiago. "I want to have another look around this Selma's room."  
 
    He had not yet finished his sentence when he started to move. But before he reached the door, he turned around again.  
 
    "And you, Ms. Küfer, please remain at our disposal." 
 
    Tiago gave Penny a hateful look, then trotted out of the room behind Nasser like a dutiful bloodhound. 
 
    Penny dropped into a chair and wiped the cold sweat from her brow. She fiddled with her cell phone, noticing how badly her fingers were shaking. She first dialed Alex's number, then Jürgen's.  
 
    But neither man picked up.
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    Penny wandered through the house—avoiding areas where the police would get in her way—looking for her two friends. She tried both numbers again, but neither Alex nor Jürgen answered their phones. 
 
    Damn it, guys, where are you?  
 
    Finally, she crossed the spacious hall and pushed open the door that led into the grounds. Outside there was lightning and thunder, and the rain was falling so heavily that she could barely see. Nevertheless she ran off towards the parking lot.  
 
    Once there, she realized that Jürgen's car had disappeared. The SUV that belonged to Alex, however, was still in its place.  
 
    She returned to the house soaking wet.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Finally, at long last, her cell phone announced a video call. From Alex! 
 
    A warm wave of relief flooded through her, and she quickly tapped the screen display to accept the call.  
 
    Alex seemed excited—no, completely wound up. He seemed to be standing somewhere on a dimly lit street; a house could be seen in the background, and next to it there was a small church. The rain had subsided for the moment. 
 
    "Are the two police inspectors still with you?" asked Alex.  
 
    Then he turned his cell phone away from him. The camera lens captured Jürgen—with a crying and laughing Selma snuggled up to him. She was clearly in shock, bubbling over with words like a river in spate without Penny being able to understand any of it. Her lower lip was split open, the right side of her face was badly swollen, and a large bruise was beginning to appear under her eye. Her whole body was trembling, although Jürgen held onto her tightly. But Selma was fine—safe and sound. 
 
    Alex turned the camera and came back into the picture himself.  
 
    "We found her in Tiago's cellar, just as you suspected! He'd already prepared a kind of dungeon for her—part of the cellar is partitioned off with a barred door. And Selma was handcuffed to a cot in the prison cell. The police will find lots of traces of her down there. Fingerprints, hair … but unfortunately also traces that Tiago left on her, that bastard! Jürgen and I documented everything on video, and we didn't touch anything." 
 
    "But how…" 
 
    "I'll tell you everything later," Alex promised her. "Now find Nasser. He should see our footage, don't you think? And finally find out the truth about his clean-cut colleague!" 
 
    "Yes! Absolutely!" 
 
    Penny rushed up the stairs, pushing past a police officer standing in the corridor where Selma's new bedroom was. She stormed into the room, holding her cell phone out in front of her like a legendary weapon.  
 
    The two detectives had just been leaning over the bedside table next to Selma's bed. Tiago jumped up as Penny came running into the room.  
 
    "What the hell…?" Nasser gasped. "You have no business being in here, Ms. Küfer!" 
 
    But Penny could no longer be stopped. She ran up to Nasser and put her cell phone under his nose.  
 
    Alex, who had patiently stayed on the line, immediately began to speak. He repeated everything he had just briefly described to Penny, then he brought Selma and Jürgen back into the picture, and finally he played the video recording from Tiago's cellar showing Selma's rescue. 
 
    "The old vicarage wasn't hard to find." Alex's face came back in front of the camera. "I guess Inspector Tiago made a mistake by mentioning to us where he lives. You shouldn't underestimate amateur sleuths, after all." 
 
    Penny would have liked to kiss her boyfriend in that moment.  
 
    "A few kind passersby showed us the way to the former vicarage as soon as we reached Brauneberg," Alex continued. "And then we heard screams—from inside the building in question! So we had to gain access. Imminent danger—is that what you call it?" 
 
    Alex managed to smile charmingly. Even though Penny could see that his pulse was pounding like a jackhammer.  
 
    Nasser shook his head as if he had just awoken from a trance.  
 
    "Bring Miss Obrist here," he barked into the phone.  
 
    Then he turned to his colleague and lowered his hand onto Tiago's shoulder.  
 
    "We're not discussing this here," he pressed out between almost closed lips. His eyes were filled with boiling anger.  
 
