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            Monasteries, Murder and the Dolce Vita – The Series
      

         

         Benvenuto a Santa Caterina! This picturesque village in the heart of Tuscany is where Sister Isabella lives and works. But out of the blue, she suddenly finds herself investigating a murder case! From then on, this curious nun makes it her life's work to solve the crimes, large and small, that are committed in the village. Carabiniere Matteo is grateful for this heavenly help, because after all, as Santa Caterina's only policeman, he has his hands full…

      
   


   
      
         
            About this episode
      

         

         There is a new face in Santa Caterina: Sister Donna moves into the convent, but all is not well with her. She is extremely jumpy and seems to suffer from paranoia. Sister Isabella begins to doubt that this new sister is really interested in convent life.

         But she has other fish to fry. Renovation works are taking place in the convent and Isabella has to supervise them. And as if that wasn’t enough, there is a guest in the convent: Gina Bellucci, who clearly could not be less interested in rest and contemplation. Something is definitely not right here – but before Isabella can get to the bottom of it, a murder takes place!

      
   


   
      
         
            The Protagonists
      

         

         Sister Isabella

         Sister Isabella is 35 years old and her given name is Isabella Martini. She knew from a young age that she wanted to become a nun, and so she joined a small convent in Calabria, in the south of Italy. After that convent closed down, she moved to Santa Caterina, where she found her true calling: solving crimes. She opened herself up to the village and to worldly life – and started catching criminals.

          
      

         Matteo Silvestri

         Sister Isabella helps the 29-year-old local Carabiniere with his investigations – or is it the other way around? Matteo hasn't yet had much experience of police work, and Isabella has taken him under her wing.

          
      

         Abbess Filomena

         “The Lord giveth, and the Lord taketh away” – the motto by which 63-year-old Abbess Filomena lives. No one has ever seen her out of her habit. She has lived her whole life as a nun in Santa Caterina, and she plans to end it here, too. She is sworn to protect the Abbey and ‘her’ nuns with her body and soul.

          
      

         Duccio Lenzi

         Duccio Lenzi is the mayor of the village and sees himself as the patron of Santa Caterina – generous, supportive, but also stubborn when something doesn't seem right to him. He doesn't see the point in washing dirty laundry in public – but Sister Isabella often sees things differently.

      
   


   
      
         
            About the author
      

         

         Valentina Morelli has been writing novels for many years. With

         “Monasteries, Murder and the Dolce Vita”, she has paid homage to her spiritual homeland, and captured the unique feel of life in Tuscany. For her, murder mysteries are a way of telling human stories.
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         “This place looks like a pigsty! You know, Isabella, when I give you responsibility for something, I expect you to take it seriously.” Abbess Filomena was beside herself. Her hands planted on her hips, she stood before Sister Isabella, grimacing in anger and freely venting her frustration.

         It was hardly Isabella's fault that the stone floor of the cloister looked as if a pack of wild boars had run over it.

         “You… can't make an omelette without breaking eggs?” Isabella attempted a winning smile, but it had no effect on the Abbess.

         It was a real mess. The entire floor was stained with muddy footprints. And not just the floor, she realised suddenly. She hastily leaned against the stone balustrade to cover the handprints on the previously ivory-white handrail, as the Abbess eyed everything with suspicion. She sighed inwardly. How could two craftsmen make such a mess? She summoned up a smile. “I will get some rags, and Donna and I will scrub everything down.”

         The Abbess humphed softly. “Please! After all, what must our guest think of us?”

         Guiltily, Isabella lowered her eyes. With her mention of the guest, the Abbess had hit a sore spot. The Convento di Nostra Regina della Pace was a Benedictine convent, and they were, after all, known throughout the world for affording a warm welcome to all comers. But this convent rarely saw any guests, not so much because the sisters were poor hosts, but rather because visitors much preferred to visit the more sumptuous abbeys around nearby Pisa, Lucca and Florence. The Convento di Nostra Regina was pretty but unadorned. And it was certainly unpretentious.

         Having a guest in the convent again made a pleasant change. Isabella was very happy about it, but this guest was anything but outgoing and sociable. For a good week a woman from Milan in her mid-thirties had been staying with them, but she had kept to herself for most of the time. The other sisters did not comment on this, but Isabella found it most annoying. In her old convent in Calabria, they had often had guests. Without exception, they had taken part in the life of the convent and asked her lots of questions. The Milanese woman, on the other hand, was conspicuous by her absence. Isabella would have loved to know where she was spending all her time.

         “And that dog,” the Abbess shot, through pursed lips.

         Isabella raised her head. “What about Caesar?”

         Filomena reached into her robe and brought out a plastic bag in which was a large bone. It was gnawed to a stump, but in some places Isabella could still see shreds of flesh. And it was soiled all over with earth. The Abbess raised her bushy eyebrows and looked at the nun. “He destroyed the vegetable patch to bury this bone. All the tomatoes are gone.”

         Isabella stared at the bone guiltily. “I'm… sorry about that. I’ll make up for the damage, of course.” But then she paused thoughtfully. “Where is Caesar anyway? I haven't seen him at all since breakfast.”

         Filomena wrinkled her nose. “Probably in the pantry, gorging himself on communion wafers.”

         Isabella shook her head. “Caesar would never do that. Well… not since I told him not to.”

         Caesar's gluttony was indeed a problem and unfortunately not the only one affecting the giant dog. He had been badly brought up: he simply could not conceive of listening to anyone but Sister Isabella. He had a stubborn mind of his own and just didn't like to be told what to do.

         “He just needs time to get settled with us.” Isabella felt obliged to protect him from the Abbess.

         After all, Caesar was the newest member of their community and he would take some time to get used to it. The stray St. Bernard had bounded into Isabella's life while she was out jogging through the vineyards and had chosen her, of all people, as his new mistress. Caesar had previously belonged to the tramp Gaetano. The latter had fallen victim to a terrible crime, and the homeless dog had become an orphan.

         In a unique display of democracy, the entire Order had voted, against the will of the Abbess, to keep the dog in the convent.

         This was a clear victory for Isabella, who had proposed the vote to keep him. But the Abbess could harbour a grudge, and since then she had been giving the unfortunate sister grief at every opportunity. Filomena was only too happy to give Isabella unpleasant tasks that no one else wanted to do. Thus, in addition to her tri-weekly market service, Isabella had been given the additional task of looking after the oblate who had lived in the convent for the past few weeks. That was fine: she liked Donna and felt this task was meaningful and served the convent.

         But supervising the plumbers’ work was a bridge too far. Some time ago, the convent's aged heating system had given up the ghost. Its passing was only noticed when one day there was no more hot water. This painful circumstance had persisted for some time. Isabella couldn’t even remember her last hot shower. It was just as well that they had noticed the damage in the summer and not in the cold, wet months of winter.

         In their weekly meeting in the sacristy, the Abbess had remarked that Isabella was surely divinely ordained for this project, as she was the only one of them with any degree of technical knowledge. Filomena had come to this assumption because she had spotted Isabella working with the village Carabiniere, Matteo Silvestri, on his Vespa, tinkering around with the engine. So it was up to her to hire craftsmen to take care of the ailing heating system. It quickly became clear that this would prove a hopeless undertaking.

         The heating installation people from Santa Caterina and the surrounding area who had been invited to the Abbey had all thrown up their arms in despair when they had seen the pre-war pipes. They had all been of the opinion that the convent needed a brand new heating system. But the sisters couldn’t afford a complete replacement.

         So Isabella had had to keep looking, and had finally resorted to posting notices in all the shops in the area.

         Urgently sought: Plumber for heating repair in the Abbey.

         Nothing had happened for a few days, but then finally two workmen had come forward who claimed to know about this particular type of heating system. An outright lie, as Isabella had learned to her cost. For, ever since the two self-proclaimed heating professionals had got to work, large parts of the convent had resembled a construction site. Since the cloister was the shortest route to anywhere else, it was now being used as the workmen’s main thoroughfare. Unfortunately, it had rained torrentially all night long, and the two craftsmen were quite unconcerned about the havoc they were wreaking with their muddy shoes.

         Still holding the bag with the bone in it, Filomena looked around with narrowed eyes. “When will this chaos end?” she demanded of Isabella. “They’ve been at it for two weeks.”

         “Well, it seems to be more complicated than we thought,” Isabella said, echoing what the pair had told her that morning in response to the same question. “The heating system is old, spare parts are hard to find, and…”

         The Abbess silenced her with a brusque wave of her hand. Isabella heard that disgruntled hum again as Filomena turned on her heels and stomped away.

         Isabella sighed bitterly as she looked at the utterly begrimed floor. It would take hours to get it clean again.

         “Oh, there's the boss!” someone called behind her, good-humouredly.

         She turned around and saw two men in grey overalls coming towards her. It was Carlo and Silvano, the two craftsmen. The Duo Infernale. The two professionals without a plan. She immediately glanced down at their shoes, which were caked almost to the ankles with both fresh and dried mud.

         Isabella liked them, but thought they could stand to clean up their act a bit. Their trail of filth led right through the entire abbey, and she, the person responsible for the project, had to answer for it.

         “Crappy night, wasn't it?” Carlo ran his hand over his greying stubble and grinned at her in a friendly way. His brown hair, streaked with grey, was cut short as a brush. His generous belly completely filled out his overalls.

         Silvano was just as tall as Carlo, but far slimmer – indeed, downright gangly. His outsized overalls flapped emptily around him, like the rags on a scarecrow.

         “Yes, indeed,” Isabella replied obligingly. “A shocking night.” But the storm had been lovely. In the middle of the night she had been awoken by the heavy downpour beating furiously down on the corrugated iron roof of the goat shed. With the cool wind brought by the rain, her duvet at last had a use again. And so, snuggled tightly in her bedding, she had fallen back asleep to the soothing sound of the storm. What was less beautiful was that the violent downpours had turned the dry earth around the convent into a swamp. It was so bad, in fact, that Isabella had skipped her morning run so as not to get her trainers soaked. But the two workmen didn't seem to be at all worried about their work shoes.

         The stronger of the two, Carlo, gripped a heavy toolbox in one hand while Silvano carried a folding ladder under his arm. With his bull’s neck, Carlo was a truly imposing figure. His broad nose was slightly bent at the bridge, which Isabella thought might indicate that it had once been broken and had not healed correctly. No, Carlo was not a man you wanted to meet in a dark alley. But once you started talking to him, he didn't seem threatening at all, but really sweet. He had the look of a prize-fighter but the disposition of a friendly child. Silvano, on the other hand, was awkward in his manner, almost as if he didn't know what to do with those long limbs. But in his bony face, alert eyes rested beneath his distinctly receding hairline.

         “How are you getting on?”

         “Not quickly,” Carlo confessed.

         “More bad than good,” Silvano added.

         Carlo nodded. “That’s it: more bad than good. When we have finished up at one site, another one opens up.” He grinned cheekily, which made his nose look even wider.

         “Yes, yes,” Silvano murmured. He ran his hand through his light hair. “This is an old wall. And the heating system is just as old, and it hasn’t been maintained too well in recent years.”

         Isabella knew nothing about this. She had only been at the Convento di Nostra Regina della Pace for a few months. But she took their word for it. The Abbess had not given the impression of being very invested in the upkeep of things like the hot water pipes.

         “We discovered another dripping pipe in the transept. We want to swap that out now.” He raised the hand holding the toolbox.

         Isabella raised her eyebrows hopefully. “And after that, everything will be okay again?”

         The two exchanged a meaningful look and laughed raucously.

         Isabella mentally waved goodbye to her summer break.

         Carlo adjusted the cap on his curly head. “It's not just the heating system…”

         “… it's also the pipes,” Silvano continued.

         “They are old,” Carlo continued. “Very old. And some of them so ramshackle that you only have to give them a nasty look and they crumble.” He snorted grimly and Silvano joined in with a chuckle. “We probably won't be able to avoid installing a completely new system.”

         Isabella shook her head vehemently. “This is absolutely out of the question, gentlemen. We cannot afford that. A thorough repair will have to do for now.” She tilted her head and looked at them both in turn. “You can manage that, can't you?”

         Carlo grinned arrogantly. “We'll get it all sorted out, boss.”

         “But it takes time,” Silvano pointed out. “It's usually more time-consuming to troubleshoot and fix everything than to just tear everything out and completely rebuild the system.”

         “But we can't afford that,” Isabella clarified once again.

         Carlo patted his colleague on the shoulder. “Of course, we’ll do our best to keep the costs as low as possible for you.”

         “Fine.” Isabella nodded with satisfaction. “And please, gentlemen, if you could somehow manage not to leave too much dirt…”

         “You got it, boss.”

         She took a deep breath and let them continue on their way. Despite the trouble the two of them were causing her, she had to smile. She liked the fact that they only ever addressed her as ‘boss’.

         Her spirits raised, she made her way to the laundry room in search of Donna so that they could tackle the cleaning of the cloister together. The oblate would certainly not be thrilled about this, especially as she had been put on laundry duty by herself all morning. But that was part of one’s duties in a religious community. When she entered the hallway, a pitiful whimper reached her ear, which seemed to come from one of the two storerooms on her right. Isabella paused and listened. Had she imagined the noise? But there it was again. A muffled whimper and a gruff scratching – as if claws were scraping against the wood of a door…

         “Caesar!”

         She pulled open the door of the first small storage room and the furry beast came leaping towards her with such power that it almost knocked her over.

         “What are you doing in there?” Over the heavy head of the panting dog, she glanced into the dark chamber. “You poor thing.”

         She wondered if someone had locked him in there accidentally. No! She shook her head. This was no accident. Immediately she suspected the Abbess. Filomena was the only one in the whole convent who didn’t like Caesar. She wouldn’t have hesitated to do something like this. She had probably thrown a treat into the chamber, waited for Caesar to come panting after it, and then closed the door again.

         “Come with me, sweet boy. Everything’s all right now. We’re going to find Donna.”

         The dog barked and wagged his tail joyfully. All the way to the laundry room he frolicked and jumped happily at her side. Caesar's very presence was enough to brighten Isabella's already good mood even more. Maybe the rest of the day would be quite passable after all.

         “Donna?”

         The door to the laundry room was open a crack. When she opened it further and poked her head through, she felt a damp warmth that made it difficult to breathe.

         She was about to enter when Caesar beat her through the doorway. Isabella couldn't pull the door closed faster than he could scurry through a gap.

         She heard a shrill exclamation. “You stupid dog, do you have to scare me like that?!”

         Grinning, Isabella approached the young oblate. “Sorry, we didn't mean to scare you.” It was a sincere apology. Isabella knew how jumpy Donna could be. The sisters often joked that it would probably be best if they all hung bells around their necks to spare Donna's nerves.

         Isabella glanced at the pile of laundry Donna was sitting in front of. In her hands she held her smartphone.

         Isabella frowned reproachfully. She could not forbid the oblate from using it, but the sisters had agreed to keep the use of modern media to a minimum so as not to be distracted from their tasks and their closeness to God. Donna didn't seem remotely bothered by any of that.

         “How far have you got with the laundry?” she asked, although she could see the answer for herself. She gave Donna a warning glance.

         “Be right with you.”

         Considering the mountain of laundry, this claim was clearly an outright lie.

         “I will help you.” Isabella gathered up the sleeves of her robe and stepped towards the laundry.

         “There is really no need for that, Sister Isabella.”

         “It seems there is.” She didn't mean to sound annoyed, but she couldn’t suppress the reproach in her tone.

         The oblate lowered her head. “I've let you down, haven't I?”

         Isabella paused in her movement and looked shrewdly at the young girl. The blue eyes looked back at her with soft apology.

         Isabella sighed. “Donna,” she said. “I don't know, but…” She paused for a moment, trying to choose her words carefully, not wanting to hurt the younger woman. “But… do you really think that convent life is the right path for you?”

         The answer came very quickly: “Yes!”

         Isabella smiled mildly and sat down next to her. “I've been watching you,” she began hesitantly. Donna looked at her, those blue eyes wide open. “You are still too much a part of the world, and not in the here and now.” She nodded towards the mobile phone in the oblate's hand. “With us.”

         “But…”

         Isabella shook her head. “I've been watching you,” she said again. “When you pretend to pray, you fall asleep.”

         Donna swallowed dryly, so much that her larynx bounced. “That might have happened once”.

         But Isabella continued to silently admonish her with her eyes.

         “Well, maybe twice. Three times at the most.” She smiled awkwardly. “Since these two workmen have been drilling and hammering around all day, I don't get to relax at all. Not even the midday break is sacred to them.” Her expression was defiant. “Moreover, your prayer times are inhumane”.

         “This is our way of being close to God,” Isabella replied simply. She raised her hands. “Maybe you have noticed by now that we reject everything that distracts us too much from God.”

         Donna's expression remained fixed.

         Isabella continued to speak: “You have to find your own way to God. That is the task of every sister.”

         “I'm just tired all the time,” Donna pointed out.

         “Then maybe you should drink less wine during the day.” That was another thing that had made Isabella uncomfortable. The young oblate was helping herself to the convent wine like others helped themselves to water. And well before lunchtime. On top of that, she preferred a wine that all the other sisters gave a wide berth. She would only drink the Abbey's own Vin Santo, the sweetest wine in the cellar.

         Donna shrugged her delicate shoulders. “You're right. But… it calms my nerves,” she confessed. “Besides, it just tastes so good. The wines here should win awards.”

         Isabella smiled and rose. “Come with me, there is work waiting for us. We can still do the laundry together afterwards.”

         When she stood, Caesar also came to life. His head jerked up as if he had heard something, and then he shot out of the laundry room.

         “I really do want to become one of you,” the oblate declared on her way out.

