

  [image: Cover]




David Hennessey

The Bavarian Bierhaus Mystery


Book 16 in the Grace Whitmore Mystery Series





  

  Copyright © 2025 by David Hennessey


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  




  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        Preface
        
      

    
      	
        Arrival in the Alps
        
      

    
      	
        The Bierhaus Legend
        
      

    
      	
        A Toast and a Tension
        
      

    
      	
        The Missing Brewmaster
        
      

    
      	
        Secrets in the Cellar
        
      

    
      	
        Grace and the Goat Festival
        
      

    
      	
        The Widow’s Warning
        
      

    
      	
        A Tankard Too Many
        
      

    
      	
        Hops, History, and Hearsay
        
      

    
      	
        The Brewer’s Ledger
        
      

    
      	
        The Dirndl Clue
        
      

    
      	
        Echoes from the Eagle’s Nest
        
      

    
      	
        The Barrel Room Break-In
        
      

    
      	
        A Song Before Midnight
        
      

    
      	
        Trails Through the Forest
        
      

    
      	
        The Clockmaker’s Confession
        
      

    
      	
        Spilled Ale and Spilled Truth
        
      

    
      	
        Beneath the Biergarten
        
      

    
      	
        A Toast to Justice
        
      

    
      	
        Grace Says Prost
        
      

    
      	
        Epilogue
        
      

    
      	
        About the Author
        
      

    
    


  




  Preface










  
  
  Arrival in the Alps

  
  







Chapter One – Arrival in the Alps







The snow was falling in gentle flakes as Grace Whitmore leaned her head against the frosted train window, watching as the towering Bavarian Alps rolled past in majestic silence. The pine forests blanketing the mountains were dipped in fresh white powder, and every so often, a wooden chalet with a smoking chimney appeared like something plucked from a Christmas card. Even in late March, winter clung to the highlands like a stubborn guest unwilling to leave the party.




Grace exhaled, letting the warm breath fog the glass. She loved train travel—especially through Europe. There was a rhythm to it, a sense of moving through time as much as space. Today, she was bound for Berchtesgaden, a small town tucked near the Austrian border, known for its dramatic mountain views, historic salt mines, and—most relevant for this trip—its legendary Bavarian bierhaus culture.




She reached into her leather satchel and pulled out the hand-written invitation she had received three weeks prior.




Liebe Ms. Whitmore,

It would be an honor if you would visit us here in Berchtesgaden. My grandfather, Franz Oberhauser, recently disappeared without a trace. He was the master brewer at our family’s bierhaus, Brauhaus Oberhauser, and I believe something more sinister is at play than the local authorities are willing to admit.

You helped my cousin in Burgundy last autumn—he says you see what others overlook. I’m afraid I’m running out of time and friends to turn to.

With gratitude,

Annaliese Keller




Grace had met the cousin in question—a French winemaker caught up in a vineyard sabotage scandal—and now, thanks to her growing reputation as a solver of elegant European mysteries, her services were being requested once more.




As the train curved around a bend and slowed, a sign came into view: BERCHTESGADEN HBF. Grace sat up straighter, tucking the letter back into her bag. She smoothed her navy wool coat, checked that her scarf was in place, and gathered her luggage—a single, wheeled case and a small carryall.




The station was quaint, its wooden eaves dusted with snow and the scent of chimney smoke wafting in the cold air. Grace stepped onto the platform and took a deep breath. The air was alpine-clean, tinged with the faintest smell of pine and something sweet—was it roasted chestnuts?




She hadn’t even taken a full step when a tall, freckled young woman with ash-blonde braids came hurrying toward her, cheeks pink from the cold.




“Ms. Whitmore?” she asked in heavily accented English.




“Grace, please. You must be Annaliese?”




“Yes!” the girl replied, breathless but smiling. “Thank you for coming. Come—our car is just outside. And please—be careful on the ice!”




Grace was careful. The last thing she needed was to start this case with a broken hip. They walked briskly to a small electric car parked in front of the station. Annaliese loaded Grace’s case into the back, then jumped into the driver’s seat with the kind of youthful confidence that made Grace feel exactly her age.




As they drove through town, Grace took in the charming architecture—half-timbered homes, painted shutters, and murals of saints and alpine scenes adorning the stucco facades. The roads wound gently upward toward the foothills, where the bierhaus stood like a castle on its own snowy rise.