    Tiago cursed quietly; he knew he had lost. He tore himself away from Nasser and left the room with his head held high. 
 
    "Thanks, guys," Penny said into the phone. "I'll see you in a minute." She slumped down on Selma's bed and took a deep breath. 
 
    The chief inspector, who was about to follow Tiago out of the room, turned to her again.  
 
    "I know the old vicarage where my colleague lives," he said. "The basement actually has no windows, and with those thick old walls…" 
 
    He shook his head. "You can shout as much as you like down there. Nobody would hear you on the street. What your friend said about imminent danger—that's pure nonsense. They just broke in, didn't they?" 
 
    "Certainly not, Inspector," Penny replied with her best innocent face. "My friends would never do such a thing!" 
 
    "Yes, yes. All right. Let's not talk about it anymore. It's the result that counts. My respects, Ms. Küfer, and my apologies for not believing a word you said." 
 
    He looked towards the door. "You can count on me; Tiago will get his just punishment. The police are not squeamish about criminals in their own ranks, I can assure you of that. Even if, unfortunately, it happens from time to time." 
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    On Selma's return, the Obrists' staid and time-honored library was transformed into a wildly seething witches' kitchen. Everyone was talking, every member of the family was trying to hug Selma, hold her close and find out everything that had happened to her.  
 
    Even Adelheid's noble reserve was quite gone. The grief for her lost sister seemed to be forgotten for the moment.  
 
    Lorenz Obrist finally pushed himself forward, pulled Selma into his arms and refused to let her go. Benedikt and Nicolas smiled blissfully and talked more than they had in the last few days put together. 
 
    Penny couldn't understand a single word in the wild confusion. 
 
    Tiago, accompanied by two police officers, had already got into one of the official cars; Nasser, on the other hand, stood a little apart in the room and waited patiently until every member of the family had had their turn to really hug and squeeze Selma. 
 
    Finally, without being asked, she began to get the terrible experience off her chest.  
 
    "I first met Alfred Tiago … in a café," she began haltingly. "Some little touristy place near the Porta Nigra in Trier. He was sitting at a neighboring table—and it was I who approached him." 
 
    She contorted her face into an agonized expression. "I had no idea…" 
 
    Lorenz patted her arm. "It's all right, child, you're really not to blame. That man is a monster!" He gave Nasser an accusing look, as if he were partly responsible for his colleague's actions. 
 
    "I wanted to take his picture," Selma continued in a raspy voice. "And he said yes. But then—" 
 
    She could not complete this sentence either.  
 
    "He didn't want to be photographed?" Penny said to help her along. "But he started stalking you afterwards?" 
 
    Selma nodded, barely perceptibly. She swallowed, then said, "I was stupid enough to take him to my apartment that first day, because that's where I have my photo studio. And he tried…" She closed her eyes. 
 
    "We can imagine what he was trying to do," said Jürgen quickly. "I assume he didn't want to take no for an answer and stalked you from that point on." 
 
    "That's how it was," Selma whispered. "I suddenly saw him everywhere—almost every time I left my apartment, he seemed to be waiting for me. He insisted that we were meant to be together, that I belonged only to him … and that I would regret it if I rejected him." 
 
    "That's why you moved here into the house," said Lorenz. "And you hardly ever went outside the door." 
 
    "Yes. And I really thought that I would be safe from him in here, that he would give up at some point. But he didn't." Selma buried her face in the crook of her father's arm. 
 
    Instead, Tiago used Filo's murder to his advantage, Penny continued along the chain of events in her mind. The death had been the perfect excuse for him to gain access to the Obrist villa, ostensibly to investigate on his own, but in reality just to be close to Selma—and to prepare for her abduction.  
 
    The poor thing must have been in agony, Penny accused herself, while Alex, Jürgen and she had been completely in the dark.  
 
    "Why didn't you tell us about all this?"—Jürgen turned to Selma—"We could have done something about that bastard, couldn't we? Or didn't you think so?" 
 
    "What could you have done?" Selma sniffled. "And do you really think I wanted to put you in danger? Tiago threatened that I would regret it if I told anyone a single word about him—about his love for me, as he put it!" 
 
    She gasped. "His love!" Tears welled up in the corners of her eyes. 
 
    "I think you should get some rest now," Chief Inspector Nasser said, taking the floor. He gave Selma a worried look.  
 