         Isabella nodded in empathy, but her doubts remained.

         “But it's all still so new to me and unfamiliar.”

         “That will change. If you really want it, then before long it will seem as if you never had another life before.”

         Donna groaned softly. “I wish.”

         When they stepped into the hallway, there was no sign of Caesar. Isabella called after him, and a moment later she heard the quick patter of paws on the tiled floor.

         “Go to the kitchen and bring a bucket and mop with you to the cloister.”

         “Very well, Sister.”

         Isabella watched the oblate turn to her left and walk away. She shook her head in resignation.

         “Donna?”

         The oblate wheeled around. “Yes, Sister Isabella?”

         “The kitchen is that way.”

         “Oh!” The oblate's eyes grew wide. “I’m sorry! I can never remember – it all looks the same to me.”

         With some difficulty, Isabella mustered a smile. “Well,” she said quietly to herself. “At least you know the way to the wine cellar in your sleep.” A dull feeling told her that she would still have a lot of work to do with the oblate.

         “Caesar! Caesar, where are you?”

         As she turned the corner, she saw the dog sitting on its hind legs and panting at her expectantly.

         “There's my boy.” She bent down to scratch his head, and he showed his appreciation by trying to lick her face all over. But Isabella had learned the dog's habits and pulled her head back just in time. But as she did so, she noticed a suspicious smell coming from his mouth.

         “Stop! Caesar, breathe on me!”

         The dog, of course, understood nothing at all and continued to pant blithely.

          
      

         Isabella approached his muzzle and sniffed. The smell was unmistakable.

         She rose and looked around. Indeed. Not far from the dog, something shiny was lying on the ground. The golden wrapped of a truffle praline. Isabella picked it up and looked at it. She did not like these tartufos herself. And besides Caesar, there was only one person here who would eat this kind of chocolate. She had to confront them. Things simply could not go on like this.
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         Isabella was hopelessly behind schedule. She and Donna had spent two hours cleaning up after the workmen in the cloister and in all the adjoining corridors.

         After Carlo and Silvano had dared – twice – to track mud all over the freshly-cleaned floor and soil everything again, the sister had become annoyed and had asked them to take their shoes off. Health and safety or not: even her patience had a limit.

         And then she had had to tackle the mountain of laundry on her own, as Donna had simply not turned up when she was supposed to arrive with the cleaning things. Lately, something had been amiss in her daily life at the Abbey.

         She was almost completely neglecting her duties as a host sister. That had been another of the Abbess's ideas. Now that there was a real guest in the convent, a sister was needed to look after them.

         Evidently Filomena felt that Isabella's days were not full enough. Of course, Isabella knew the Abbess's true motive. She wanted to so overwhelm her with duties and tasks that Isabella would not have the time for any further rebellious thoughts. Presumably the Abbess feared a revolt in the ranks. So Isabella bore it all with stoicism and a smile.

         Now she stood before the guest cell with a stack of fresh towels, and knocked.

         Something rumbled and banged behind the door.

         “Come in,” someone finally purred, good-humouredly. The voice sounded muffled through the heavy wood.

         When she pulled open the door, the guest was sitting in a meditation seat on the small carpet runner. The woman's name was Gina Bellucci. She was wearing loose sweatpants and a tight sports shirt. She had tied her chestnut hair back in a braid.

         Isabella entered, noticing that the small room smelled strongly of perfume. A heavy scent of vanilla and strawberries – so sweet that it made her hungry for dessert. Isabella was overwhelmed by the intensity of the scent. Among her fellow sisters, a roll-on deodorant was the strongest things ever got.

         In addition, Gina was elaborately made up, as if she was looking to make an impression: foundation, kohl and eye shadow. It certainly looked pretty, but Isabella wondered why she went to such lengths when she was spending her time in the convent.

         Well, she thought. Many people find it difficult to break old habits.

         Gina had arrived only a few days ago. But Isabella had barely seen the woman yet. So far, she had hardly asked any questions, and it had even seemed to Isabella that she was avoiding the sisters. Moreover, she had not participated in any of the common prayers, which were also open to guests.

         “I brought fresh towels,” Isabella explained to her guest, who beamed happily at her.

         The woman had flawless skin that made her look much younger than she actually was. Isabella had a vague idea that she was in her mid-thirties. At least, that was what she had picked up from a snippet of conversation between Gina and Donna. The disinterest that Gina showed for her and her fellow sisters did not seem to apply when it came to the young oblate. Gina had lively exchanges with Donna.

         “Thank you very much! I'm doing my asanas right now.” Isabella gave her a sceptical look. “That means yoga.”

         “Oh.” That Gina was a sports enthusiast was not lost on Isabella. On her first day, she had gone for a jog in the evening. She had briefly toyed with the idea of asking her if she wanted to go for a run together. But something about this woman's nature stopped Isabella. And it didn’t seem to her that Gina was doing sport for fun. She was a real candy junkie and was probably trying to ward off flab with her many sports sessions. She never saw Gina without a chocolate in her hand. She loved those tartufo chocolates. Precisely the ones that had been such a source of irritation for Isabella.

         As inconspicuously as possible, Isabella let her gaze wander around the cell. She was always surprised at what people brought with them when they wanted to concentrate on what really mattered in the Abbey. Gina had arrived with two huge, wheeled suitcases. And now Isabella could get a glimpse of what they carried.

         On the dresser she spotted an espresso machine. On the angular wooden table lay a laptop, a tablet and a smartphone on top of a recent edition of Corriere della Sera.The screens were all lit up, so they had just been in operation.

         Isabella didn't care much for daily newspapers, but she knew her way around them because her father had disappeared behind one every morning at the breakfast table – he was not a morning person – and so she had been presented with the latest headlines every morning instead of his grumpy face. The headline of this issue was: Milan jewellery heist – police identify getaway car.

         She shrugged indifferently. Nothing that mattered to their little world.

         The larger suitcase had been converted into a wardrobe with more clothes hanging in it than Isabella had ever owned in her entire life. Admittedly, the daily dilemma of ‘What should I wear?’ no longer arose when you just wore a habit every day.

         On the bed, she recognised an abnormally large side-sleeper pillow. How had that fitted into the suitcase? There was a pile of books on the bedside cabinet – with titles like ‘Fit despite my job’ and ‘The path to inner freedom’.

         Next to it was a large and opened pack of truffle chocolates. The evidence was overwhelming.

         “We'll be getting together for afternoon prayer in a minute.” She found it difficult to suppress her growing anger. “Perhaps you would like to take part…”

         “I'd love to,” Gina dazzled her with a smile, but then put on a regretful expression. “But I'm not done with my exercises yet.”

         “I understand. But if you do change your mind… you'll find us in the chapel.”

         “I know.” She crossed her legs into a lotus position, bent a long way forward and stretched out her arms.

         For Isabella, this looked neither comfortable nor healthy. She watched her do it for a while longer, then she remembered the chocolate foil again. “I found this on the floor.”

         “Oh!” Two rows of gleaming white teeth beamed at the sister. A white that could not possibly be real.

         “You can throw that away. I don't need it, thank you.”

         Isabella bit back a curse, crumpled the paper so tightly in her fist that she felt pain in her knuckles, and stuffed it back into the pocket of her habit.

         “It's more about you just leaving rubbish lying around.”

         “Oh!” the woman went on again. She showed her teeth again. This time, however, not laughing, but attacking.

         “Excuse me. It will have fallen out of my pocket by mistake.”

         Isabella blinked. “Before or after you fed it to Caesar?”

         It was only a tiny fraction of a second, but Gina's features slipped for just long enough that Isabella realised that she had hit home.

         Before Gina could think of any excuse, Isabella said in a firm voice: “Chocolate is poison for dogs. You are not doing Caesar any favours. You are damaging his health.”

         Gina waved this off as if it were an absurd exaggeration.

         “Oh, gosh, it's just a bit of chocolate.”

         “A truffle here, a truffle there. It adds up.”

         Gina put a hand on her chest. “All right, I solemnly promise you that the dog will not get any more truffle chocolates from me.” She winked at the nun jovially. “Satisfied?”

         Isabella did not know how seriously to take the promise, but she was impressed by how understanding Gina seemed. So she nodded in agreement. “So, do you feel you have settled in?”

         “Oh yes,” Gina said enthusiastically. “I think it's wonderful here. Such peace, and everyone is so nice.”

         “I'm glad to hear that. Tonight we would like to have a little get-to-know-you session with a common prayer in the sacristy. You are invited to attend. Around six o'clock, does that suit you? Can you make that?”

         “I, um, actually…”

         “The Abbess has formally requested your presence so that she can officially welcome you here as our guest.”

         The smile on the woman's face stiffened. At least that's how it seemed to Isabella. But it was also quite possible that it was because of the thick make-up on her face.

         With a friendly nod, Isabella placed the towels on the bed and withdrew.
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         The sisters sat in a semicircle in the apse, probably the most solemn place in the small convent chapel, for vespers.

         “It is a joy to me that we have all come together this evening for this prayer. And I would especially like to welcome our guest, Gina Bellucci.” The Abbess stood in front of her chair with her arms open, basking in the colourful church light.

         She had chosen that spot on purpose, Isabella was sure of it. As ever at vespers, the sun had reached exactly the position to let its weak rays fall through the stained glass of the large lancet windows. The colourful beam was directed at the place where the Abbess's chair was positioned. This gave the impression that she was being enveloped by a luminous aura. Filomena was very skilled at finding herself a space in the limelight. Isabella looked at the large cross that hung on a thick-linked silver chain at her neck, which made her role as Abbess clear even to outsiders. Isabella didn't like all this worldly display. After all, everyone was equal before God.

         “It's good to have you with us, Gina,” the Abbess said with a benevolent but thin smile.

         All eyes were on the smartly dressed woman, who stood out from the group of nuns like an orchid in a field of daisies.

         She seemed visibly surprised by the Abbess' unexpected address. It was almost ridiculous that she was being welcomed officially only now, when she had been wandering in and out of the Abbey for a week. But so far she had always managed to stay away from the common prayer sessions. By now Isabella was no longer the only one wondering what Gina was actually doing in a convent. But it was not her place to voice this question out loud. This Order was known for its hospitality, and that meant not asking indiscreet questions. The Convento di Nostra Regina della Pace was open to anyone seeking sanctuary. The reason never mattered.

         So Isabella smiled kindly too and pushed aside the thought of the colourful chocolate foil she had found in the refectory earlier – very close to Caesar.

         Gina Bellucci seemed to sense that a kind word was expected from her. “Well, it is an extraordinary honour for me to be your guest for an indefinite period.” Again she showed off her too-white teeth. “Thank you very much for the warm welcome!”

         The Abbess nodded and settled down in her chair. The colourful rays now surrounded the Abbess' face like a halo. “Tell me, Gina, what brings you to our convent?”

         “Calm,” she replied immediately. “I am very keen to focus on the essentials.”

         Stifling a giggle, Isabella thought back to the woman’s cluttered cell.

         “I have a very stressful job,” Gina continued. “As an executive assistant in an advertising agency, my day can easily last twelve hours.” She laughed awkwardly. “Honestly, I felt like I was on the verge of burning out. So I had to pull the emergency brake before it was too late.” She looked around the room. “And what could be more natural than going to a convent to find myself again?”

         Isabella tried to put on an understanding face. Her fellow sisters succeeded wonderfully. In fact, this was the main reason why people came to stay with them. They felt crushed by the way life was out there, by all the stresses and constraints. In the Abbey they found the peace they needed to be able to think clearly again.

         “And find God as well?” asked the young novice.

         “That's right.” Her pointed chin moved rapidly up and down as she nodded. “Of course I also want to find God. Also, the peace and seclusion of this convent gives me the opportunity to give myself fully over to my yoga and meditation.”

         Isabella looked at the woman inquisitively. She had only been here for a week, but so far she had not seen her meditating or doing any yoga exercises. And during today's visit to the guest cell, it had seemed to her as if this woman only wanted to give the appearance of having done some kind of exercise. Instead, all her electronic devices had been in operation.

         And not only that. Again and again, Isabella had discovered her in all sorts of places where guests really had no business being. In the kitchen, in the cellar vaults, in the bell tower. And yesterday she had seen her folding up the wooden ladder to the attic. Apparently she found the convent itself more interesting than its inhabitants. And she had not participated in prayers at all so far. That was hardly obligatory, but for someone who sought closeness to God, this behaviour was unusual to say the least.

         “Donna.” The Abbess turned to the young oblate. Her hands rested folded on her lap. “How are you settling in with us?” Her voice sounded friendly, but her gaze was stern.

         Donna nodded cautiously. “Good, I guess?” Seeking help, she looked to Isabella, who smiled mildly.

         “Donna is doing really well,” she told the sisters. A white lie. But she certainly didn't want to feed the girl to the Abbess. The oblate still needed time to find her way. And if not in their community, where else would she find all the time she needed for that?

         “I can only agree.” Sister Hildegard nodded eagerly. “She bakes wafers like no one else.”

         Isabella smiled gratefully at her and earned a wink from Hildegard. They rarely saw eye to eye, but at least they agreed to give the Abbess as little fuel as possible for her temper.

         “But, of course, I have a lot to learn,” Donna added humbly. “The rhythm of the prayers, the correct cutting of the wafers, the work of housekeeping.”

         Yes, that most of all, Isabella thought. She really did do a good job of baking the hosts, she thought. In and of itself this was a very monotonous job, but it required a bit of care, especially at the beginning, if you didn't want to cut your fingers. Because the razor-sharp cookie cutter could be a menace if you let your guard drop for a moment. It was a tradition that had been practised in this Abbey for almost a hundred years. And for some time, the Abbey had produced communion wafers for more than its own use: it also supplied the churches in the neighbouring parishes with the wafer-thin baked biscuits. The parish church of San Giuseppe in Santa Caterina was one of their clients.

         “I am very happy to hear that,” said the Abbess. “Your basic attitude as an oblate should be to seek God in all things. You must be able to discern the path that the Lord has laid for you and perceive His inviting word.”

         Donna stared at Filomena, her eyes wide in awe.

         “Very well, Abbess.”

         “And I think it's time to expand your remit a little.” Filomena's gaze rested insistently on the young oblate, who tried to smile. “You have chosen this path and want to live consciously as a Catholic in this world. So I thought it would be good for you to represent the convent to the outside world as well.”

         Now all eyes rested on Donna. Each of them knew what that meant. And they were all glad that this chalice was passing them by. Only she hadn’t grasped that yet.

         “You will accompany Sister Isabella to the market tomorrow morning, where she will instruct you in all the duties there.”

         Donna looked puzzled for a moment. “What? Who? Me?” she asked, her eyes wide. Her neck and chest flushed bright red.

         The Abbess regarded her suspiciously. “Service outside the convent is one of the most important tasks of a religious sister. In addition to religious activities, it is incumbent on us to have a presence.”

         All the sisters except Isabella looked down at the floor. None of them liked to leave the convent.

         “Yes, but…” Donna swallowed hard.

         “But nothing, my dear. Our operation here is designed, in part, to add up economically. Think of it as service to the Church.” She smiled discreetly. It was a smile that did not reach her eyes. Above all, it was one that brooked no argument.

         Donna had already been among them long enough to understand that. Even though her body spoke a different language, she put on a brave smile. “Very well, Abbess Filomena. If that is the wish of the convent, I will accompany Sister Isabella to the market tomorrow.”
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         The Caterina Market was one of the region’s major attractions. It was contributing to the revival of the village like nothing else. Santa Caterina was a sleepy little place – and so small that everyone knew each other. But over time, the market had won a name for itself that extended beyond the region. Three times a week, it now attracted crowds of tourists in large coaches from nearby resorts like Viareggio and Tirrénia. Even in Lucca, word had spread about how unique this weekly market was, and more and more city dwellers were coming to Santa Caterina's idyllic seclusion to buy quality organic fruit and vegetables.

         For a long time, Isabella had not understood why the city folk made the journey to Santa Caterina. After all, there were plenty of markets in Lucca too. But then she had met an older woman who had once lived in Santa Caterina and had moved to the city for love. “The Caterina Market is a piece of home,” she had explained with shining eyes. And then Isabella understood. The weekly market was more than just an open-air department store – it was also a place for conversation. It was a meeting place for young and old, where the latest gossip was exchanged.

         While her fellow sisters preferred to stay behind the convent walls, Isabella loved the market atmosphere: all the people, the bright colours and the wonderful smells. It was like the old days, when she had gone shopping with her mother as a small child.

         There were no mass-produced goods on the stalls. Here, the surrounding fattorias offered typical local specialities such as almond bread and pasta, pecorino and, of course, wine. The best in the world, as far as Sister Isabella was concerned. Over time, the range of produce at market had expanded. Gradually, craft businesses such as the Mazza ceramics factory or the hippie commune, which offered handmade patchwork quilts, had turned up.

         Everyone benefited from the Caterina Market: the local catering businesses, the farms, the tourism association and, of course, the Abbey. Their home-pressed olive oil, the wines from their own vines and especially the convent grappa sold like hot cakes.

         But this success also had its downsides.

         The town council kept coming up with convoluted ideas to fill the municipal coffers with the help of the market. So far, however, their efforts had been in vain, as Mayor Duccio Lenzi had proved too eager to rush ahead with one ill-thought-out scheme after another. For example, with the construction of a paying bus park on the banks of the Serchio. With dollar signs floating before his eyes, he had neglected to clarify who owned the land. Since the owner of the property was now in prison, the mayor’s hands were tied and the project had been put on hold, to the town council’s great chagrin.

         Today, the market was quite poorly attended, which was due to the almost unbearable heat that had hit the village after the night-time thunderstorm. Everyone who could was taking refuge in the shade or not leaving the house at all. A coach had just collected its tourists, so it was pleasantly quiet on the market square and Isabella finally had time to indulge her thoughts.