“There she is,” Annaliese said proudly. “Brauhaus Oberhauser. Built in 1792.”




The bierhaus was a sprawling, three-story structure made of weathered stone and dark wood. Grace noted the carved lions over the entry arch, the iron lanterns, and a turret-like corner that gave it a vaguely medieval appearance. The smell of hops and malt hung faintly in the air, though no beer had been brewed here in weeks.




They parked near the back and entered through a staff door that opened into a tiled hallway. Inside, the warmth was immediate—and the silence, unsettling.




“No one’s brewing?” Grace asked softly.




Annaliese shook her head. “We shut down production two days after Opa vanished. It didn’t feel right to keep making beer without him. Some of the staff are still here, but everyone’s…tense.”




“I understand. Disappearances always leave an echo.”




Grace followed her through a maze of corridors into a cozy sitting room, where a fire crackled in a corner hearth. A tray with hot coffee and cinnamon pastries sat waiting.




“I hope you’re not too tired from travel,” Annaliese said. “But there’s something I want to show you straightaway.”




Grace accepted the cup gratefully and took a sip. The coffee was strong, spiced with cardamom. “What is it?”




“This.” Annaliese reached into a leather folio and pulled out a faded journal, bound in worn calfskin. “It’s Opa’s brewing book. He guarded it like treasure. But the morning after he disappeared, I found it on the floor of the brewing room—open to this page.”




Grace leaned forward. The page in question had a scrawled date—March 3rd—and a single line underlined twice in red ink:

“The monks’ recipe must not be touched.”




Below it, a short line in German: “Wenn du das Fass öffnest, wirst du die Wahrheit vergießen.”




“What does that say?” Grace asked, tracing the uneven handwriting.




Annaliese translated slowly. “If you open the barrel, you will spill the truth.”




Grace’s brow furrowed. “That sounds like more than a metaphor.”




Annaliese nodded solemnly. “I thought so, too.”




They sat in silence for a moment, the fire crackling softly behind them.




“What can you tell me about the night your grandfather vanished?” Grace finally asked.




Annaliese took a deep breath. “It was the final night of the Starkbierfest—our strong beer festival. It’s smaller than Oktoberfest, but still a big deal locally. That night, Opa stayed behind to do a final inventory. He was alone in the brewing cellar after ten. I went to check on him at midnight, and he was gone. His coat was still hanging on the hook. The side door was locked from the inside. No signs of struggle. No broken glass. Nothing.”




“And what do the police think?”




“They think he wandered off. That maybe he was confused or had too much to drink. But that’s not who he was. He was precise. Proud. And he would never leave his brewing book behind willingly.”




Grace flipped through the book. The pages were filled with neat measurements, yeast cycles, notes about hops and altitude. It was part journal, part science log. She could tell it had been used daily for decades.




“Did he mention the monks’ recipe before?”




Annaliese nodded. “It’s an old legend. In the 1600s, there was a monastery in the mountains above the town—St. Niklaus. The monks brewed a potent dark ale said to have healing properties. When the abbey was dissolved, the last abbot supposedly left the recipe hidden somewhere. Some say it was passed to the Oberhauser family when the bierhaus was built.”




“And others?”




“Others say it was cursed.”




Grace raised an eyebrow. “You don’t strike me as superstitious.”




“I’m not,” Annaliese replied. “But when your grandfather vanishes, and his last words are warnings about monks and barrels, you start rethinking your convictions.”




Grace closed the journal slowly. “I’d like to see the brewing room.”




Annaliese stood. “I thought you might. Follow me.”




They walked through a low-ceilinged hallway that opened into a grand, vaulted chamber lined with copper kettles and aging barrels. The scent of malted barley still lingered, earthy and rich. The lights flickered slightly as Grace stepped onto the stone floor.




“This is where I found the book,” Annaliese said, pointing to a scuff mark near one of the old oak barrels. “And over here”—she led her to the back wall—“is something else I haven’t shown anyone.”




She pulled aside a heavy curtain that hung awkwardly over what appeared to be an old doorway—sealed shut with stone and mortar.




“It was bricked over before I was born,” Annaliese whispered. “But Opa always said, ‘Never trust a bierhaus without a few secrets behind its walls.’”




Grace smiled. “He sounds like someone I would have liked.”




Her eyes narrowed as she examined the doorway. There was an old stone crest just above the arch. A monk’s head surrounded by barley stalks.




“Do you think he went through there?” she asked.