    "Lie down and we'll meet in the afternoon for your official statement, yes? In the meantime, I'll take care of … my colleague. You can rely on me completely."  
 
    He grimaced. Then he mumbled a few words of farewell and prepared to take his leave. 
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    Penny ran quickly after Nasser, stepping into his path before he could leave the library. "Tell me, Chief Inspector … do you trust me now?" 
 
    "Excuse me?" 
 
    She approached him a little further so that he could still hear her, although she continued in a whisper. What she had to say was not meant for the Obrists' ears. "Selma is safe now, thank God. But we still have a murderer to catch." 
 
    Nasser raised his eyebrows. "Are you talking about—Romy Obrist's death? Look, we can't prove it yet, but I'm confident that the old girl suffered a heart attack. The whole thing was just too much for her. If she really killed Filomena, which I'm far from convinced of, she was probably overcome with remorse. Or, what I think is more likely—she was just overcome with a guilt complex because she didn't like Filomena, because she thought that this cook had snatched up her beloved nephew in order to fleece him financially. You must have noticed that the old lady was a bit, well, mentally unhinged, and believed in all sorts of hocus-pocus. Maybe she recited a few spells to get rid of Filomena—and when the girl ended up dying, she felt guilty. Something like that, anyway. And I really can't imagine that someone then went and murdered the old lady. As I said, we're assuming a heart attack, not some sort of foul play. I'll let you know as soon as we have the definitive results of the autopsy, and—" 
 
    "I'm not talking about Romy's death," Penny whispered. "The heart attack story may be true. But Filomena—she was definitely murdered. And I think I now know who killed her. It wasn't Romy!" 
 
    The most contradictory feelings could be read from the chief inspector's expression.  
 
    Can I trust this self-appointed detective?  
 
    Am I putting my career at risk?  
 
    Or will I receive a commendation if there is something to her words after all and I can close this case? 
 
    "What would you like me to do?" he finally asked. 
 
    "Arrest Benedikt Obrist," Penny said without hesitation. 
 
    "What?"  
 
    He had suddenly raised his voice—and attracted a few surprised glances from the family.  
 
    He cleared his throat, then grabbed Penny rather roughly by the sleeve and pushed her through the doorway.  
 
    Outside in the hall, he got angry. "Are you completely out of your mind now, Ms. Küfer? We haven't got a shred of evidence against this man. Not to mention a motive! Benedikt Obrist could have simply divorced his wife if he wanted to get rid of her." 
 
    "That's correct," Penny said. "They had a prenuptial agreement. It would only have cost him a modest sum to separate from Filo."  
 
    "My thoughts exactly. So why in God's name should I arrest him?" 
 
    "So that we can catch the real murderer, Chief Superintendent. And he's someone who couldn't simply divorce Filomena. But at the same time, he is one of the two family members who wanted to get rid of Benedikt's supposed gold-digger, plebeian ex-cook and conniving seductress of a wife at all costs." 
 
    "Really, Ms. Küfer! If you think that what you're saying makes any sense to me—" 
 
    "No," said Penny. "I don't expect it to. That's why I asked you earlier if you trusted me. It's just an experiment I want to try … must try if I don't want Filo's killer to get away with it." 
 
    "An experiment? And will it work?" 
 
    "I can't promise you that." 
 
    "That's great! Just great! And anyway, how do you actually imagine this happening? I can't just arrest the man without—" 
 
    "Then at least take him to the station, for questioning. But please make it as dramatic as possible, okay? A dark look, few but forceful words, grim determination … you know how it goes." 
 
    Nasser smacked the palm of his hand against his forehead. Definitely the end of my career, he must have been thinking. 
 
    "Please, Chief Inspector," Penny said. "Filomena was murdered, and we really can't prove it. So all that remains is this little feint…" 
 
    "A little feint?" groaned the inspector.  
 
    He let out an almost hysterical laugh. Then he abruptly turned on his heel and stormed back into the library. There he headed straight for Benedikt Obrist.  
 
    Penny followed him quickly so as not to miss anything. 
 
    "Mr. Obrist, I must ask you to accompany me," the chief inspector thundered at the completely baffled man. "I have some urgent questions for you about the murder of your wife!" 
 
    I wouldn't have thought he had that much acting talent, Penny thought with satisfaction.  
 