         Caesar lay panting in the shade of a decorative wine barrel on which the cash register stood. Isabella had placed a bowl of fresh water directly in front of his snout, and there had been two slices of fennel salami right next to him, but they had disappeared in no time.

         It still felt unusual to have the dog with her. Back when Gaetano had been alive, he had often stopped by her stall with Caesar to talk about God and the world. A deep sadness overcame her at the mere thought. Now Gaetano was dead and she was responsible for the St Bernard. It was sometimes quite strange to think about the paths God had planned for his herd. For example, she was now standing alone in the shade of the canvas.

         Sister Isabella had waited in the refectory for half an hour, but the oblate had not come. She had finally found Donna in bed in her cell – allegedly with a bad stomach upset.

         So she had set off for the market with Caesar, which was more than fine with her. The work on the stall was manageable. They would have been overstaffed if there had been two of them. She never got bored doing it alone. She liked the contact with people and had already struck up a good friendship with some neighbouring retailers.

         She was just arranging the grappa bottles when someone stepped in front of the stand.

         “Buongiorno, Sister.”

         “Buongiorno, signore.” Isabella gave a friendly smile to the short man with the angular face standing in front of her. “How may I help you?”

         He had piercing blue eyes, slicked-back hair reinforced with gel and strikingly strong brows. He looked young. Maybe late twenties. Early thirties at the most. The wide-open shirt collar revealed the beginnings of a colourful tattoo. Perhaps a crown of thorns? Isabella was not sure. Despite the heat, he wore a dark grey fabric suit, the sleeves rolled up, and leather shoes polished to a high shine.

         The man shook his head, looking almost amused. “It's not about how you can help me, honourable Sister,” he said. “Rather, it's about how I can help you.”

         “Me?” Isabella looked at him, puzzled.

         “Well, I mean, the convent.” He chuckled and looked at the goods on the counter and on the shelves behind Isabella. He picked up a grappa bottle as if to feel the weight. “The convent is not in the town centre, but out on the edge of the pine forest and vineyards, am I right?”

         Isabella nodded. This was hardly news. “Why do you ask?” she enquired.

         “Well.” He tilted his head a little to the side. “What about safety – yours and your fellow sisters'? You’re all just so completely alone… up there.”

         Isabella inspected the man more closely. Santa Caterina was a small village and she was sure she had never seen him before. She looked at him urgently. “You mean…?”

         The man immediately raised his arms. “I mean nothing at all,” he said with a benevolent smile. “But it's a dangerous world out there. Full of bad things. Thefts, robberies, accidents…”

         He emphasised the last word so oddly that it reverberated in Isabella's head.

         “Maybe it's advisable to have some… let's say, some kind of insurance.”

         Isabella raised a brow. “Ah, you're an insurance broker?”

         The smile on the man's face died. “No,” he said dryly. “Not exactly.”

         Isabella couldn't help but look as if she had inadvertently stepped on his toes.

         “I am merely concerned for your safety.”

         “Oh, if that's what it's about.” Isabella waved it off. “You really don't have to worry about that.”

         “Maybe I do.” His voice rose. He was getting pushy.

         “Honestly, I don't understand what you are getting at. What did you say your name was?”

         “Pietro,” the man replied confidently – as if there was no need for a surname when one was blessed with such a first name.

         He looked at her and smiled, flashing a gold canine. Briefly, his gaze darted to the side. When he looked at her again, his smile grew a shade wider.

         “Just think about the offer, Sister…”

         “Isabella. My name is Sister Isabella.”

         He nodded at her. “Sister Isabella. I'm sure we'll see each other again soon.”

         Before she could say anything back, a smart blue uniform slid into her field of vision, distracting her. The Carabiniere came up to them, waving.

         “Ciao, Isabella.”

         “Matteo! How nice.”

         The Carabiniere, beaming with joy, leaned over the counter and kissed her cheeks in greeting.

         “You look well,” Isabella said, meaning it. The young Carabiniere was wearing a light blue short-sleeved shirt, across which ran his white bandolier. He held his peaked cap in his hand. His dark hair stood up from his head in a little tangle. He had probably just taken off his cap because it had become too hot to keep on.

         “Just a moment, I have to see to this customer…” She made to turn to the mysterious man, but he was gone. Irritated, she looked around in all directions but could not see him anywhere. As if he had disappeared into thin air.

         “Are you all right?” The Carabiniere asked with a frown.

         “How? Oh, yes. It's just…” She shook her head. “Not important. How are you?”

         Matteo went one better when it came to beaming.

         “Brilliant, Sister Isabella. Just brilliant.”

         The sister looked at him inquiringly and she had to grin along with him. Matteo's sunny disposition always had an infectious effect on her. “Why so good-humoured?”

         “The mayor went on holiday yesterday. That means two weeks of respite from him. No meaningless orders. No dirty work getting dumped on me. Just two weeks to do my work in peace.” He grinned at her. “Isn't that great?”

         Isabella could sympathise. “That does sound nice.” Briefly, she caught herself imagining what it would be like if the Abbess went on holiday for a fortnight.

         A fervent sigh pulled her out of her daydream.

         “It's really perfect,” he said. But suddenly his brows knitted together. “Except that she's gone away, too.”

         “Who's gone?” She looked at him blankly.

         “Nina.” He blurted out his answer like a pistol-shot. “The Lenzis are on a family holiday. So Duccio is away with his wife and Nina for a fortnight.”

         “What a pity.” She knew how much the mayor's daughter meant to Matteo.

         The Carabiniere sighed again.

         “Just when things were getting off to such a good start between us.”

         Isabella patted Matteo's arm. “It’s only two weeks.”

         “You are right, of course, Sister. But who knows! They are in Greece. One week in Athens. Art and culture, you know? She’s an art dealer. Nina was off like a shot: her father didn't need to ask her twice.”

         “Why can't you just be happy for Nina?” she asked with a grin. “Why so upset?”

         He looked at her seriously. “Because I can see right through this mayor. Believe me, Sister. He won’t miss a single opportunity during those two weeks to talk Nina around to marrying a Greek. He would much rather see his daughter stuck on a Greek island forever than at the side of a village Carabiniere.”

         Isabella had to laugh. “How can a man alone be plagued by such an inferiority complex? You'll see, the two weeks will fly by – and then you'll have your Nina back. Who knows, maybe the short break will do you both some good. Just enjoy the peace and quiet without the mayor, and recover from the stresses and strains of the past few weeks.”

         After all, there had been no shortage of them. She and the Carabiniere had just solved two murder cases. And on top of that, they had been working hard to restore an old Vespa, something that had become a shared project.

         Matteo smiled. “You are right, of course, Sister Isabella. It’s just…” He snorted heavily. “It can be a bit boring in the summer months. Don't you think?” He glanced around as if to illustrate how little there was going on in the market.

         “I enjoy the calm,” Isabella explained.

         “I don't know,” Matteo confessed. “A really big case right about now would be great.” His face lit up. “Did you hear about the big jewel heist in Milan?”

         Isabella nodded stiffly. “I read about it, yes.”

         Something gleamed in his fawn eyes. “That’s the kind of case that would be to my taste. But no, I have to deal with this string of burglaries. And so that I don't get bored, the esteemed mayor has left a list of stuff for me to work through during his holiday.”

         Isabella became instantly alert. “And what’s that about, exactly?”

         “What’s on the list?” Matteo was taken aback. “I have to find souped-up mopeds, valid car registration certificates…”

         “No! I mean the series of thefts.”

         “I see.” The Carabiniere shrugged his shoulders weakly, and let them sink down again. “Nothing exciting at all, Sister. Some sheds and storage rooms were broken into and tools were stolen. My strong guess is an Eastern European gang of thieves who then hawk the stuff on the black market.”

         “Hmm.” Isabella nodded thoughtfully. “Do you have any leads yet?”

         The Carabiniere laughed dully. “No. Of course not. They are total professionals. They travel all over the country and disappear as quickly as they arrived. The chances of cracking these cases tends towards zero.” He cleared his throat sullenly. “But explain that to the victims. They're banging at my door and blowing up my phone.” He shook his head. “But they are insured.”

         Insured. Isabella recalled her conversation with that strange man, Pietro.

         She watched Matteo fan himself with his peaked cap. “This heat’s a killer.” He bent down and tickled Caesar behind the ears, while the dog wagged his tail joyfully. “I have to go on. There's a van too close to the intersection up ahead. Maybe I'll find the driver somewhere, so I don't have to stick a ticket under his wiper.”

         Isabella smiled pensively. That was exactly what she liked so much about this man. He had his heart in the right place: there was no malice to him at all. On the contrary: he helped whenever he could. She wished him all the happiness in the world and hoped this Nina knew what a treasure she had in him. And as far as the mayor was concerned, she had to agree with Matteo. Duccio would certainly use the two weeks to put his daughter off the Carabiniere.

         “Tell me, do you know a Pietro? A shortish man with slicked-back hair, a muscular back and a boxer's face?”

         The Carabiniere raised his head briefly. “No, never heard of him.

         Why do you ask?”

         She shook her head casually. “Oh, no reason.”
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         It was enough to drive you out of your mind! No sooner had she let Caesar out of her sight than she found him right next to one of those brightly-coloured truffle chocolate wrappers in the corridor. Isabella didn’t need to wonder where its contents had disappeared to.

         She wanted to confront Gina. Immediately. It was unacceptable that she had not kept her promise despite their talk. And it was just outrageous that she left these wrappers lying around everywhere. As she stomped furiously down the hall to the corridor where the guest cells were, she was stopped by Donna.

         “Sister Isabella!” The young oblate came rushing up behind her. “Good to see you.”

         Isabella stopped. “What's the matter, Donna? Are you all right?”

         “No.” She fussed, her hands shoved deep into the pockets of her habit. Her veil sat askew so that a thick strand of her reddish-blonde hair peeked out. She and the novice Ortensia were the only ones in the convent with white veils. Black was reserved exclusively for full sisters. God alone knew whether the oblate would ever take the path of becoming a full member of their Order.

         Isabella was not surprised to see her up and about. She hadn't bought the nausea thing for a second. Nevertheless, Donna looked tired, as if she had slept very little the night before. But that did not detract from her beauty. The oblate had a pretty face, with high cheekbones, delicate features and kind eyes.

         “I owe you an apology,” she said in a thin voice.

         “For what?” Isabella eyed the oblate insistently.

         “About this morning,” the oblate began timidly. “I lied to you and that was not okay. I didn't feel sick at all.” She swallowed hard. “One shouldn’t lie to sisters. It's not proper.”

         Isabella did not feel that the last two sentences were directed at her. It sounded like Donna was speaking to herself.

         “You should keep lying to a minimum in general,” Isabella said, whereupon they both fell silent. Donna seemed to have lost her thread. But Isabella gave her time to regain her composure. She was curious about what direction this conversation was about to take.

         “The problem is more that I don't do well with crowds. I’ve notice how much good it does me to spend my time in the seclusion of the convent. When the Abbess came to me with this proposal yesterday, I suddenly became nervous. I should have been more honest with you. You have always been good to me.”

         Isabella was so moved she didn't know what to say. She remained speechless when the oblate wrapped her arms around her and hugged her tightly. When she broke away, there was a tentative smile on her face. Without another word, the oblate turned and hurried down the corridor.

         “Oh, Donna,” Isabella called after her.

         The oblate wheeled around in surprise. “Yes?”

         “Do you know if our guest is in her cell?”

         She shrugged. “Afraid not. But I would be surprised, because I saw her not long ago in the convent garden when I was watering the flowers. She's been trailing me around all day today. I don't know what she wants from me.” She paused for a moment, as if listening to a thought pushing itself forward. “In fact, it almost seemed to me that she was deliberately ambushing me.” She flashed a forced smile. “It’s not good for me. I'm just so jumpy.”

         Before Sister Isabella could say anything about this, Donna had turned and was hurrying off down the corridor.

         Isabella looked after her in amazement for quite a while, trying to make sense of her behaviour. She did not succeed. But her anger about the truffle chocolates was gone for good.

         She had just been thinking about doing something useful with the rest of her free time before vespers when she noticed movement out of the corner of her eye. Just behind the double doors that led out onto the cloister courtyard. Had it just been her imagination? She decided to make sure and moved towards the door, listening. But then she heard the door close quietly into its frame. A sweet, heavy smell of vanilla and strawberries hung in the air, making Isabella's stomach growl.

         Before freshening up for evening prayers, she decided to check on the heating repairs. If the two workmen had told her the truth, they had been working all day today in the transept of the chapel to replace defective pipes there. She begged silently for them to have followed her instructions and done it without totally devastating this part of the convent, too. But a dull feeling told her this was a prayer that would probably go unanswered.

         She already had a bad feeling when she stepped out of the south gallery into the cloister courtyard and headed for the nave on the north side. With a hearty tug, she pulled open the stiff wooden door, which groaned as it gave way to her pull. Behind a makeshift tarpaulin, a catastrophe of biblical proportions was underway. A hole the size of a dinner plate gaped in the church wall, offering a beautiful view of the convent garden. Half a metre further on, copper-coloured pipes protruded like broken bones from the exposed brickwork. At first she did not understand what the big hole was. But then the scales fell from her eyes. Carlo and Silvano must have bored down half a metre and only realised their mistake when the drill had pierced the thick masonry.

         She shoved her hands into her pockets and clenched them into fists angrily. She wanted to scream swear words, but this was hardly the place for that. Suddenly she felt something in her right pocket that clearly did not belong there. She thought for a moment. Had she pocketed one of those chocolate wrappers and forgotten about it? When she pulled out the object, she saw that it was not a chocolate wrapper, but a meticulously folded piece of paper the size of a matchbox. Curious and equally astonished, she unfolded it and the message was revealed to her: Just in case: In Vino Veritas.

         She paused. What was that all about? She knew the meaning of the Latin phrase. For years, the dead language had been a part of her training as a nun. After all, they sang and prayed in Latin day in and day out. However, she would have known the meaning of this sentence even without Latin lessons:

         The truth is in the wine.

         But what did it mean? Which truth? And above all, how had this note got into her habit?
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         As a nun, Isabella was used to getting up early. So it wasn't hard for her to start the day a little earlier, to get out ahead of the scorching heat and go for a pleasant run through the vineyards. She performed her morning prayers in a rush and then slipped into her running clothes faster than Caesar had risen from her bed. The dog didn't seem to like getting up early at all. But he had to go along with it. Much to his chagrin, Isabella had made a habit of taking the St Bernard with her on her runs. He was a big dog and needed appropriate exercise.

         Besides, Isabella harboured the suspicion that he had let himself go a bit since he had become an official member of their Order. Surely it was because all the sisters pampered him and always gave him little things to eat. Caesar loved Sister Hildegard's rich cuisine with its German influences. This consisted mainly of meat dishes and meat-heavy, hearty stews. Caesar's undisputed favourite food was pork knuckle. Perhaps that was also the reason why this dish had found its way onto the menu quite so often lately. The sisters hated it. They had a problem with Sister Hildegard's hearty home cooking anyway, which was heavy on the stomach and made gardening even more difficult. In the summer heat, eating pork knuckle and sauerkraut bordered on self-harm.

         But aside from that, it was a joy to witness what Caesar did for the sisters. He was a real asset to the community. It even seemed to her that the dog was bringing them all a little closer together, as if he were the link that had been missing all along. Only the Abbess seemed to have difficulty getting along with their furry friend.

         With her running shoes tied, Isabella stood in the doorway and urged the dog out of bed. He bowed to his fate reluctantly, making plaintive sounds. But he obeyed all the same.

         She gave him a brief pat on his backside and manoeuvred him through the door and out into the hallway, where the pleasant coolness of the morning greeted her. Isabella no longer needed a leash for Caesar during her running sessions. He always stayed alongside her, and given how early they were out, the likelihood of their encountering another soul was vanishingly small.

         The corridor was still completely dark, but Isabella knew her way around it blindfold, so she didn't need a light to walk safely through the hallway. When she reached the cloister, dawn was just breaking. A pale crescent moon still hung in the brightening sky. In the east, the red band of the rising sun loomed over the convent walls.

         She stroked Caesar's fur and inhaled deeply the fresh thyme-infused morning scent.

         There was simply no more beautiful time to be out. Isabella loved it when the whole convent was still asleep and she, Caesar and the larks were the only ones to greet the new day.

         She began her stretching exercises, loosening her muscles as she walked.

         “Are you ready, Caesar? Today we will run an extra-long loop. And as a reward, there's an extra-large piece of fennel salami for you.”

         The dog panted and wagged his tail joyfully, then suddenly stopped and stared fixedly straight ahead with his ears raised.

         Startled by this behaviour, she looked at him. “Everything all right?”

         The dog gave a muffled bark and growled uneasily. His stance was rigid; he would not even blink.

         “What's wrong?” She looked at the dog with a growing sense of unease, trying to work out what he was up to.

         He barked once more. This time it sounded harsher.

         Isabella followed the dog's gaze and realised what was bothering him.

         She couldn't see it clearly in the darkness, but something was lying on the floor. Something pretty big. With uncertain steps, Isabella stepped closer to the object, which was spread lengthwise in the middle of the cloister. It was a human being – in a nun's habit.

         Her thoughts were racing. Had one of her sisters fallen? Maybe a fainting spell? Then she recognised the person.

         “Donna?” she asked quietly, but received no reply.

         Those blue eyes were deep in their sockets, staring up at her.

         Caesar was now beside her, sniffing Donna. The tail-wagging stopped, and his tail sank down.