“I don’t know,” Annaliese said. “But if he did… he never came back.”




Grace turned back to the room. The soft hum of the cooling system, the heavy scent of beer-soaked wood, the ghost of a brewer who may have discovered something dangerous and sacred.




She shivered.




Bavaria had welcomed her with cinnamon and snow. But Grace Whitmore had not come here for the warmth.




She had come to follow a trail of missing men and ancient barrels—to spill the truth, no matter how bitter the taste.
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Chapter Two – The Bierhaus Legend







The next morning, the rising sun cast a golden sheen on the snow-covered peaks surrounding Berchtesgaden. Grace awoke in a room above the bierhaus, tucked under sloping wooden beams, the scent of baked rye bread drifting in through the open window. Church bells chimed faintly from the village below, and for a moment, she could almost forget why she was here.




But then she saw the brewing journal on the bedside table and remembered the cryptic warning: If you open the barrel, you will spill the truth.




She dressed quickly in wool slacks, boots, and a soft cashmere sweater, then made her way downstairs. The kitchen was already bustling, with clanging pans and the murmur of voices in German. A plump woman with rosy cheeks greeted her with a cheerful “Guten Morgen!” and handed her a tray of breakfast—soft-boiled eggs, fresh bread, local cheese, and a steaming cup of herbal tea.




Annaliese appeared a few moments later, her braid neatly tied and cheeks flushed from the cold.




“Sleep well?” she asked, pouring herself a cup of strong black coffee.




“Better than I should have, given the circumstances,” Grace replied. “Though I did dream about monks and barrels.”




Annaliese smiled grimly. “Then you’re already halfway to understanding the story I want to tell you.”




They settled in the corner booth of the bierhaus’s great hall. Though the hearth glowed warmly, the room still felt cavernous and empty without the usual clamor of customers. Long wooden tables were lined up like soldiers in formation, their benches bare and still.




“Everyone in this town knows the legend of St. Niklaus Abbey,” Annaliese began, stirring sugar into her coffee. “It was founded in the 1500s by Benedictine monks who believed that brewing was not just an act of sustenance—but a divine pursuit. They believed in purity, patience, and the power of fermentation.”




Grace leaned in. “And their beer?”




“Was said to be miraculous,” Annaliese replied. “Some say it cured fevers. Others claimed it extended life. Whether or not that’s true, what is certain is that the monks were fiercely protective of their brewing process. Their recipe was never written down—not officially. Only passed from abbot to apprentice. Until, one day, the abbey was dissolved during the secularization reforms.”




“Let me guess,” Grace said. “The last abbot disappeared?”




“No,” Annaliese said. “He died mysteriously—some say poisoned. And just before his death, he supposedly hid the recipe somewhere inside the abbey. The abbey ruins are up in the foothills. Almost inaccessible in winter. But parts of it—stone, timber—were salvaged to help build the original bierhaus.”




“And your family?”




“Franz Oberhauser—my great-great-great-grandfather—purchased the land in 1792 and began brewing on the bierhaus site. He always claimed that the brewing water came from the same spring the monks used. Whether the recipe was truly passed down or not is the question.”




Grace tapped her fingers on the tabletop. “You think your grandfather discovered something?”




“I’m sure of it. For months before his disappearance, he was acting strange. Staying late, going through old ledgers, even talking to himself. He kept mentioning ‘the monk’s shadow’ and ‘unfinished business.’ And then… poof. Gone.”




“Has anyone tried to find the spring?”




“Many have tried. But the terrain is difficult, and the locals say the path is cursed. Some hikers have gone missing. Others come back disoriented. There’s even a saying—‘If you seek the monks’ path in winter, you return in spring… if at all.’”




Grace raised an eyebrow. “And yet I’m supposed to believe this is all coincidence.”




“I don’t,” Annaliese said quietly. “But I’m not sure what to believe anymore.”




The front door creaked open suddenly, and a tall man in a heavy green parka stepped inside, snow clinging to his boots. He had a long, angular face and pale blue eyes that darted immediately to Grace.




“Ah. The American,” he said, his voice low and clipped.




Annaliese stood up. “Grace, this is Herr Weber. He’s… the head of the local police.”




“We’ve met,” Weber said flatly, offering a tight-lipped nod. “Or rather, I know of you. The woman who solves crimes without a badge.”




Grace returned the smile. “And you must be the man who finds missing brewers by declaring them drunk and lost.”
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