    Nasser gave Benedikt no time to react; he put his hand in the small of his back rather roughly and pointed towards the door with his other hand—and before Benedikt could so much as make a sound of protest, Nasser had already pushed him out of the room.  
 
    As the two men passed Penny, the chief inspector rolled his eyes at her. If I make an immortal fool of myself because of you, I want your head. On a silver platter! 
 
    Penny nodded in reply. I won't let you down, Chief Inspector! 
 
    Nasser left the house with Benedikt, while Adelheid and Lorenz Obrist rushed towards Penny. Both began talking excitedly to her. 
 
    "What was that all about? Has this Nasser person gone crazy?" 
 
    "Why did he take Benedikt with him? Does he want to accuse him?" 
 
    "Filomena was killed by Romy, didn't I make that sufficiently clear?" 
 
    Alex and Jürgen rushed over, and Penny gestured with her right hand for them to distract Lorenz and get him off her back.  
 
    The two men hesitated for just a tiny moment, then Alex had already engaged the hotelier in conversation—while Jürgen reminded Lorenz that Selma was now in need of his full attention. 
 
    Penny turned to Adelheid Obrist as soon as the three of them were out of earshot. 
 
    "Can we talk, Mrs. Obrist? In private?" She led the old lady along the corridor, away from the others. 
 
    But the matriarch did not allow herself to be pushed around so easily.  
 
    She stopped abruptly and confronted Penny. "Why are you pestering me like this? You'd better run after that crazy policeman and make it clear to him that Benedikt didn't kill his wife. What a ridiculous claim!" 
 
    Penny fixed the old woman with her gaze and adopted an ominous tone. 
 
    "Chief Inspector Nasser didn't give me any details, of course," she explained to Adelheid with a deadly serious face, "but he has probably gathered enough evidence against your son. He's going to charge Benedikt with murder—and I'm sure he'll be able to secure a conviction."  
 
    Penny sighed theatrically. "Your son will receive his just punishment. At least ten years in prison, I'd say. And that will break him, won't it? He's already so worn out, eaten away by guilt. His nerves won't be able to take it any longer. I'm afraid you'll lose him just as you've already lost your poor sister…" 
 
    "No!" The old lady suddenly seemed animated by great strength and determination. "That's not going to happen. Never!" 
 
    She straightened her back, fixing Penny with a piercing glare. "I killed Filomena!" 
 
    "Oh?" said Penny. She pretended to be bored, although the truth was that her own nerves were vibrating like sprung wires. She could only hope that it didn't show.  
 
    "You've already confessed to this murder once," she said to Adelheid. "That was a few hours ago—only to recant it immediately after Romy's death. It's obvious that you're only trying to protect your son with this new claim. I think—" 
 
    "I did it!" Adelheid insisted, interrupting her. "Get the inspector back! I'll tell him everything, convince him of my guilt! I can even show you the costume I wore as the god of the dead. I've kept it. And the two-pronged Hades spear I made myself—anything you want. But leave my son alone. If a hair on his head is harmed…" 
 
    She moaned, exhaling like a steam boiler under excessive pressure. 
 
    Penny gave her a critical look.  
 
    "You don't believe me?" Adelheid thundered again. "But I—" 
 
    "Oh yes, I believe you," Penny said.  
 
    She looked the old woman straight in the eye. "It really was you who murdered Filo, even if I didn't realize that when you first confessed." 
 
    "But how … why now then? How can you…" 
 
    The old woman broke off in confusion. She stood before Penny like a queen, staring at her with a sublime hatred. But at the same time, her gaze reflected suspicion and confusion. 
 
    "When you confessed earlier—at midnight down in the spa, in front of me and my friends—we actually assumed that you were covering for someone who was very close to you. I have to admit that the first person I thought of was your sister. And then I was quite confused when Romy suddenly died." 
 
    Penny took a step back, putting some space between herself and the angry old lady. "But when you accused Romy in front of the inspector, I realized that something couldn't be right. I realized that Romy wouldn't have disguised herself as a god of the dead; she believed in the actual existence of the old gods. And in their power. She wanted to get rid of Filomena—just as much as you did, I think—but she used her own means to do so. Magical ones! She didn't rely on stage tricks, costumes or make-up. But I realized that these methods suited you, the woman who had dreamed of a career as an actress or even a film star many years ago. Didn't they?" 
 