         Isabella bent down and reached out for the oblate's neck. She wanted to feel her pulse. But there was no more pulse to feel. The young oblate was dead.

         “Donna…” Her voice was no more than a helpless whisper.

         In the dim light, the woman’s features slowly became clearer to see. The oblate lay on her stomach. Her face was turned to one side and her arms lay close to her body. She did not have her veil on. Her long reddish-blonde hair was spread around her head like a shawl.

         Isabella let out a hoarse cry.

         She could hardly believe it. But it was clear.

         A knife was sticking out of Donna’s back. Isabella stared at the spot in disbelief and felt an unimaginable horror rise within her. For a moment she remained motionless, unable to move or even take her eyes off the young oblate. The knife was under the right shoulder blade.

         The oblate stared at her with dead eyes. Empty, spiritless. Isabella did the only thing she could in such a situation. She prayed for Donna's soul. “De profundis clamavi ad te, Domine…”
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         Matteo Silvestri inspected the oblate lying on the floor from all angles. His gaze lingered on the cross protruding from her back. At least in this respect Isabella had been wrong. There was no dagger or knife in Donna's back, but a magnificent silver cross. It had been rammed in almost to the crossbeam below her shoulder blade.

         In his time as a policeman, Matteo had had to get used to a lot, but this was a truly revolting sight. He tried not to let the terror that had taken hold of him show while they waited for the ambulance.

         Another ambulance. Isabella remembered how she had first met the Carabiniere. It hadn't been so long ago, and Isabella had found a dead sister then, too. That time, it had looked like an accident. But it had been murder. The oblate had also been murdered, stabbed in the back. There could be no doubt about that.

         In the brightening morning light, Isabella had spotted that the murder weapon was a cross, which the killer must have stolen from the convent chapel. Normally, the pointed silver cross hung over the entrance area of the nave. Someone must have removed it from there to thrust it into the oblate's back. Isabella shuddered at the thought. That was even worse than being killed with a knife.

         Immediately after finding the body, she had roused the Abbess from her bed and then rushed to the refectory to inform the police. Of course, she had dialled Matteo's private number, and not half an hour later he had sped to join her in the cloister courtyard, where she had said prayers for the oblate and concentrated fully on Psalm 130. For Donna and for the soothing of her own soul. Caesar had not left her side.

         Her gaze lit on Matteo's improperly buttoned shirt. It seemed her call had woken him up. In his haste, he had also forgotten to put on his bandolier, making him look somehow incomplete.

         The Abbess had shown presence of mind and had made sure that none of the fellow sisters entered the cloister. This decision almost paralysed the convent's operations, as the inner courtyard was the centre of the complex; it was where everything converged.

         “What do you think?” asked Isabella after a while of intense silence.

         Matteo hesitated for a long time before answering. She recognised the dark shadows under his eyes. He seemed to be as affected by the sight as she was. “Well, I think that the nature of the murder is meant to tell us something.”

         “Yes, I have thought about that too. There must be a reason why she was killed in this way.” She paused for a moment and forced herself to look at Donna again. “But what is it?”

         With a thoughtful expression, the Carabiniere ran a hand over his stubble again and again. A while ago, he had tried to grow a beard. Isabella was glad that he had abandoned the attempt. She liked him much better without the fuzz on his face.

         “What do you know about this woman?”

         Her shoulders sagged slightly at this question. “Not much,” she confessed. “Donna had not been with us long and was an introverted type of person.” Isabella thought about her, about the moments she had spent with her. She had liked her, but with each passing day she had become more and more convinced that Donna was not suited to convent life. “She hardly told us anything about herself,” she continued. “Nothing at all, now that I think about it. Actually, she devoted most of her time to her mobile phone or sleeping.” And drinking wine, she thought secretly, but kept that to herself. One should not speak ill of the dead.

         “Mhm.” Matteo humphed to himself, musing. “That's really not much. So did you think that she had enemies?”

         Isabella raised her eyebrows. “Inside the convent?”

         “Yes. No. I mean…” He waved his arms helplessly in the area. “I don't know either, Sister. But it’s hard to believe that another nun has died so soon.

         “She was not a nun. She was an oblate,” Isabella corrected him, eyeing him. “Do you know the difference?”

         Matteo hesitated with his reply, but his face said it all.

         So she explained it to him in her own words: “Donna was travelling,” she said. “She was on a path towards God and towards herself. For this reason, she came to our convent to find answers, but above all to find the right path to her destination.”

         Matteo looked at the corpse once more. “That path has ended abruptly,” he muttered. Then he looked at Isabella. “And where did she come from? Where did her journey begin?”

         “That doesn't matter to us,” Isabella replied. “The convent is open. Everyone is welcome.”

         “So you don't know.”

         The sister shook her head. “We don't ask questions.”

         Matteo made notes on his pad. However, his handwriting was too bad for Isabella to decipher any of his scrawls. “So… Donna,” he said as he wrote. He lifted his chin. “Donna who?”

         “Mancini,” Isabella replied. “Donna Mancini. And before you ask, if I remember correctly, she was from Pistoia.”

         Matteo nodded. “Well, that's something.” He wrote everything down on the pad.

         “What will you do now?” She watched as the Carabiniere put the notepad back in his breast pocket and once again carefully examined the half of the silver cross sticking out of the body. She turned away quickly, unable to bear the sight. She was sure it would haunt her dreams.

         “Routine work,” he said tersely. “Now we will wait for the paramedics. Then I will try to locate the relatives so that they can be notified. And then I'll see if there was anything in her past that could give us a lead on the perpetrator.”

         Isabella looked at him thoughtfully. “Do you think the perpetrator is to be found within the walls of the convent?”

         Matteo closed his eyes briefly. When he opened them again, he shook his head. “I can’t imagine so. I don’t want to imagine it. But we mustn't rule anything out.” He looked up at the sister abruptly. “Have you noticed anything strange? Perhaps something about the oblate's behaviour? Maybe you observed an argument? Anything?”

         Isabella thought hard and then something occurred to her. “That woman,” she said finally. “Gina Bellucci.”

         Matteo tilted his head, interested, and the sister held up her hands defensively.

         “I'm really not sure about that: it's just a guess. But I'd felt for a while that she was, well, stalking Donna.”

         “In what way?”

         Isabella smoothed out her robe. “I can't explain it any better than that. But where Donna was, Gina was always close nearby. Just yesterday there was something…” She thought back to the conversation with Donna, who had intercepted her in the hallway. Immediately afterwards, the door to the outside had slammed shut and she had noticed Gina's unmistakable perfume. It was definitely not her imagination. Could she have ambushed the oblate?

         “And who is this Gina Bellucci?” the Carabiniere now wanted to know.

         Isabella sighed. “A guest.”

         Matteo opened his mouth, but she silenced him with a hand. “Now, before you ask me about her, I know nothing about this person. Except she's from Milan and works for an advertising agency.”

         The policeman looked at her in bemusement. “So what is she doing in the convent?”

         “Finding herself, taking time out from her life.”

         “I see. And what do you think of her?”

         “In my opinion, she is too generous with chocolate.”

         “I'm sorry, what?”

         “Oh, nothing.” The sister waved a hand irritably. “She says she is here to dedicate herself to yoga. But if you ask me, she knows about as much about yoga as a dog knows about quantum physics.”

         “Yoga.” Matteo let the word melt on his tongue. “I don't know anything about that.”

         Isabella smiled mirthlessly. “That makes two of us.”

         The Carabiniere pulled out his notepad again and wrote down the name of the convent’s guest. “Then I guess I will have to have a talk with this lady sometime.”

         “You're welcome to do that, but you're not going to have any luck at the moment.”

         “Why?”

         “Because she's not here. She wanted to go to the city. Run some errands.”

         “Well, then.” He put the notepad away. “Do you want my personal opinion?”

         “Please.”

         “I do not believe that this murder was committed by a woman. As I see it, it takes considerable force to ram such a relatively blunt object so deeply into a body.” He immediately regretted his choice of words when he noticed the sister's face contorting and her breath straining through her mouth. “I'm sorry,” he said immediately. “But I don't know how else to put it.” He leaned forward and traced the contours of Donna's shoulder blade. “This area is all rib bones. You can only get through it with brute force. And to be honest, I can’t see a woman managing that. No.” He shook his head. “This is not a woman's doing.”

         “A man, then,” Isabella said before he could get there.

         “That's my view.” His head went slightly back and forth while still focusing on the protruding cross. “But the manner of the killing…” he murmured softly, more to himself than to the sister.

         “What about it?” She looked at him curiously, but Matteo had the cross firmly in his sights.

         “This unusual method of killing,” he said slowly.

         “Yes?”

         “Well, it might have a deeper meaning.”

         Trying not to appear too forward, she waited patiently for Matteo to continue speaking.

         He finally let the cat out of the bag: “This kind of murder is typical in Mafia circles.”

         Isabella's eyes snapped open. “Are you serious?”

         The policeman nodded glumly. “I’m afraid so, Isabella, and I wish this wasn’t the case. I really don't want to think about the Mafia spreading to Santa Caterina.” He took a deep breath and exhaled very slowly – without taking his eyes off her. “I wish things were different. But this manner of killing is too typical of them.”

         “But… what could Donna have to do with the Mafia?”

         Matteo sighed. “That's what I'll have to find out. What do you think, will the Abbess let me have a look around the oblate's cell?”

         “God only knows,” she said absently. Isabella's mind was racing. She had also been racking her brains about whether the cross could have had a deeper meaning. But she would never have dreamed that this kind of killing could be attributed to the Mafia.

         She listened as quick footsteps sounded on the stone floor of the cloister.

         “Sister Isabella,” cried the novice. “The ambulance is here.”

         Matteo glanced at his wristwatch. “Well, that was quick.” Suddenly he looked at Isabella. “Is there anything else I should know?”

         Isabella shook her head, but then she paused.

         “Maybe,” she said softly, and she wondered how she could have forgotten. “I think Donna sent me a secret message yesterday…”
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         It took time to convince the Abbess to allow him access to Donna's cell. The law was on her side. Without a search warrant, Matteo had no right to walk in there. But every second counted when solving a murder case. The first twenty-four hours were decisive. And Matteo could not yet assess how long the young girl had been dead and how much of a head start the perpetrator had. Or maybe the perpetrators? He was sticking to his theory. It was simply inconceivable to him that this had been the act of a woman.

         This was the first time Matteo had entered a convent cell. He tried to take in his surroundings intensively. That's how he had seen the detective do it in a crime drama he’d watched the other day. The guy had been able to see connections no one else perceived, solely with his analytical expertise and his almost inhuman powers of comprehension.

         That had impressed him. So he stood in the middle of the small, rectangular room and inhaled deeply through his nose. He wanted to become one with his surroundings. To capture Donna’s spirit. To understand her. He was breathing in the atmosphere. What was that smell, wood? He sniffed. But apart from that, he smelled nothing. Fine, I’ll open my eyes, then.

         He looked around. This didn't take long, because it was quite a small room.

         His lower lip jutted out as if of its own volition. How could someone live like this?

         His lifestyle was anything but medieval. The hodgepodge of furnishings in his tiny attic flat didn't exactly contribute to a slick vibe that might make it into an interior design magazine, but this was asceticism in its purest form. A narrow bed with a dark wooden frame. A sober bedside table made of the same wood. An equally sober sideboard and a chunky wall cupboard. He was starting to see why nuns called their rooms cells. They really exuded all the charm of prison life.

         Apart from a toothbrush lying on the sink, at first glance he saw hardly any personal belongings that might tell him anything about the sister's character. The cleanliness of the room indicated that this Donna had been an extremely neat woman. The mirror above the washbasin was polished to a high shine. There was an older women's magazine and an apple on the bedside table. Beyond that, he saw a pair of slippers in front of the bed and a beige cardigan made of thin knit that had been carefully hung over the chair.

         “It looks easier on TV,” he muttered, pulling open the bedside drawer that held a tattered Bible. He wondered if it had been Donna's. He reached for it and leafed through it half-heartedly. But there was nothing. No notes, no slips of paper were hidden between its thin pages.

         A twitch ran through his limbs as the cell door opened abruptly.

         “Isabella! Jesus, you scared me!”

         “Excuse me, but I thought I might be able to give you a hand,” she whispered as she scurried into the cell through the crack in the door.

         Matteo puffed out his cheeks and sighed. “But you can't just…”

         “What did you think? That I would just let you snoop around here by yourself?”

         Impressed by her persistence, the policeman struck a softer tone: “Sister, if the Abbess catches you here, she'll give you hell – and probably me too.” He heaved a deep sigh. “Excuse my choice of words! But I am quite right. You have absolutely no business here. This is police work.”

         “I just want to help,” she said meekly. “And don't worry, she won't notice anything. Filomena is busy calming down the other sisters right now.” She cleared her throat pointedly. “She's certainly just the person for it, too.” Her voice degenerated into a low murmur.

         Matteo eyed her insistently and then gave in.

         “All right. Maybe you can help me. After all, four eyes see more than two.”

         She rubbed her hands together. “So where do we start?”

         If Matteo didn't know better, he would think that the sister had developed an unhealthy enthusiasm for his investigative work.

         Matteo looked around. “We’ll get through this quickly. After all, there's not much to look at.”

         “We live without unnecessary ballast. Have you found anything yet?”

         Matteo shook his head and watched stunned as the nun walked past him and headed straight for the closet. With a hearty jerk, she yanked both doors open.

         “What are we looking for?” asked Isabella.

         “I don't really know myself,” Matteo confessed.

         “Maybe something that tells you a bit more about her than just her name.”

         Not wanting to stand around idly any longer, he went to the sideboard and pulled open one drawer after the other. The top one contained underwear. Panties, bras and socks. He felt uncomfortable rummaging through the belongings of the deceased woman. But it was his job, after all.

         “Found anything yet?” he asked the sister after a while.

         “Wine bottles.” She stepped aside and revealed half a dozen wine bottles neatly lined up in the bottom of the wardrobe. They were all empty. “She loved this wine,” Isabella said. “A sickeningly sweet wine from last year.”

         Thereis truth in wine, Matteo thought involuntarily.

         Isabella had told him about the secret message someone had slipped her yesterday – presumably Donna, but neither of them could really figure it out.

         “So, she liked to drink wine,” Matteo replied. “We know that now. But where did she keep her personal belongings? Photos, documents. Anything?” He pulled open drawer after drawer but came across nothing but clothes and toiletries. In the bottom drawer, Matteo finally found Donna's purse. But to his disappointment, it contained nothing more than a few notes and coins. Beyond that, not a single personal document. Neither an identity card nor a driving licence, nor a health insurance card.

         “That's really strange.” He ran his hand over his stubble and scowled. “It almost seems as if she has deliberately concealed her identity.”

         Isabella remained silent and continued to rummage through the contents of the cupboard. “I can't find her phone anywhere either.”

         In the back pocket of the purse, Matteo came across a few till receipts. He skimmed them briefly but could not see anything interesting. Mostly they were receipts from purchases. One came from a café at Lucca station. Matteo hesitated only briefly and then pocketed the receipts without further ado. Maybe he could still do something with them.

         “Behind the clothes is her travel trolley.” Isabella pulled a small pink suitcase out of the cupboard and placed it on the cell floor.

         She let the hinges swing and opened it. But apart from two pairs of shoes, the suitcase was empty, which made Matteo groan in displeasure. Any lead at this point would be really helpful. He was burning to find out what this young woman had had to do with the Mafia. Arms folded, he leaned against the wall and watched Isabella stick her head deep inside the closet once more.

         “There must be something here that tells us more about her,” Matteo grumbled. “I mean, nobody travels without ID.”

         “Matteo, I think I've found something, just look!”

         “What is it?” Matteo pushed himself off the wall and stepped close to her.

         “Do you have a light?”

         He took the torch from his duty belt and shone it into the closet.

         “There! There is something stuck under the storage compartment. Hold on, I'm trying to get it out.”

         Matteo heard a strip of tape being pulled off the wood.

         Isabella pulled her head out of the cupboard and opened her palm. “Someone had taped that under the top shelf.”

         “A key?”

         Isabella nodded. “Looks like it.”

         Matteo looked at the object more closely. It was a small double-ended Berliner key with a three-digit number engraved on it.

         “Six, four, two,” Isabella read aloud. “I wonder what that's all about.”

         Matteo remained silent for a long time and couldn’t look away. He had seen a key like that somewhere before, but for the life of him he couldn’t remember where it had been. “I haven’t a clue,” he finally confessed. “But it looks like a key from a locker.”

         Isabella nodded in agreement. “Now we just have to find out which lock this key belongs to.”

         Matteo took the key from Isabella's hand and put it in his pocket with the receipts. Then he looked again to make sure they hadn't missed anything. But the cell was so tiny and sparsely furnished that it didn't seem like it.

         “I think that's all we can really do here. We should go before the Abbess finds out that you’re here. I’m not in the mood for a shouting match. And if I know her at all, she'd tell the mayor as soon as he got off the plane.” He looked at Isabella seriously. “And neither of us wants that.”
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         Matteo sat behind his desk at the police station and pondered while the ceiling fan groaned above. His brows knitted, he was thinking so hard that he no longer even noticed the pent-up heat in his office. On the contrary. Recent events were still sending icy shivers down his spine.

         This case was completely different from Sister Raffaela's fall from the tower, which at first glance had looked like a suicide and at second glance at least had the hallmarks of an accident. This thing with the oblate was cold-blooded murder. There could be no doubt about that at all. Nor was there any question that all the information she had given to the convent about herself was false. There was simply no person by the name of Donna Mancini who fit the description. This woman seemed to have been a ghost.

         But that wasn’t even the thing that bothered him the most.

         Had it really come to this? Had the Mafia stretched out its greedy fingers to Santa Caterina? It looked like it. A knife in the back was a typical killing method of the crime syndicate. They loved theatrics with knives. Here they had used a cross, but that made it all the more dramatic. He hadn't learned this at the police academy, but had seen it in numerous films and series. This death was for those who had betrayed the Mafia. But how could the oblate have wound up marked for this fate? What would a prospective sister in the convent have to do with the Mafia? He had hoped to find clues in her cell. But apart from empty wine bottles and the mysterious key, there was nothing to indicate any connections with this criminal organisation.

         Maybe he was wrong, after all.

         The Mafia's best-known killing method was probably remotely detonated car bombs, and they had caused fear and terror throughout Italy in the 1980s. But the Mafia could be far more imaginative when it came to making examples or eliminating people who displeased them. Drownings with cement shoes, cut throats – or a knife in the back.

         The syndicate had its own ways of killing and also its special tools for murder. And that's what made Matteo wonder.

         A cross as a murder weapon was unusual – even by Mafia standards. A knife or a dagger would have been more typical. But a cross? And why should a young oblate, of all people, become the victim of a Mafia conspiracy?

         It all seemed wrong to him: he had also found nothing on this Gina Bellucci from Milan. He had tapped all possible sources to find out something about this woman. The result was dismaying. In the whole of Milan there was no person by the name of Gina Bellucci who matched the description Isabella had given him. Had he simply written the name down wrong? Matteo would have to go to the convent again and pay her a visit. Because his findings so far allowed only one conclusion: that both women had given false names to the sisters. But why? There had to be a connection.

         With his mind on all the whys and wherefores that had been tormenting him since the body was found, he toyed with the key he was holding, ran the serrated double heads over his hands and wondered where he knew the shape from.

         A horn blaring from outside jolted him out of his reverie. He stood up and looked out of the window at the road. A coach had got stuck and was blocking the crossing, which was too narrow.

         Shrugging, he dropped back into his chair. They'd get on fine without him out there.

         He brooded and brooded. Somewhere in his mind, a long way back, there was a vague memory. But he simply could not catch hold of it.

         “Excuse me, signore! Am I disturbing you?”

         Matteo jerked around on his desk chair and banged his knee on the tabletop. Again! His first thought was of the mayor. Was he already back from holiday? He hoped not. On the other hand, that would mean Nina would also be back. But it wasn't Lenzi's round, sweaty face that grinned uncertainly at him from the doorway.

         This face was narrower and more angular.

         “Si?” asked Matteo impatiently as he rubbed the sharp pain in his knee. He had to get into the habit of closing the door to the police station. It seemed the open door was being taken as an invitation to all and sundry to just walk in.

         “I'm sorry to just barge in like this,” the man said. “But I have a theft to report and thought it best to do it in person. Antonio Spretto is my name.”

         “A theft?” Matteo looked at the man inquiringly.

         He had a lined face and curly grey hair. Deep wrinkles stretched out from around his mild eyes as he nodded. “My garage has been broken into.” As proof, he held out a padlock and chain, one of whose links had been broken open.

         Matteo rubbed his forehead, feeling a headache coming on. “And what was stolen?”

         “Tools,” Antonio Spretto replied curtly. “I run a small electrical installation business – you must know it. And because my workshop is so small, I store some of my equipment in a rented lock-up on the industrial estate, down by the Serchio.”

         Matteo nodded slowly. “I know the area.”

         “And when I got there this morning, I saw that the garage had been broken into.”

         “And what's missing?”

         The man did not answer, but pulled out a folded sheet of paper which he held out to Matteo. “It's all on here.”

         With an inward sigh of exhaustion, the Carabiniere picked up the note and skimmed it. He narrowed his eyes. Once again he hated his job. This list spelled a lot of paperwork.

         “So, Signore Spretto, why don't you take a seat?”

         “Gladly. Oh, I also brought you the post from outside, it was on the step.”

         Matteo accepted the post, thanking the man. It was mainly advertising letters and invoices. But there was also a postcard among the letters. His heart beat faster when he recognised the Acropolis of Athens against a turquoise blue sky.

         Nina!

         He threw the rest of the letters carelessly on the desk until only the postcard was left in his hand and began to read it hastily:

         
            Ciao, Matteo, the Lenzis send you sunny holiday greetings from Greece. The weather is fantastic and the Greeks are super nice. We are staying in a real dream hotel with a view of the sea. Dad sends you his love and reminds you of the list – now which list is that? Arrivederci and see you very soon! Your Nina.
      

            PS: When can we finally take your Vespa out for a spin?
      

         

         Matteo stared at the card. Your Nina, he read again. How beautiful that sounded. Nina had beautiful handwriting with curved lines and large, playful letters. He liked that. He was less pleased with the remark about the nice Greeks. Did she mean the Greeks in general or male Greeks specifically? In his mind's eye he saw all the Dimitris and Vasilis fawning over his pretty Nina. He shuddered, and felt helpless, trapped behind his sad little desk. And then this abominable remark about the list. The mayor had made her write it, that was clear. Inwardly it shook him. This Duccio really never missed an opportunity to spoil Matteo's moments with his daughter.

         The postcard didn't have much text on it, but it still contained an incredible number of messages, if you read between the lines. Like the postscript in which she asked him if they could go for a ride together. He would be only too happy to accept. Stupidly, however, after his initial achievements, which he owed really to Sister Isabella, he hadn't made much progress on rebuilding his vintage Vespa. And not only because he lacked the time. He had also run out of funds to buy various parts, so the Vespa lay still half-finished, blocking his garage while his Lancia had to park on the street. And in this weather. The sun's rays were poison for the varnish on his Delta.

         “Signore Silvestri, are you listening to me at all?”

         Matteo looked at the man sitting opposite him, puzzled.

         “Excuse me?”

         “I have just explained to you the value of all the stolen materials. How am I supposed to continue working without a hammer drill? You expect me to make the slots for the power lines with my bare hands?” He held them out.

         He had strong hands, Matteo thought. He could probably manage with them.

         With a hint of a grin on his lips, however, he shook his head. “No, of course not.” Gently, almost lovingly, he placed the postcard in front of the screen so he would always have it in view. “I will make a record of everything, and then I must advise you to contact your insurance company as soon as possible so the matter of the damages can be settled.”

         The man leaned forward and looked at Matteo sharply. “And what do you intend to do about getting my tools back?” he asked. “How are you going to catch the criminals – from behind this desk, is it? Don't you even want to go to the crime scene?”

         “Yes, Signore Spretto. Of course. As soon as I can, I'll come over and have a look at everything…”

         “But you will find the criminals, do I have your word?”

         Matteo screwed up his face. “Well, that would be very difficult,” he replied evasively. “Lately, there have been Eastern European criminal gangs in this area, and tracking them down is no easy task.” That these criminal gangs actually existed was mere conjecture. But what else could be the reason for all these break-ins? It was vital that he get in touch with the other police stations in the region and find out if they were dealing with a similar spate of burglaries. That was the only way to put a stop to the gang’s spree.

         He opened the record-taking program and prepared to enter the data. He cursed inwardly. Why now, of all times? Why when the Mafia was battering at Santa Caterina's gates and demanding his full attention?

      
   


   
      
         
            Kapitel

10
      

         

         On her knees, she wrung out the rag and scrubbed the rough-hewn stone slabs of the cloister. Who else would do it now, if not her? The Abbess had made her responsible for the workmen, so it had to be her job to mop up after them. She could only hope that this nightmare would end very soon.

         “What have I done?” Carlo leaned against the balustrade and smoked a cigarette. With his hands stretched far out from his body, he looked down at Isabella – a gesture she knew mainly from football players when the referee wrongly accused them of a foul.

         She made an amused little hiss.

         The two had been at it for a fortnight now. The result was that the heating was still not on and there was only hot water once an hour anywhere in the convent.

         On top of that, her sermons had made no impact at all on the pair. They still left chaos behind them at every turn. And the cloister was just the beginning. As soon as she had finished mopping here, she had to take care of the corridors. Unfortunately, none of the sisters were available to give her a hand either. Sister Hildegard was busy serving lunch. The other sisters were working in the garden or had been assigned to the vineyards and the animals.

         Novice Ortensia had taken over Donna's duties, and was busy finishing a pending delivery of wafers for the parish church in Santa Caterina. Isabella could only hope for her sake that she did not slice her finger while operating the ancient machine. She knew from her own experience that the device was a death-trap.

         But all that meant Isabella was the only one left to take care of the mess left behind by the workmen, who at that moment were eating lunch around her. If Isabella didn't know better, she could have assumed that her fellow sisters were deliberately being put under so much pressure by the Abbess so that no one could help her.

         Was that an unfair thought? Just because Isabella had initiated a vote and thus undermined the Abbess’s authority? Rebellion was not in Isabella's nature at all. But what was at stake in that vote was the fate of a living being. Caesar. What other choice did she have? Come to that, where was the dog? She hadn't seen him all morning.

         “We just need more time,” Silvano opined. Leaning his back against the stone wall, he sat on the floor and watched her clean. As he did so, he spun a super bouncy ball in his hands, repeatedly bouncing it against the opposite wall and catching it with playful ease.

         “You won't ever get finished hanging around here,” the sister said irritably.

         “This is our well-deserved lunch break, boss,” Silvano said. “Besides, we aren’t being rude. We don't want to spoil your fellow sisters' own well-deserved lunch break. That's why we haven’t yet started to drill in the dining room.”

         Isabella stopped her work and looked at the man, her eyes wide. “You want to start work in the refectory now, too?”

         Both nodded simultaneously.

         “We believe that the dining room is where we’ll find the reason why the heating keeps switching off,” Carlo explained. “Probably the pipes are leaking there.”

         Wiping her nose, Isabella grimaced. “That's what you said about the transept. And the pipes in the pantry. And don't even get me started on the basement.”

         Silvano grinned. “Well, but we have to be right at some point, don't we?” He let the rubber ball fly against the wall and caught it deftly.

         “It's all this old masonry, boss,” Carlo said, which made Isabella snort loudly.

         “That's your excuse for everything. Since you have been here, I have heard nothing else from you. I don't get it. The heating is located in the basement. You have already completely defaced that and drilled everywhere, torn down floors and walls. And now you're just carrying on up here as if you’re all finished down there.”

         She brushed so hard across the floor that scraps of cloth from the rag got caught on the rough stone. She was angry and would have liked to confront them and ask them about the hole in the chapel wall that now led directly outside to the open air and offered a view of the vegetable patch. But what was the point? In the last few days, it had finally become clear to her that she had put the worst possible craftsmen in all of Tuscany on the job. But sadly, they were the only ones to have signed up for it. So there was nothing left for it but to keep calm and put on a brave face. If she messed them around, they would probably run away and she might be stuck with a large, half-finished construction site.

         “Don't worry, we'll fix it all as soon as the heating is on,” Carlo promised.

         Isabella could only hope so. Otherwise she was in for a truly unpleasant time with the Abbess.

         “So now the refectory too.” She sighed.

         Carlo nodded in depth. “If that is your official monastic name for the dining hall, then yes, boss, we will be starting on the reflectorium.”

         She didn’t correct him and thought of the dust and the noise, and then all she felt like doing was crying.

         “Really tragic about your sister,” Carlo suddenly blurted out. “That Donna. I liked her, you know.”

         A thick lump formed in her throat, which she tried hard to swallow.

         “So this is where they found her.” Silvano focused on a vague point on the floor as he let his ball bounce against the wall again. “Do they know any more yet… about the way she died?” he asked.

         Isabella avoided his gaze. The subject was still too fresh and she feared finally bursting into tears if she thought about it too much. So she just shook her head weakly. But any desire for more conversation with the two of them had completely disappeared. She packed up her cleaning things and decided to continue cleaning the cloister when she could be alone again.

         Besides, she was tired. Last night she had simply not been able to get a wink of sleep. There had been too many thoughts in her head: the previous day’s events had been too dramatic and heart wrenching. She and Donna had not been particularly close. At least not the way friends were. Like her and Sister Agnieszka, for example. Still, it had been a total shock to find her dead – murdered in such a brutal way. A young woman with goals and ideals. What vile creature was capable of taking her life just like that? No, she really didn't feel like talking to them at length about what had happened. Rather, she felt the need to work on it by herself. And she couldn't get that mysterious note out of her head.

         Just in case: In Vino Veritas.

         Now, what was that supposed to mean? Did it even have any meaning at all? And why had the young woman sent a message to her, of all people? They had got on well together. Donna had made no secret of the fact that she held Isabella in high esteem. Did ‘Just in case’ mean in case of her death? Had Donna suspected that her life was in danger? Isabella suddenly felt helpless. She would probably never know Donna's motives.

         In search of answers, she had looked through the convent library for the meaning behind this Latin saying. She knew the words and also what they meant. But she wanted to know precisely, so she had looked it up. It turned out that this saying did indeed have a deeper meaning. In an encyclopaedia she found an entry saying that this sentence came from the pen of the ancient poet Alkaios of Lesbos. A Greek. Of course. The sentence was meant to illustrate the thesis that drunks always spoke the truth. Well, she knew that now. But it was no help to her. She had also read that for this reason the Teutons had always drunk wine in great quantities at their council meetings, in order to rule out the possibility of anyone telling lies. She had to smile about that in spite of everything. These Teutons are crazy, she thought.

         Armed with her mop and the cleaning bucket, she strode down the corridor to continue her labours out of sight of Carlo and Silvano. She had just dipped the mop into the bucket when the novice hurried towards her. Isabella stared at Ortensia's hands with terrible apprehension. But she saw no bleeding holes. Thank heavens for that, at least.

         “Sister Isabella, there's someone at the main entrance.”

         “And?”

         “Well, he wants to see a nun.” She lowered her head so that only her white veil was visible. “I'm just a novice. Actually, he asked explicitly for the Abbess, but she is at table, and she really doesn’t like being disturbed while she is eating.” The novice slowly looked up at her. “And so I thought that maybe you could take a look and have a chat with the man? Whatever he wants, he made it seem important.”

         Isabella sighed and held the mop out to Ortensia. “All right, I'll take care of him.”

         She strode at a leisurely pace through the corridor towards the entrance hall. The smell of pork knuckle and sauerkraut hung in the air in the foyer. That cleared up where Caesar had been all along. She pulled the heavy wooden door open a crack and was astonished to see the man from the market stall standing at the convent gate. She recognised his striking face immediately. He was not much taller than her and looked at her with his lower lip pushed forward.

         “Pietro, right?” Isabella greeted him and couldn't help eyeing him suspiciously.

         He was a truly disconcerting presence. Today he wore a loose grey mottled suit made of some synthetic material that shone brightly in the sun.

         “Please forgive my intrusion,” he said kindly. “But because of, shall we say, recent events, I wanted to drop in and… check on things.”

         Isabella looked at him askance. “I don't understand. What do you mean?”

         “Well, I heard about the dead sister. You know, Santa Caterina is small, and word gets around quickly.”

         “You’ve come about that?” asked Isabella, her tone darkening.

         The man took a step closer to the door so that his face was completely in shadow. “I think you are in danger, Sister.”

         Isabella opened her eyes in disbelief. The man's gaze turned upwards. “Something sinister is wreaking havoc within these walls.”

         “If you are alluding to the dramatic death of our fellow sister,” said Isabella, “then I can only say that…”

         “I don't want to allude to anything. Rather, I would like to offer you my services.” He smiled broadly and bared that strikingly shiny golden canine.

         “Your services?” Her eyebrows shot up.

         All at once the man became indignant. The smile disappeared. “What is this, you’re just gonna repeat everything I say?”

         Isabella shook off the tetchy outburst that seemed to come out of nowhere. “Well, young man. Pietro. You're not really saying anything, are you?” She returned his stern gaze. “At least: I don't understand whatever it is that you're trying to tell me.”

         “What I just said,” he replied a touch more urgently. “I would like to offer you my services.”

         Before she could reply anything meaningful, she felt a nudge in her side, and shortly afterwards her aged fellow sister, Immaculata, stuck her wrinkled head through the crack in the door and eyed the apparition in front of it. She smelled of rose water and spuds. She had probably been assigned to peel potatoes by Hildegard.

         “Do we have visitors?” she asked curiously. “What does this man want?”

         Isabella raised her shoulders in increasing uncertainty. “A job, I think.”

         The old sister laughed out loud. “I’ve got one for him. We could use a hand in the garden right away. In this weather, you just can't keep up with the watering.”

         Pietro looked as if he had bitten into a lemon.

         “What's going on?”

         Isabella winced briefly as the Abbess tore the door open fully and glared at her. “Why isn't the hallway clean yet?” she asked Isabella in a gruff tone. “And who is this man?”

         Isabella introduced him: “This is Pietro.”

         “He is looking for a job,” Immaculata explained to her.

         “No, well… I…”

         “A job?” The Abbess' bushy brows shot up.

         “I told him he could have a job as a gardener,” the old nun said.

         Isabella saw that Filomena wanted to retort something gruff – that such decisions were not Immaculata’s to make. But then her features brightened. “You’re right,” she admitted. “We could really use a gardener.” Her gaze fell on the young man. “Do you have any qualifications? Any training?”

         Pietro's face was a rigid mask. “No,” he said softly. “And this is a misunderstanding. I'm not a gardener, and I'm not here for a handyman's job. Quite the opposite!”

         Isabella heard what she thought was a hint of annoyance in his voice.

         “Maybe you know something about heating systems?” she asked hopefully.

         “Heating systems.” The man looked at her in consternation and slowly shook his head. And then he did something that completely threw Isabella for a loop. He just turned around and left.

         “Now that really was strange,” the Abbess said.