    Adelheid said nothing in reply. She stared at Penny as if she indeed wanted to curse her—in contradiction to her claims—with the evil eye.  
 
    Penny continued quickly: "Romy made a curse tablet, which she put under Filo's bed. And she trusted that her nasty spell would work its magic. You didn't know anything about that, did you? In any case, you didn't mention the tablet at all during your confession. And Romy was plagued by intense feelings of guilt when Filomena fell out of the window. She felt responsible for Filo's death, but not because she pushed her out of the window herself." 
 
    "It was because of the curse," Adelheid whispered tonelessly. "Oh God, my poor sweet Romy. She could be such a fool!" 
 
    "That was pretty confusing," Penny admitted. "Two perpetrators who wanted to harm the victim—Romy, who relied on ancient Roman magic—and you, who was much more hands-on. You first pushed Filomena down the stairs—and then out of the gable window. In the certain knowledge that she would not survive the fall from such a great height." 
 
    Adelheid's facial muscles had tensed up so much that her face had turned into a menacing grimace.  
 
    "I couldn't let that woman—that lowly cook!—destroy my family," she hissed hatefully.  
 
    "I'd say you destroyed the family," Penny replied. "By becoming a murderer." 
 
    The old woman wrinkled her nose. "You don't understand." 
 
    "You're probably right, but I don't have to. I'll call the inspector back now, shall I?"

  

 
   
    31                 
 
    Chief Inspector Nasser did not allow Penny to be present in the interview room during Adelheid's interrogation, but he promised to visit her in person at Villa Obrist later and give her a detailed account. 
 
    It was already 3 p.m. when Nasser finally returned to the villa. He looked rumpled; not only did his clothes appear as if he had slept in them, his face also bore witness to the fact that he had probably not slept a wink the previous night. Nevertheless, he made a very satisfied impression. 
 
    The afternoon was sunny and warm, a seemingly perfect vacation day that nothing and no one could spoil. Murder, stalking, kidnapping … it all seemed to belong to another world. 
 
    Penny, Alex and Jürgen sat down with the Chief Inspector by the Obrists' swimming pool, where they would be undisturbed. All three looked at him expectantly. 
 
    "Adelheid Obrist has confessed to everything," Nasser began. "Filomena put the family—and the famous collection—in peril. That's why she had to die. That was the essence of Mrs. Obrist's statement, her motive for the murder. She feared that Benedikt would move out if his newlywed wife urged him long enough to take this step. Or, which would have been even worse in the eyes of the jealous mother, he might feel compelled to give up his legendary collection of antiquities. Adelheid Obrist could allow neither to occur. I don't think she really regrets what she has done. Even if she now goes to prison, at least Benedikt can continue the collection unhindered, she said." 
 
    The Chief Inspector shook his head. "Everything revolves around this diabolical collection. You could really believe that all this morbid stuff … well, that it actually brought a curse on the family." 
 
    He twisted the corners of his mouth and grinned wryly. "I don't believe in curses, of course, but I'm sure you know what I mean." 
 
    Penny nodded.  
 
    Then she couldn't help but think of Benedikt Obrist. He had already barely dealt with the tragic death of his wife. That he would now also lose his mother because she was behind bars as a murderer—Penny didn't dare to imagine how Benedikt would cope.  
 
    This fate would probably traumatize him so severely that he would end up becoming part of his collection himself. A tragic figure from the shadow world—from the underworld in which he had always loved to walk, even if, objectively speaking, he still belonged to the living.  
 
    Penny didn't voice the thought. 
 
    Chief Inspector Nasser, on the other hand, addressed a question to her: "Tell me, Ms. Küfer—how could you have known? That Adelheid Obrist was the murderer we were looking for, that is? Strictly speaking, we weren't even looking for her. I was firmly convinced that Filomena had thrown herself out of that window."  
 
    He hunched his shoulders sheepishly. "How could you have known that Adelheid would confess if we accused Benedikt?" 
 
    "She'd already done it once," said Penny. "To save her sister, who had nearly gone mad with guilt. Even though she was too late in trying to save Romy. By the way, has it now been proven that Romy suffered a heart attack?" 
 
    Nasser nodded. "My colleagues from forensics have already carried out the autopsy, first thing this morning. Very efficient team. They came to the conclusion that it was definitely not foul play. The old lady had just had too much." 
 
    "But Romy was wracked with guilt," Jürgen objected. "I could have sworn she was our murderer—that she killed Filo!" 
 