         “Yes.” The old sister agreed. “He didn't look much like a tradesman.”

         “No,” Isabella agreed. “I think he's in something to do with insurance.”

         She watched him for quite a while as he strolled back the way he had come, down to the car park, never once looking back, his hands deep in the pockets of his shiny suit. Something about him was extremely strange indeed. But what did she know about insurance agents?
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         “Where is she?” Matteo stood in the reception hall with his arms folded and looked at Isabella darkly.

         “Who?” she asked back, perplexed. She no longer understood anything at all.

         It was now the second time that the novice had interrupted her work because she wanted Isabella to come and speak to someone at reception. She had put the mop in the corner yet again and hurried into the foyer, where she saw Matteo.

         “This Gina Bellucci. I have a few questions to ask her. And they are not pleasant questions.”

         She looked at the young Carabiniere in amazement. He seemed really fired up. She had not known him to be so persistent. That impressed her.

         “I have no idea where she could be.”

         She thought hard. She hadn't seen Gina for quite a while, which was not really unusual. Actually, Gina Bellucci only joined them at meal times. At lunch today, she had spoken to her briefly about Donna's death. Gina had looked really upset then.

         She finally remembered: “I think she wanted to go to the convent garden. To do her yoga exercises. At least that's what she said at lunch.”

         Matteo looked at her seriously. “Take me to her.”

         “Very well, boss. Your wish is my command.”

         The policeman's features instantly softened.

         “Please forgive me, Sister! That's not what I meant. But I'm really up to here with it at the minute.” He raised his hand up above his chin. “First this string of burglaries, then this horrible murder – and I haven't got around to doing the mayor's list yet either.”

         “And now you're hoping for answers from Gina.”

         Matteo nodded, but immediately put the brakes on Isabella's enthusiasm. “Maybe not. I am still convinced that we are looking for a male perpetrator. But still… this Bellucci has something to hide, I'm sure of it. And I want to know what it is. Especially if it has anything to do with the murder.”

         The nun smiled benevolently. “Come on. I'll take you to her.”

         They found Gina Bellucci behind the convent terrace on a meadow that merged seamlessly into the vineyard rows. She had spread out a broad picnic blanket in the shade of a large apple tree and was working on her mobile phone, laptop and tablet at the same time.

         Isabella was not familiar with the philosophical teachings that originated in India, but this didn't look like yoga. But at least her outfit was right. She wore colourful leggings printed with pastel flowers, a long white shirt and she had her auburn hair pulled back into a tight bun. Her figure was flawless and her face was perfectly made up.

         “Signora Bellucci,” Matteo said in a harsh tone of voice, heading straight for her.

         She looked up from her small screens, startled.

         “Yes?”

         “My name is Matteo Silvestri. I am the Carabiniere of Santa Caterina.”

         “That seems clear enough,” the woman noted. Matteo ignored the sarcasm and got straight to the point: “I have some questions concerning yourself.”

         “Myself?” She batted her eyes slowly. Matteo thought she had unusually long eyelashes. And the rest of her was quite attractive too. The look she gave him made him nervous. Was she flirting with him?

         He cleared his throat but it came out sounding like a nervous cough. “Because of the tragic death of Donna Mancini, in my capacity as Carabiniere I have made enquiries about all the inhabitants of the convent.” That was a small lie, but Matteo hoped it illustrated the urgency of this conversation. “And from my investigations, it has become clear that there is no person by the name of Gina Bellucci in Milan matching your description.”

         “My description?” she asked, giving a fake giggle. “So what's my description?”

         Matteo's gaze remained serious, whereupon she raised her eyebrows uncertainly. He noticed that her forehead did not wrinkle in the slightest.

         “Really?” Her voice took on a sharp tone. “You're investigating me as part of a murder case?” The surprise didn't seem fake: the question just burst out of her.

         “Yes,” Matteo said curtly, but looked at Isabella for a moment, as if to reassure her that he had chosen the right approach.

         She nodded barely perceptibly and returned her focus to Gina's reaction.

         The latter put aside her smartphone and tablet, straightened up from her cross-legged position and sat up on her heels. She rubbed her palms over her thighs.

         “This is a very serious matter,” Matteo clarified.

         Gina's gaze shifted nervously back and forth between Isabella and Matteo. She looked intimidated. “All right,” she said finally. “My name is not Gina Bellucci. No more than the name of the murdered woman was Donna Mancini.” She gave them the time they needed to let this information sink in. As she continued speaking, she sounded calm and more confident. “It's a long story. The best thing is to sit down and I will tell it to you in full.”

         Almost simultaneously, Isabella and Matteo took their seats on the large blanket.

         “I lied to you, Sister Isabella.” She looked up. “You and all the others here in the convent. I sincerely regret that, especially as you have welcomed me here with open arms. But I'm not here to find my inner truth or indulge in yoga.” She laughed briefly. “Jesus Christ, I'm definitely the worst yoga student this world has ever seen and, to be honest, I'm only doing it because that's what everyone is doing at the moment.” She gave the Carabiniere an intense look. “And you have to do some kind of sport at my age if you want to stay fit, don't you?”

         Matteo looked at the woman's thoroughly respectable figure. He thought she was in exceptionally good shape. And the smile she kept giving him was truly phenomenal. Nevertheless, he could not let her twist him around her finger. “Please stay on topic, Signora…”

         “Carbone,” she said. “My real name is Camilla Carbone.” She sighed in obvious relief. “I am glad to finally be able to be honest. The reason I enrolled as a guest in this convent is Donna Mancini.”

         Isabella paled and the shock was written all over her face. “So you were stalking her! I suspected it all along. But why? What had Donna done to you?”

         Matteo put his hand on hers and gave her a placating look.

         “Let me explain, Sister.” She raised her hands. Her features were suffused with sincere goodwill. “I told you that I am the executive assistant in an advertising agency. But that was also a lie. In truth, I am a journalist and I write for Corriere della Sera.”

         “The daily newspaper?” Matteo inquired.

         “The very same.”

         Isabella thought about this. She remembered how she had entered this woman's cell to deliver the fresh towels. There had been a copy of that very newspaper on the table.

         “Perhaps you have heard about the spectacular jewel heist in Milan.”

         Matteo and Isabella exchanged a quick glance before they both nodded.

         “Well, this story was assigned to me. They are still looking for the thieves, but what they know for now is that there are three people who left immediately after the robbery. My informant got the identity of one person, one Donatella Cardia. She is said to have made off with the captured jewels and is hiding somewhere.”

         Matteo shook his head. “Are you saying that you have located a person who is somehow connected to the jewel robbery?”

         Camilla laughed softly. “Not just somehow connected, my dear Carabiniere, but intimately connected. Cardia committed the robbery with her accomplices and made off with the loot as they fled.” She looked at him inquiringly. “What is so difficult for you to understand? That we journalists can do better investigative work than the police?”

         “Yes,” said Matteo. “I mean… no!” His mouth dropped open as if he wanted to say much more. But somehow nothing more was coming.

         “Wait, wait!” Isabella raised her hands. This was all happening far too fast for her. “So if I understand this correctly, you believe that Donna Mancini was in fact Donatella Cardia?”

         Matteo closed his mouth.

         Camilla nodded decisively. So vigorously that her ponytail bobbed up and down.

         “Yes,” she said. “But believing is not knowing, because I lack the final proof. I got a tip that Donatella Cardia might be hiding in this convent under a false name. To wait until the coast was clear. So it was natural for me to follow that lead.”

         “But was this hypothesis confirmed?” Matteo wanted to know.

         The journalist looked at him briefly, then lowered her eyes.

         “I’m afraid not. I just couldn't get to her. As soon as I got near her, she just completely shut down and avoided me. It was impossible to tease anything out of her. Eventually, she literally started running away from me when she saw me.”

         “Donna was indeed very secretive,” Isabella agreed. “But a jewel thief…” She shook her head. She just couldn't believe it.

         “And how do you explain how she was murdered in such a dramatic way?” the journalist asked in a suddenly harsh tone that went right through Isabella.

         “Until now, I suspected that the Mafia was behind it,” Matteo said thoughtfully.

         “Because of the nature of the murder,” the journalist confirmed. She looked at Matteo closely. “On the one hand, this is a plausible conclusion,” she said. “On the other hand, a jewel heist isn't the Mafia's style at all.”

         Matteo nodded slowly. This thought had already occurred to him. It didn't really fit together. Protection rackets, yes. But jewel theft? That was hardly a Mafia specialty. “And your guess?” He looked at the journalist with interest.

         However, she took her time with her answer, as if she wanted to weigh the words carefully. “Well…” She took a deep breath. “I think her accomplices got on her trail and eventually did her in. The dramatic manner of her death with a dagger in the back could also indicate this.”

         “Cross,” Isabella corrected her.

         “Excuse me?” The journalist gave the sister a confused look.

         “It was not a dagger, but a cross stuck in her back.”

         “Oh!” Camilla struggled to regain composure. “Well, that only confirms my suspicions. That an example was being made.”

         Matteo voiced his train of thought. “This Donatella has deceived her accomplices. She stabbed them in the back by absconding with the goods. Hence the dagger in the back. Or, the cross, I mean.”

         “So it would seem.” Camilla’s smile seemed multi-layered. “The stab in the back symbolises that.”

         “And why a cross and not a dagger?” Isabella looked visibly dissatisfied with their theory.

         “Well…” Matteo shrugged his shoulders.

         “Maybe there was no dagger or knife at hand?” Camilla guessed. When this earned sceptical looks from the two others, she added, “I'm pretty sure Donatella wasn't supposed to die at all. At least not that quickly. If I were the accomplice, I would want to know where she hid the loot.”

         “And only then did they kill her.” Matteo finished, putting two and two together.

         “Perhaps,” Camilla said by way of agreement.

         Matteo couldn't help but return her smile this time. He was impressed by her analytical mind – and also a little by her deep brown eyes, which seemed so wide awake. She was an interesting woman. Maybe a few years older than him. But she was surely pretty. Not as pretty as his Nina, but definitely an eye-catcher.

         “Or…” Isabella pointed an admonishing finger at Matteo. “She did not reveal the whereabouts of the loot and therefore had to die. So possibly a murder in the heat of the moment.” She turned to Camilla. “What is known about the accomplices? Is their identity also known?”

         The latter nodded. “There are three men. Art students Donatella met during her studies, apparently. Actually, we had assumed that by now they would have slipped over the Italian border and into Eastern Europe.” She hung her head. “But after the murder, I guess we'll have to rethink that theory.”

         Matteo didn't know whether to laugh or cry. If everything the journalist had told them was true, there was no Mafia danger in Santa Caterina at all. But on the other hand, there were three murderers staying somewhere nearby, and they would clearly stop at nothing to get their hands on the loot. He felt hot and cold at once.

         In the shade of the apple tree, the three exchanged meaningful glances. Matteo was the first to regain the power of speech.

         “If so, that would mean the loot could still be hidden somewhere around here.”

         Isabella nodded in agreement. “But where?”
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         “You have to pedal, Agnieszka. Pedal!” Isabella had put her hands to her mouth to shout because she could no longer run fast enough to keep up with her sister.

         Sister Agnieszka had gained a lot of momentum on the sloping gravel path, but lost it just as quickly when the path started to climb again. Her hands were wobbling so much on the handlebars that the wheels were skidding around in S-shapes. But she held her own on the bike.

         “I am bloody pedalling, by Christ! No one said it would be this exhausting.”

         Isabella laughed. For the first time in days, it was a laugh that came from the heart. No one could swear like the nuns of the Convento di Nostra Regina della Pace. There was no doubt about that.

         To distract herself from the events of the past few days, Isabella had decided to finally make good on her promise and teach Sister Agnieszka how to ride a bicycle. If she mastered cycling, it would make her shopping trips to the village that much easier. However, if Isabella had known how much hard work this endeavour would be, she might have postponed it for a while longer. Maybe even until the beginning of autumn, when the temperatures became halfway bearable.

         The sun was low over the range of hills, blinding Isabella with a band of glaring red light. In the gentle breeze, she shielded her eyes with her hands as she monitored Agnieszka's faltering attempts at cycling. They had waited until the evening, when the stifling afternoon heat had subsided. But it was still pretty sweaty. Sister Agnieszka was her favourite person in the convent. Of course she liked all the sisters, even Filomena in her own way, but Agnieszka was the closest thing to a true friend. Only her strong tendency towards superstitiousness was a bit tiresome. It hurt Isabella's soul that her fellow sister had never learned to ride a bicycle. This was simply an untenable state of affairs which she urgently needed to see remedied.

         She finally caught up with Sister Agnieszka and was just starting to jog alongside her with an encouraging grip before she lost her balance and fell off the bike.

         “That was a really good start,” she praised her friend. “I'm going to give you a big push now, and then you pedal steadily.”

         “All right.” Agnieszka's shrill voice sounded anxious and determined at the same time.

         “And keep the handlebars straight.”

         “I've been doing that all along,” the nun complained.

         “Make sure you are making all the necessary balancing movements.”

         Agnieszka threw her head back. “All the what?”

         “Look straight ahead!” Isabella ordered her with mock harshness. She made a running start, and sprinted as fast as she could. This allowed Agnieszka to get the jump start she needed. Isabella ran along for a few more steps before letting go of the bike.

         A little further ahead, she saw someone on a bench. It was the bench where she had once had a discussion with Aurora Rossi, the receptionist at the Hotel La Vetta – just before Isabella had been threatened by the woman’s lover, in the vineyards. That particular encounter at the bench had solved the mystery of Sister Raffaella’s death. An unlucky blunder, as it turned out. Now there was a new death in their ranks. No matter how hard she tried to distract herself, the case of Donna – or rather Donatella, as she now knew her – was giving her no peace.

         At first she thought nothing of the figure on the bench. But soon she felt that she was being watched. Because the figure’s head was not turned towards the panorama of the valley, the impressive undulating landscape, the Chianti vineyards. No, the person on the bench had had his eyes fixed on her the whole time.

         And as she came closer, she realised who it was.

         He waved at her.

         With narrowed eyes, she sized the man up.

         “You again, Pietro?”

         “Yes.” His hand went to the back of his neck and he looked at her with a sly smile. “I think there was a misunderstanding yesterday about the nature of my offer.”

         He was wearing the same shiny suit as the day before in front of the convent gate. This time, however, he had taken off his jacket and revealed a black sleeveless fine-rib shirt. His entire arms were covered with colourful tattoos. Isabella recognised dragon-like creatures, skulls, crosses and biblical figures. On his right upper arm was emblazoned a man holding a stone tablet in his hands. She frowned. Was this supposed to represent Moses? Underneath, directly on the bicep, she recognised a Madonna with folded hands and a halo. She supposed he didn't really look like an insurance agent after all.

         “Don't you understand that you are in great danger?” he murmured to her in a conspiratorially lowered voice.

         Isabella tilted her head and for the first time really looked this man in the face. There was something serious, even urgent, in his features.

         “What exactly do you want from us, Pietro? Who are you?”

         He did not answer her question. Instead, he said, “I have reason to believe that something is going on in this place of worship. Dark forces are taking hold of the hearts of the sisters.”

         She silenced him with a resolute wave of her hand. “One of our sisters was just murdered. You are right to be concerned, but…”

         “Just listen to me! What if this one murder is just the beginning of a whole series of deaths? What if I told you that you will all be in great danger if you don't protect yourselves?”

         “But we are protected. We have the police.”

         “That Silvestri.” The man laughed contemptuously. “That's who you're counting on for protection?”

         She nodded cautiously. “Well, he is a Carabiniere and he represents the public authority.”

         He twisted his face into a tense grimace that was probably meant to express a smile. “That authority wasn’t much help to your fellow sister. No, Sister Isabella. I am talking about real protection here. An insurance policy that guarantees nothing will ever happen to you.”

         An insurance agent after all?

         “You know,” he said. “I am a very devout person. And I really care about your wellbeing. Above all, I want to see you all able to live out your faith in peace.”

         Just as Isabella was about to say something in reply, the bicycle bell rang.

         “I'm getting the hang of it now, Isabella. Just look!”

         Sister Agnieszka whizzed right past them and then braked so hard that the rear wheel slipped off on the gravel road and she swept through a drifting turn. With a broad grin, she cycled towards them again and, braking sharply once more, came to a halt directly in front of Isabella.

         “This is fun,” she exclaimed enthusiastically. “And it's not as hard as I had always imagined. You know, once you get the hang of it, it's actually really easy.” She whooped. “At first I didn't even notice that you had let go of me. And when I turned around and saw you standing here, I thought, that's it, Agnieszka, now you're going to fall. Fall, my arse! It was almost as if Saint Christopher himself had put his arms around me, and then it literally went by itself. Hooray! I can ride a bike!” She shouted that last part of her gabbled tirade in a shrill voice.

         Isabella was pleased to see her eyes light up like this. That sight alone had been worth the effort.

         Agnieszka put her hands on Isabella's. “Thank you so much for teaching me!”

         Isabella smiled. “You're welcome.”

         Then Agnieszka's beaming face became serious.

         “Who was that man you were talking to?”

         Isabella turned to Pietro, and it was only then that she realised he was no longer standing next to her, but had already strolled quite a distance down the lane, his jacket slung casually over his shoulder.

         “Well, this is… was… Pietro.” She paused, because she simply didn't know how to explain to her friend what kind of man this was. Heavens, she didn't know herself!

         “I don't know,” Agnieszka confessed. “Somehow he gives me the creeps. All those tattoos and those eyes. It’s as if there is a gloomy aura around him.”

         Isabella resisted an irritated eye roll. The Polish woman had a reputation as a mystic. She was not only deeply religious, but also very superstitious. She constantly invoked obscure saints and patrons. Isabella remembered how she had once jumped up from the table in the refectory as if she had been bitten by a scorpion – merely because a thirteenth nun had just taken a seat at the long table.