    "She wasn't entirely innocent," said Penny. "In the world Romy lived in, she even believed herself responsible for Filo's death. Because she cursed her, you know." 
 
    The inspector grew puzzled. "I'm afraid you'll have to explain that to me." 
 
    Penny began to tell him about the curse tablet under Filomena's bed.  
 
    "But everything else that happened to Filo in this house—Adelheid was responsible for that," she added. "She was the one who pushed Filomena down the stairs; and I also suspect that she stole psychoactive substances from her sister's, err, witch lab before that. She administered the stuff to Filo to fuel her fears, to give her nightmares and even hallucinations in broad daylight. At first, Adelheid probably hoped that the hated ex-cook would flee the house if she scared her enough." 
 
    "But Filo loved her husband so much that she stayed with him despite everything," said Jürgen. 
 
    "And she tried to get him to move out with her," Penny added. "Which really went against Adelheid's grain. That's why she had to resort to more drastic measures—and ultimately became a murderer."  
 
    "Good heavens," groaned the inspector. "Really a crazy family, I have to say. But at least I now understand what you were up to, Ms. Küfer. When you asked me to arrest Benedikt Obrist." 
 
    "I hoped that Adelheid would not stand idly by while her son was accused of murder. I suspected her, but I didn't have a shred of evidence against her. So setting a trap was our only chance." 
 
    "And you were right," said Nasser. "Adelheid did the same thing she had already done to save her sister. She confessed to the crime." 
 
    "She hated Filo," said Penny, "but Adelheid would have done anything for her family. I already knew that much—and she didn't let us down." 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, Penny and her friends left the Obrist family—and their villa, which was so reminiscent of a house of horrors.  
 
    Selma's interest in Jürgen had not been completely extinguished by Tiago's arrest. She talked about perhaps seeing him again one day. After all, in her eyes he was a most suitable model for her photographic art. 
 
    "Poor Jürgen," Alex said to Penny later as they sat alone in his car again and were making their way home to Austria. "I think he really liked Selma. And he enjoyed the fact that she chose him as her protector. But let's be honest—in truth, he would much rather be with you than with Selma." 
 
    He grinned challengingly at Penny. 
 
    She almost choked on the lemonade she was sipping from a can.  
 
    "What? No! He…" 
 
    Alex laughed and took one hand off the steering wheel in a defensive gesture. "It's all right, sweetie. I totally understand!"  
 
    He winked seductively at Penny. "But that's not going to happen, I'm afraid. He won't get you." 
 
    Penny remembered her quick wit. "Oh yeah, why not?" she asked coquettishly.  
 
    "You're still asking that? Because you're already taken, of course!" 
 
    Keeping his eyes on the road, he leaned over and planted a big kiss on her temple. "And now we've really earned a relaxing vacation, damn it!" 
 
    

  

 
  
   More from Penny Küfer:  
 
      
 
    Gone with the Waves – Penny Küfer's 11th Case 
 
      
 
    Four bestselling mystery authors meet up for a writers' retreat in tropical climes, on the dreamy Caribbean island of St. Mary.  
 
    Seeking to infuse their tales with authenticity, they enlist the expertise of Penny Küfer, a spirited and sharp-witted private investigator known for her prowess in unraveling complex crimes.  
 
    Penny arrives on St. Mary anticipating a serene break from her usual caseload, envisioning tranquil days under the tropical sun. However, while enjoying a romantic sunset on her very first evening, she witnesses a murder. 
 
    As the line between fiction and reality blurs, Penny finds herself at the heart of a deadly mystery that demands her finest detective skills to solve. 
 
    

  

 
  
   More from Alex Wagner: 
 
      
 
    If you enjoy Penny Küfer's murder cases, why not try my other mystery series, too:  
 
      
 
    A Case for the Master Sleuths—a cozy mystery series for everyone who loves cats and/or dogs and great detective stories. 
 
      
 
    Murder in Antiquity—a historical mystery series from the Roman Empire.  
 
    Join shady Germanic merchant Thanar and his clever slave Layla in their backwater frontier town, and on their travels to the greatest sights of the ancient world. Meet legionaries, gladiators, barbarians, druids and Christians—and the most ruthless killers! 
 
      
 
    Available on Amazon (e-book/paperback/Kindle Unlimited). 
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