         “Wasn't this man also at our gates the other day, wanting to speak to the Abbess?” She looked at Isabella with wide, almost fearful eyes.

         Isabella nodded hesitantly. She was reluctant to fuel Agnieszka's conspiracy theories.

         “… and they heard a threatening portent,” Agnieszka began to murmur. “For ominous events always cast their shadows before them, to herald the coming of the fallen angel.”

         “Fallen angel?” Isabella laughed. “What nonsense!”

         But the pressure from Agnieszka's hands increased. The anxious gaze now rested insistently on Isabella. “Beloved Sister, I fear you are in great danger. I can feel it. Something truly menacing is afoot. And this man is connected to all of it. I can see it all so clearly.”

         “Well, I'm picking up something clearly, too,” Isabella said as she freed herself from the tight grip. “Namely hunger. Let's go back to the convent. It's almost time for vespers.”

         Her fellow sister laughed as freely as if their conversation had not taken place at all. “Bollocks to that! You go. I'm taking this for a ride!”
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         “It's a lot crazier than we thought, Sister Isabella.” Matteo sat behind his desk and ran his hand over his unshaven face.

         She didn't want to say anything about it, but she truly hoped he wasn't growing his beard out again. The Carabiniere's general appearance normally struck her as pretty scruffy. His police shirt was badly wrinkled and could desperately do with an iron.

         “I'm all ears!” She was keen to hear what Matteo had to say that was so important it couldn't wait.

         She had just finished her market duty when Matteo had called her and demanded a meeting as soon as possible. Normally she never carried her mobile phone with her, but since the workmen had been in the convent, the Abbess had insisted that Isabella be available at all times to deal with any problems right away – before Filomena had to. It was a hop, skip and a jump from the market square to the police station, just two streets away.

         She felt gripped by an inner agitation. On the one hand, this was because of his urgent tone when he spoke on the phone. And sitting opposite him now, seeing the same tension in his face, she was feeling even more worried.

         “I finally got the report from the coroner's office.” He pointed to a stack of papers lying on the desk directly in front of him.

         “Donatella's?” Isabella's gaze fell on the documents and she felt her heart pounding hard in her chest.

         Matteo nodded. “And it's all very different from what we had reckoned.”

         “In what way?”

         He raised a placating hand. “Let’s take it in order. First of all, I checked the information provided by this journalist. She was exactly right. The Milanese team know that one Donatella Cardia is directly connected to the jewellery robbery and has apparently absconded with the loot. An international manhunt has been launched. So in that respect, Camilla Carbone was spot on.” He took a deep breath, but before Isabella could comment, he continued to elaborate on the state of his investigation. “She, by the way, works as an editor at Corriere della Sera. Wait…” He picked up the mouse and focused on the computer screen. “Among other things, she is responsible for the arts and culture section.”

         Isabella nodded impatiently. “Fair enough. But now what does that have to do with the coroner's findings?”

         Matteo smiled at her meaningfully. “I'm coming to that now.” He picked up the sheaf of paper and flipped through it at random. “Well, Donatella Cardia, which is probably the dead woman's real name, didn't die from the cross in her back.”

         She felt her mouth go dry. “No?”

         Matteo shook his head. “According to the examination result, she must have sustained a severe head injury, which was the cause of her death.”

         Isabella ran a hand over her face in disbelief.

         “But it gets even more curious.” He leaned forward with an intense look on his face. “By all accounts, the injury with the cross was inflicted on her post-mortem. What post-mortem means is…”

         “I know what it means,” she snapped. She was a little piqued. After all, she was a nun: nuns knew Latin. But she could not understand the actual meaning of what he was trying to tell her. “So you mean they put the cross in her back when she was already dead?”

         Matteo nodded carefully. “That's what it looks like.” From his face, she could tell that he was having trouble believing it, too. “Based on the bruises and the type of head injury, my colleagues from the forensic department assume that Donna, or Donatella, had a fall and must have suffered a fatal injury. But what is even stranger…” He looked at Isabella seriously. “There were no traces of blood at the site where the body was found, and nothing in the surrounding area matches the injury the fall must have caused.”

         “So someone put the body there on purpose.”

         Matteo nodded appreciatively. Although he had known the sister for quite a while now, he was still impressed by her acumen. Every now and then he wished he could be so quick on the uptake. “That's exactly what it looks like. There are photos in the records of the exposed head injury that was covered by her long hair.” He paused for a moment. “I am not keen to show you them.”

         Isabella shook her head. She didn't want to see them either.

         “But according to this, it looks like she fell with the back of her head on a sharp object. Maybe the edge of a table or a step. I don't know. And forensic medicine can't shed any more light on this, either.” He folded up the sheet of paper and dropped it back on the desk with a snort. “The position of the body has been arranged.”

         “But why?”

         “That's obvious, isn't it? Because someone didn't want us to find out about him. Hence the cross in the back. Someone has gone to great lengths to throw us off the scent. The idea was to give us impression that the Mafia was behind it.” Matteo glanced at the ceiling fan, which Isabella thought sounded like it could come crashing down at any moment. “But why?”

         “Whether a knife in the back or a fatal head injury,” she said. “Murder is murder. After all, you don't just fall down and die. Presumably, someone else had a hand in it.”

         “That's most likely true.”

         Isabella went deep inside herself and once again recalled the moment when she had found the oblate. She had not been wearing her veil, which was unusual. Normally, all the sisters kept it on: they only took off their bonnets when they were in their cells. For the oblate, it was something very special. For her, wearing the Order's clothing had been a free choice. She had made a conscious decision to do so, and to keep all the other rules of the convent, which the other sisters followed without exception. With this in mind, Isabella suspected that her bonnet might have slipped when she fell. If that was the case, the veil had to be somewhere – perhaps in the place where Donatella had actually died. Something told her that this insight could be important, and so she shared her train of thought with the Carabiniere.

         “Will you do me a favour and look for the veil in the convent?”

         “Of course,” Isabella promised and pressed her lips together. “I will do whatever it takes to track down Donatella's killer.” She looked at Matteo closely. “What's going to happen now?”

         He scratched his stubbly chin thoughtfully. He took a long time over it. Eventually he finished thinking and looked up abruptly at Isabella. “For a village copper like me, this case has become a few sizes too big now. Now we can safely assume that our Donna is indeed the wanted Donatella Cardia, I will have to call in Milan. And then the case will be sent to the higher authorities, who will probably leave me out of it.” He sighed. “Well, at least that's one good thing.” His gaze caught on the filing cabinet, which was filled with folders. “Then I will finally be able devote myself to this series of robberies, and go through all these reports.”

         Isabella noticed that he looked anything but happy.

         “And then there is the mayor's list. He'll be back from holiday next week. He will probably be less than amused if I haven't worked through it all by then.”

         “So that's it for you and this case?” she asked.

         The Carabiniere smiled affectionately. “Almost. I still have one trump card up my sleeve, and I want to play it before I contact my superiors.”

         He reached into the breast pocket of his shirt and pulled out the key they had found hidden in the wardrobe in the oblate's cell.

         “Because I finally figured out what this is all about.”

         “How so?” She leaned forward and looked at him expectantly.

         Matteo enjoyed the sister's curiosity for a brief moment. “It belongs to a luggage locker, which is located in the Lucca station building.”

         “How do you know?”

         “The initial clue was the receipts I found in Donatella's purse. They came from a café, a kiosk and a supermarket. All in the direct vicinity of the station. But actually I knew the answer all along. I had just forgotten it. You know I have a large family and quite a few of them live around Lucca.”

         Isabella nodded slowly. Family was very important to Matteo. His many cousins were scattered all over Italy, but most of his relatives still lived in Lucca. However, she did not quite understand how that related to the key.

         “It's actually a very tragic story,” Matteo explained in an occupied voice. “Years ago, my great uncle Giuseppe died in a traffic accident in Lucca. He wasn't paying attention when crossing the road one day, and he was hit by a bus. He died instantly.”

         “I'm sorry about that,” Isabella said impulsively.

         “Thank you, but it was quite a while ago. In any case, among the belongings he was carrying, they found a key, plus a receipt for renting the locker.” He held the small key out to the sister. “Just a key like this. No one in our family understood that. I mean, why would Giuseppe rent a locker in the city where he lives?”

         Isabella listened with interest.

         “And do you know what it was?”

         She shook her head. “How could I?”

         “His wife Alessandra has always been a terribly nosey person. There's really nothing she doesn't stick her nose into. Surprising her was just impossible: she saw everything coming a mile off. Giuseppe wanted to get one over on her, just once. So he hid her wedding anniversary present in that locker. It was a custom-made watch from a jeweller in Lucca, as we found out when we opened the locker.” Matteo chuckled glumly. “A final gift from beyond the grave, I suppose. Alessandra still wears the watch today.”

         Isabella swallowed hard. “This is a really tragic story.”

         “I know.” A slight smile played around his features. “But somehow also romantic, don't you think? They say the men in our family are true romantics, you know.” When he winked at her conspiratorially, Isabella had to smile a little.

         “So this is a key for a luggage locker in Lucca station?”

         “I'd bet my bottom dollar on that. And I will go to Lucca immediately and look at the contents of the locker.” His whole body tightened as he rose from behind the desk and looked at Isabella.

         “Who knows, maybe she hid the loot there. That would make a nice headline, if a Carabiniere from a small, sleepy place like Santa Caterina was the one to find the jewels.” He grinned. “Then the mayor can stick his list and worry about how to reward me instead.” His gaze dropped back down to Isabella. “Would you like to come with me? Then we could both make the front page.” He winked at her mischievously.

         But the sister refused. She would much rather go back to the convent and search for the oblate’s missing veil.

         Thoughts were still racing around in her head as she got up and accompanied him outside. Before they left the police station, she took the Carabiniere by the arm and held him back.

         “Oh, I just thought of another thing. I asked you the other day if you knew a Pietro.”

         Matteo pursed his lips. “I remember. What made you think of that now?”

         “Well, because I'm beginning to feel that he's connected in some way to all of this.” She gave him a detailed description again.

         Matteo looked uncertain. “Sounds like a pretty dodgy person.”

         Isabella smiled thoughtfully. “It's not the first time I've been told that.”

         “I'll ask around, Sister. A man who looks like that can’t have gone unnoticed.” He laughed softly. “In Santa Caterina, someone like that will stand out like a sore thumb.”
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         “Boss! Here you are.”

         Isabella was busy combing Caesar’s fur and checking for new flea infestations when the two workmen came swaggering up to her.

         The St Bernard used the momentary distraction to escape her clutches, and darted around the corner of the large hallway with his tail between his legs. She tried to grab hold of him, but her hands flailed emptily, almost causing her mobile phone to fall out of her pocket. She never normally carried it with her. But she had agreed with Matteo that he would contact her the moment he found what was in that locker.

         She had moved the dog grooming session indoors because it was almost unbearable to be out in the midday sun. The heat was getting to everyone, and she simply couldn't understand why there were holidaymakers who chose this time of year for their Tuscany trips, when midsummer was at its most merciless. In the spring and autumn months, this region was much more relaxing and varied.

         Sighing, she looked first at Caesar, and then at the two figures who were walking over and waving.

         “You won't believe it!” Carlo looked at her with shining eyes. “We found the problem!”

         Silvano, standing next to him, was grinning and nodded eagerly. “We reckon we have, anyway.”

         They wore their grey overalls, which were by now covered in dirt and dust. With every movement, a small cloud of dust rose up around them. Isabella avoided taking a closer look at their shoes. In their hands they held clumsy toolboxes, presumably containing heavy equipment for making heaps of dirt and big holes.

         Isabella feared the worst when Carlo spread out a map-sized plan in front of her. He held it so close to her face that the many lines swam before her eyes.

         With a big finger he tapped on a spot on the plan.

         “That's where the main pipes converge. And that must be where the pressure drop in the pipes is coming from.”

         Now she realised that it was a floor plan of the convent. She tried hard to make sense of the plan, but wasn’t having much luck. “And where specifically is that supposed to be?”

         “Why, right here in this cell.” The smaller craftsman stretched out his hand and pointed down the corridor.

         Isabella followed his movement with her gaze and frowned in surprise. “That's Donna's old cell,” she murmured thoughtfully.

         “Oh,” Carlo went on. “I understand, of course this must seem rather impious to you… after all that has happened.” He looked up at the ceiling and quickly made the sign of the cross. “But behind the walls of this cell is the point where the main pipes converge. We are sure that this is the precise point where we can fix the problem, and get the convent’s heating working again properly.

         Isabella sized this plan up. “How sure?”

         “Quite sure.” Carlo nodded urgently at her.

         “Absolutely,” Silvano confirmed. “It can only be this place now. Just by process of elimination.”

         Isabella thought about this. She really didn't want to see another construction site started up inside the Abbey. Half a dozen parts of the building had already been thoroughly defaced by these men and their works. She did not believe that they would ever get the heating problem under control, or ever clean up after themselves.

         Carlo seemed to notice the sister's doubts and added carefully, “We could, of course, go at the wall from the other side.”

         Isabella's eyes snapped open. “Out of the question, that's the Abbess's cell. If you tear a hole in the wall there, I can't guarantee your safety.”

         “From this side then,” Silvano decided.

         “We don't have to knock down the whole wall,” Carlo added soothingly. “A wide slit from floor to ceiling is quite enough to expose the pipes and replace them.” He let out a confident-sounding laugh.

         Isabella wasn't sure whether this laughter was directed at her. But either way, it seemed like she didn’t have many options. “All right.” She heaved a sigh of surrender. “Follow me!”

         It was a strange feeling to enter the cell of the dead woman once again. It seemed to Isabella that, knowing what she did now, she was seeing everything from a completely different perspective. This room was no longer the final abode of a young woman who had wanted to join a religious order. It was quite possibly the hideout of a thief who was wanted all over Italy. But it was still quite hard for Isabella to picture the oblate as the Donatella Cardia that everyone was looking for.

         Nevertheless, she could not help but take another close look at the cell while the two workmen freed their warlike-looking tools from the cases. Carlo laid the huge plan on the bed and looked at it closely. He took out a black marker from his overalls and scribbled crosses everywhere.

         “The closet has to go,” he said to Silvano, who just nodded and set about pushing it aside. As he did so, something rattled ominously inside the cupboard.

         “Wait!” Isabella rushed towards Silvano and held him by the arm. “It hasn't been cleared out yet.” She remembered the wine bottles on the floor of the cupboard. She opened the door and removed them all, placing them on the floor.

         “Now?” asked Silvano impatiently.

         Isabella nodded and watched as he pushed the large cupboard across the stone floor as if it were nothing, exposing the wall behind it.

         Carlo stood next to him and together they stared at the wall with folded arms and expert eyes, as if they could look through the masonry with X-ray eyes.

         “There is really no need for you to hang about here,” Carlo finally judged. “You are welcome to get back to your real work, we will be fine here on our own.”

         Silvano bent over one of the toolboxes and picked up a rather large percussion drill.

         “Besides, it's going to get loud and dirty now. You don’t want to be here for this part.”

         Isabella understood. The professionals wanted to do their work undisturbed without her gawping at them. That was all right with her: she had better things to do than watch the two of them reduce this cell to rubble. Inwardly, she braced herself for the thunderstorm that would befall her when the Abbess got wind of the opening of the new construction site – right next to her cell. She said a silent prayer that the two workmen would finally be proven right, and that they really would find – and eliminate – the heating problem at last. This nightmare had gone on for too long.

         Just as she was about to leave the cell and leave the two workmen alone, her eyes fell on the dark green wine bottles. She decided to take them with her and hopefully create a little bit of order in the cell. As she leaned down to gather them, the message the oblate had given her immediately before her death echoed in her mind.

         In Vino Veritas – In Wine Lies the Truth.

         Well, there's nothing left in this wine, she thought sullenly, looking at the empty bottles.

         She thought of Donna – for Isabella, the oblate would forever remain Donna, not Donatella, no matter what the truth turned out to be. She had often seen Donna disappear into the wine cellar to replenish her supplies. There had been no difficulty there. The sisters had the right to sample all the wines produced and stored in that vaulted cellar. No one kept a record of them. And so far, the level of in-house consumption had always remained within manageable limits.

         “Are you all right, Sister Isabella?” Carlo looked down at her admonishingly. He seemed impatient. “It's gonna get really loud and really dirty now. It would be better if you left before you get coated in dust.”

         “Yes, yes. I just want to quickly grab these wine bottles so that you have more space to work in and none of them get broken. Just in case…” Even as she spoke, the scales fell from her eyes. It was like an electric shock when she looked at the bottles again. How could she have been so blind and not seen the obvious? She stared absent-mindedly at Carlo and Silvano. No, basically she stared straight through them.

         “Are you all right, Sister?” asked Silvano anxiously. “You look like you've seen a ghost.”

         Isabella nodded thoughtfully. “Now I finally know what she wanted to tell me.” Her voice was nothing more than a hoarse murmur.

         Carlos tilted his head. “Tell you?” he asked, irritated. “Who wanted to tell you something?”

         “Well, Donna. The oblate. Just before she died.”

         Carlo started to say something in reply. The question marks were clearly written in his expression.

         But Isabella had no time to explain. She needed certainty. And so she stood up with a jerk and virtually ran out of the oblate's former cell to have her urgent suspicions confirmed. Perhaps it was just her mind playing tricks on her. Surely not. She felt that she was on the right path to solving the mystery of the deceased oblate once and for all. And the answer lay in the vaulted cellar.
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         The vaulted cellar of the convent could be summed up in one word: creepy. That was exactly the feeling Sister Isabella always got whenever she descended the well-worn stone stairs.

         She walked past the utility rooms and entered the cellar section where the wine barrels were stored. An aromatic grape smell lay heavy and sweet on the air. It was so dark in the vault that it took Isabella's eyes quite a while to get used to the dim light. The ceiling lights were almost completely covered with a thick layer of dust and cobwebs, which ensured that the lamps only gave off a dim orange glow.

         It was a fairly small wine cellar, about the size of the refectory. Along the walls, thirty wooden wine barrels were lined up in two tiers.

         Most wineries relied on modern tanks, but the Convento di Nostra Regina della Pace deliberately maintained the tradition of storing their wines in the large barrique barrels, as the ancient Etruscans had probably done. They didn’t mind that this was a labour-intensive method, which required the barrels to be replaced over and over again.

         Isabella liked this method very much: she thought it had a unique charm; she also thought that wine from a real oak barrel tasted better than wine from a big tank. Isabella had learned from her fellow sisters that nowadays, to get that special barrique flavour, oak chips were put into the great soulless metal tanks.

         The names of the grape varieties and the year of storage were written on the lids of the barrels in what had once been white writing. The barrels holding finished wines were stored at the back.

         Donna's favourite wine had been the sweetish Vin Santo, which basically no one else liked and which Hildegard mainly used for cooking. There was only one barrel of Vin Santo in the cellar. It was located at the far end, on the right.

         Soon, the harvest would begin in the surrounding vineyards. Isabella was looking forward to taking part. She had already learned a lot about making wine from Sister Immaculata – in theory, at least. She knew that the sweet Vin Santo had been stored in the convent attic, where it had been exposed to tremendous heat and cold over the years. The result had been an almost oily wine. But this manufacturing process involved much difficulty, and since the demand for this wine had fallen sharply in recent years, the convent did what most wineries were doing, and reduced the maturation process to the essentials.

         She peered at the oak barrel and thought about what she should look for. Following a sudden inspiration, she took one of the glasses from the shelf opposite and turned on the tap on the barrel. But nothing happened. Not a single drop came out. She closed it, opened it again, tried once more. Again: nothing.

         As she knocked against the heavy oak boards and listened, she knew why. The barrel was empty.

         “There is truth in wine,” she said to herself out loud. Her voice echoed eerily off the vaulted walls. She was very close to the solution.

         If only there was some more light in here.

         She craned around and saw half a dozen burnt candles in the wall of shelves where bottles and glasses stood. She picked up one of the candlesticks and lit the thick wick with the matches that lay ready for this purpose. The flickering light cast shadows on the barrel. It seemed to be an incredibly old barrel. She thought she remembered that Sister Hildegard had once told her how some of the barrels stored here were over two hundred years old. They had simply been forgotten about over the years.

         Following a hunch, she tapped along the staves. Then she looked at the lid with the inscription and the bunghole for emptying the wine. She firmly tapped the wood and pressed against it.

         “Well?”

         The middle wooden board gave way and let itself be bent inwards.

         Her first thought was that the barrel was possibly broken and the wood had come loose from its fastening. Or someone had deliberately prepared the barrel for…

         No longer hesitating, she stuck her hand deep down into the opening. Her arm disappeared right down into the barrel and touched its floor. She felt a sticky liquid, probably the remains of the wine that had collected on the bottom, but then she felt something else. A bag.

         She pressed against the wood with her other hand, to push it back further. Now she had hold of the bag and was able to pull it out carefully.

         It was the size of a small gym bag, but made of leather. It was heavy for its size. Isabella felt small, hard objects that felt like smoothly polished stones. Her heart beat faster when she realised what she might be holding in her hands. With bated breath and a pounding heart, she pulled open the string of the bag and reached inside. Rounded stones. Realising that she was still holding her breath, she yelped frantically, clasped one of the stones and brought it out into the light.

         The trembling candlelight refracted a thousand times in the red jewel and glittered so enticingly that Isabella could hardly take her eyes off it. A ruby, she thought in awe. The gem felt smooth and cold, yet comfortable in her hand – as if it had always belonged there.

         There was no doubt about it. She had found the loot from the jewel heist. Donna had hidden it in this wine barrel. She had probably sensed that she was in danger. That was why she had slipped her the clue.

         Isabella paused. Had Donna really known that her life was in danger? She was about to reach into the bag again to look at the other stones as well, when suddenly the mobile phone in her pocket rang. She was so frightened that she almost dropped the gemstone. But the sister had excellent reactions, which she had acquired in her youth as a keen volleyball player.

         “Matteo,” she said expectantly as she took the call.

         “I was at the station in Lucca and I'm on my way back,” he said without beating about the bush. “I was right about the key, it did belong to the luggage locker.” Isabella heard the dejection in his tone. “At least we can now clearly confirm the identity of the young woman. She was indeed Donatella Cardia. I found her identity card in the locker and a few more personal items, but they don't matter.” He cleared his throat strained. “The loot wasn't there.”

         Of course it wasn’t, she thought as she tightly gripped the bag in her hand.

         “I guess I have no choice now but to call in the Milan department. Too bad: I would have loved to bring them the jewels. That would certainly have bagged me a big fat headline.” He sighed.

         Isabella's pulse was still racing at top speed. “That's really no reason to sound so downhearted. Because I found something too: down here, in the cellar vault. It's best if you come and see for yourself…”
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         Isabella had just finished talking and slid the mobile back into her pocket when something cracked behind her.

         “I think you have something that belongs to us, Sister Isabella.” She jerked around and saw the two workmen coming towards her in the dim light. Carlo and Silvano.

         “I think you know as well as I do who the real owner is.” Her voice was firm. Under no circumstances did she want to let her fear show.

         “Give us the bag and nothing will happen to you.” Carlo stretched out his arm demandingly.

         “Are those the same words you said to Donatella before you bashed her skull in?”

         “That was an accident,” Silvano said immediately. Isabella could tell by his tone that he was serious.

         “We confronted her,” Carlo added. “We asked her to tell us where she was hiding the jewels. But she refused.” He rubbed the back of his neck and looked down at the sister. His small eyes had narrowed into slits. This gentle giant had become a menacing presence. “Maybe I was a little too rough with her. I pushed her and she fell backwards and hit her head against the pew. Stupid bad luck, that's all it was.”

         “A fatal misfortune,” said Isabella angrily. She was almost glad of the flaring anger that suppressed her fear. “But then why the cross in her back?”

         “Ingenious idea, wasn't it?” Carlo laughed harshly. “We had to cover our tracks. Especially as that yoga freak was following her around all the time. So Silvano came up with the idea of making our accident look like a cold-blooded murder. But that doesn't matter now.” He took a step towards her. “Hand over the bag and everything will be fine.”

         Isabella thought hard. It would take an hour for Matteo to make it to the convent from Lucca. At least. She couldn't hold them off for that long, and she didn't want to think what they would do to her when they got what they wanted.

         “What is there to think about?” asked Silvano. “We’re all alone down here. We could just take the bag, but then that wouldn’t be very nice for you.” He grinned slyly at her, and at that moment Isabella knew this pair were capable of anything.

         “You two aren't tradesmen at all, are you?”

         “Of course we are,” Carlo said, grinning broadly.

         “Only we're not heating engineers,” Silvano admitted apologetically. “Forgive us for this white lie, Sister. But when we saw the advert in the supermarket, it was the perfect opportunity to get up close and personal with Donatella Cardia.”

         Isabella listened up. “How did you know she was the jewel thief?”

         “We were on the same train and we recognised her,” said Carlo. “The newspapers were full of mug shots. I'm not really into reading, but this little guy is.” He rubbed Silvano, who resisted half-heartedly, hard on the head. “He's a real reader.”

         “I recognised her right away when she was sitting opposite us in our carriage,” Silvano explained. “From the mug shots.” His shoulders shrugged casually, as if he wasn’t talking about an internationally-wanted jewel thief he had spotted on the train, but an old classmate he had lost track of years ago and had unexpectedly met again.

         “We were on our way to Lucca, to our work site. We are scaffolders, see.” Carlo's finger wagged reproachfully. “So we are tradesmen after all.” He gave a snarling laugh that echoed back from the vaulted ceiling. “Actually, we had to go down to Pisa, but when we bumped into this young lady, we thought it couldn't hurt to travel onward a little with her. Well, I guess the rest is history.”

         Silvano shook his head and laughed. “Honestly, I can't believe we were the only ones who recognised her. It seems that people only look at their phones these days, and don’t bother looking at their surroundings.” He grinned good-humouredly. “Lucky for us.”

         “Yes,” Carlo agreed. “Lucky for us and unlucky for you.” The grin fell from his face as he strode towards her and held out his hands.

         Isabella backed away. “You followed her and saw her come to our convent.”

         Carlo nodded. “That's right.”

         “We had been lying in wait,” Silvano added. “Wanted to tail her. But she didn’t look like she wanted to leave. And then there was that notice at the supermarket about how the convent was looking for heating engineers. Well…” Playfully, he gestured first at himself, then at his partner. “Here we are.” Silvano chuckled, but stopped immediately when he glanced at Carlo's hardened face.

         Carlo kept his eyes fixed on Isabella as he spoke. “Now give us that damned bag. Or else I can't guarantee your safety.”

         Isabella flinched as he clapped his fist into his open hand, took a big step towards her and snatched the leather pouch with the jewels out of her hand. But he was not satisfied with that. He reared up in front of her.

         “So, Sister…”

         “Not so fast, you two.”

         “What the…?!”

         The two workmen wheeled around in surprise, obscuring Isabella's view of the entrance to the vaulted cellar. She heard the clacking of fine shoes on the hard stone floor.

         “Who is this clown?” Carlo spat.

         “I’m presenting the bill.”

         “Is that gun loaded?” asked Silvano – sounding less angry, and more afraid.

         A deafening bang filled the cellar. Reflexively, Isabella crouched down and covered her ears.

         “On your knees and hold your hands out!” she heard an oddly familiar voice bark. “Nice and easy, no quick movements. I’ve got an itchy trigger finger. The next shot won't hit the ceiling, I assure you.”

         The dark voice sounded like the hiss of a rattlesnake.

         Hesitantly, the two obeyed. When they knelt down, the first thing Isabella saw was the muzzle of an enormous-looking pistol. It was trained on Carlo and Silvano. Behind them she spotted the man she had least expected to see down here.

         “Pietro?” she asked, stunned and incredulous at the same time. The latter grinned slyly at her. “Told you that you might need protection.” Without taking his eyes off her, he grabbed the jewel bag with one hand and reached into his trouser pocket with the other to pull out some kind of plastic cords. “Turn around and put your arms behind your back!”

         Isabella realised that the cords were cable ties. With practiced movements – surely not the first time he had done this in his life – Pietro bound the wrists of the two men together in no time at all.

         “Now, on your bellies!” he ordered with the same absolute authority. “No, not you, Sister. I mean these two.”

         “Please,” Carlo laughed tensely. “It was all just a joke. We meant no harm to the Sister. It was just…”

         “Isabella? Sister Isabella? Are you down here?”

         All eyes turned to the cellar entrance, where the voice was coming from.

         “Matteo,” Isabella exclaimed exuberantly. She had never been happier to hear the Carabiniere's voice.

         “What you did and didn’t mean, you can explain to the police,” Pietro hissed at the pair. “I'm sure they're dying to hear your story.”

         Without warning, Pietro threw the leather bag in Isabella's direction.

         To her own amazement, she caught it easily – thanks to her long volleyball training. When she looked up again in Pietro's direction, he was no longer there. It was as if he had literally disappeared into thin air.

         “Isabella! There you are.”

         Matteo came running through the archway and stopped abruptly when he saw her. Then his gaze fell on the two bound workmen lying on the floor and he looked at them quizzically.

         “These are the perpetrators,” Isabella explained. “They have Donna’s death on their conscience and they wanted to take her loot.” She spoke quickly and frantically, forgetting to take a breath.

         “I found them, Matteo.” Triumphantly, she raised her arm with the leather bag. “The jewels from the robbery! They were hidden down here all along.”

         Matteo stepped slowly towards them, not taking his eyes off the two men, whose gazes were fixed glumly on the ground.

         “And who are these two?” he asked Isabella.

         “The two workmen who were supposed to take care of the heating. But they were doing no such thing. They were on Donna's trail all along.”

         Matteo looked at the sister in amazement. “And you put them both on the ground and tied them up.” His face was a mask of utter disbelief.

         Isabella laughed. “Of course not. Nothing of the sort.” She quickly brought him up to date with the events of the last half hour and how she owed her rescue to this Pietro. “You must have run into him on your way down the stairs. Because just when you called for me, he headed out.”

         Matteo shook his head. “There was no one there. I would have noticed that.”

         “L'Ombra,” Carlo murmured softly. Matteo and Silvano looked at him. “That was L'Ombra,” he said again, looking deeply into the policeman's eyes. “The Shadow.”

         Without responding, Matteo walked over to Isabella and took her tightly in his arms. Only now did the sister notice that she was shaking all over.

         “And this is the loot?” asked Matteo, his eyes fixed on the bag. “The jewels?”

         “Yes.” With a solemn nod, she reverently opened the bag. “Doesn't it look beautiful?” she asked.

         It seemed Matteo was unable to answer. He stared silently into the bag, and Isabella saw his eyes light up.

      
   


   
      
         
            Epilog
      

         

         Isabella and Matteo sat under a huge parasol on the outdoor terrace of Gelateria de' Bertazzoni and enjoyed the biggest sundae on the menu: a Coppa Grande, with nougat, vanilla and bergamot dates. It was accompanied by a huge dollop of cream floating in a saucer of advocaat. There was an extra-large bowl of fresh water set out for Caesar, but he was treating it with disdain. He peeked his heavy head up over the edge of the table, slavering and staring greedily at the ice cream.

         They both felt they had earned this ice cream.

         The journalist Camilla Carbone had left the convent the very next day. But she had a story in her luggage that would do her newspaper career no harm at all. She had interviewed Sister Isabella and Matteo in detail, as they had tracked down the haul from the big Milan jewellery heist.

         Matteo was in a very good mood. Tomorrow Nina would return from her holiday in Greece. Although he was still unable to invite her for a spin on his Vespa, he was at least able to present her with a newspaper article showing him and Sister Isabella with the captured Milanese treasures. The mayor's list still cast its pall, but Matteo no longer saw any reason to devote himself to Duccio Lenzi's time-wasting errands. After all, he had cracked the big case virtually single-handedly. Of course, strictly speaking it had been Isabella who had tracked down the hiding place of the loot, because she had correctly interpreted the oblate’s mysterious clue. They could only guess why the young woman had given the clue to Isabella of all people. Maybe she saw it as a last chance to unburden her conscience before something bad befell her. Matteo didn’t believe that she had expected to die. He reckoned that she had thought herself to be in danger, and that she needed some kind of reassurance. She seemed to have wanted to keep the jewels from falling into the wrong hands.

         And unfortunately, the two craftsmen had not been brought down by Matteo either, but by this Pietro. And then Donatella's three accomplices had been caught and arrested by his colleagues from the border police at the port of Genoa. Apparently, they had been trying to take a ferry to Malta and travel onward from there to Tunisia. In fact, the longer Matteo thought about it, the more he was coming to realise he had actually contributed next to nothing to this case. But that couldn’t dampen his good mood. Lost in thought, he shoved a heaped spoonful of ice cream into his mouth and succumbed slowly to the agony of a full-blown brain freeze.

         He really couldn’t have been happier. If only because his fears that the Mafia had found its way into the village had proved unfounded.

         “The funny thing, though, is that one stone was missing,” he said at last, as the pain in his brain subsided to a tolerable level.

         “Yes,” Isabella agreed with him. She wanted to tread lightly around the fact that the missing stone was the red ruby which she had been admiring. Not that she was suspected of theft. “Just as funny as the way this Pietro suddenly appeared and then disappeared.”

         “L'Ombra,” murmured Matteo. “The Shadow.” He looked at Isabella over the large sundae. “Do you – do you think he took the stone as a sort of payment for his, well, his service?”

         Isabella nodded with conviction. She not only believed it. She was quite certain. He must have taken it out just before he threw the bag back to her. But so what? It was not her place to condemn him for that. But there was one thing she was sure of now. That man had never sold a single insurance policy. At least, not in the conventional sense.

         “Well, we can let the colleagues from Milan deal with that,” Matteo decided. “We’ll surely never see him around here again.”

         “I wouldn't be so sure.” Her gaze turned thoughtfully to the distance. “I have this feeling in the pit of my stomach…”

          
      

         End
      

      
   


   
      
         
            About Death in the Cloisters

         

         The heavenly peace of the monastery of Santa Caterina is under threat: construction work in the old walls is making quiet comtemplation almost impossible. There’s something a little peculiar about the new nun, Sister Donna, too.

          
      

         Before Sister Isabella can get to the heart of Sister Donna’s oddities, she’s found dead in the cloisters.

          
      

         The nuns are terrified and fear for their lives. Can Sister Isabella and Carabiniere Matteo find the kill before another disaster…?

          
      

         But there are bigger fish to fry than Donna's odd behaviour. The convent is undergoing renovations and Isabella has to supervise them. And as if that wasn’t enough, an unexpected guest has arrived - Gina Bellucci. Is she really seeking a getaway of peace and contemplation or is there more to her than meets the eye?

          
      

         Something is definitely afoot…

          
      

         But before Sister Isabella can get to the bottom of it, there's a murder

          
      

         Monastery, Murder and Dolce Vita - a crime series like a holiday under the Italian sun. Fans of Richard Osman's 'Thursday Murder Club' will love this humorous cosy crime read.
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