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For my brother, Trevor—

exceptional pilot, inspirational instructor

and most excellent storyteller.


ONE

Gretel frowned at the lifeless body of the messenger that lay sprawled in the hallway upon her best Turkish Kilim. Only minutes earlier he had been imploring her to accept his master’s case, and had passed to her, with trembling hand, a letter outlining the salient facts. She had been in the process of digesting these when he had uttered a strangled cry, turned an unbecoming shade of puce, and expired.

“Gretel? Are you quite well?” Hans appeared in the kitchen doorway, spatula raised ready for action. “I heard curious noises. Thought you might have been bolting the treacle toffees again.”

“Your concern is touching, brother dear, but I haven’t had so much as a sniff of a toffee in days, and the sounds you heard came not from me but from him,” she said, pointing at the cadaver.

“Good grief. Poor fellow. Who is he? Was he? And why is . . . was . . . is he wearing that dreadful hat?” asked Hans, lowering his spatula.

Gretel returned to deciphering the loopy lettering. The green ink appeared to have been applied by a man of shaky hand and feeble mind. Perfect client material, in Gretel’s experience. In her many years as a private detective she had learned that it was preferable by far to be in the employ of simpletons and nincompoops, for they were easily pleased, easily strung along, and, crucially, easily parted from their money.

“I cannot shed light on his taste in millinery. I can tell you he is . . . was . . . a messenger acting on behalf of one Albrecht Durer.”

Hans’s eyebrows did a little dance of confusion. “The artist chap? Ain’t he been dead a while?”

“I believe you’re thinking of Albrecht Durer the Younger, and yes, in his grave some two hundred years, if memory serves. The writer of this letter still clings to life, though judging by his handwriting his grip is somewhat flimsy. He signs himself ‘Albrecht Durer the Much Much Younger.’”

“Ah. A descendent. Good. Wouldn’t want to get a letter from a dead person. Ugh. Idea gives me the shivers. Though I suppose a client is a client. Can’t be too picky, amount of business you’ve been getting lately, eh?”

“Hans, haven’t you a mushroom somewhere in need of stuffing?”

“What? Oh, yes, more than likely.”

“Then I suggest you go and stuff it.”

“Consider it done. Not going to hold up lunch, is he?” he used his spatula to gesture vaguely at the late messenger.

“When have you ever known me to let business get in the way of a good feed?”

“Point taken. I’ll yodel when it’s ready,” he assured her, disappearing into the steamy gloom of the kitchen once more.

Gretel watched until his bulk was swallowed up by the swirling vapors produced by the simmering cabbage within. It never failed to astonish her that she could maintain such ambivalent feelings toward her brother. Aside from the capacious circumference of his stomach acting as both a warning (look what will happen if you eat that third donut!) and an encouragement (at least you’re not as huge as Hans!), there were so many conflicting and significant memories and emotions attached to her sole surviving family member. If Hans hadn’t led her into the dark woods all those years ago, they would never have found the gingerbread house, ergo, they might not have spent the years since unable to pass an hour or two without craving sugar. If she hadn’t succeeded in freeing Hans from the witch’s clutches he wouldn’t be alive to idle his life away between the inn and the kitchen in such a carefree fashion. If Hans wasn’t alive, Gretel would be forced to enter the kitchen herself, which was a thing too terrible to contemplate. She would have to spend a great deal of money on dining out. But then, it cost her no small sum to keep Hans in the indolent and pointless existence he so enjoyed. If she insisted he find a place of his own in which to live, however, it was unlikely he would survive a month, he was such an innocent in the ways of the world. Which would condemn her to a lifetime of indigestion of the conscience, which was too high a price to pay for ridding herself of his irritating habits.

Gretel steered her attention back to the messenger and his message. Before he had so inconveniently died, he had, albeit breathlessly, clearly told her that his master was inconsolable at having had some priceless works of art stolen from him. Word had reached him, many miles away in his home in the city of Nuremberg, regarding Gretel’s skills as a detective, and he wished to engage her services to recover the missing pictures. In the letter, Herr Durer had signed himself as a member of the Society of the Praying Hands, though no helpful explanation of this was given. The doomed courier had further stated that his employer was willing to pay whatever it took to effect the return of his precious art works. That Gretel knew next to nothing about art mattered not. What did matter were such things as “priceless” and “pay whatever it took.” Such motivation, both of Gretel herself and of her prospective client, made the likelihood of a satisfactory outcome very strong indeed. Much as Hans’s jibe regarding the paucity of cases coming Gretel’s way of late rankled, she had to admit there was some truth to the importance of accepting new commissions. Money seemed to flow out of the coffers so much more freely than it flowed in. But then, certain standards of living had to be maintained. Certain levels of luxury enjoyed. Certain wardrobes replenished.

All of which brought Gretel to the single most attractive feature of the proffered case. It would necessitate a trip to Nuremberg, a city renowned for its culture, its famous artists and inventors, its style, its glamour, and therefore, wonderfully, gloriously, fabulously . . . its wigs! The thought of being able to wear an exquisitely coiffured and powdered wig gave Gretel such a frisson of pleasure that she felt the need for a little lie down. Fortunately, Hans sang out from the kitchen that luncheon was about to be served, so she could combine three of her favorite things all at once: reclining on her beloved daybed, dreaming of dressing in the latest and best fashions, and eating. Gretel stepped lightly over the cooling body before her, reasoning that he was in no hurry to go anywhere and that she would deal with him directly after she had dined all the more efficiently for not having attempted to do so on a partially empty stomach.

After an hour of enjoying a particularly fine plate of braised cabbage, weisswurst, spicy stuffed mushrooms, and potatoes—naturally with lashings of mustard—Gretel found her mind far more clear. What Hans provided by way of nourishment, however, Hans took away two-fold in the realm of clarity of thinking and sensible planning.

“So,” he began, settling back into his armchair, trouser waistband unbuttoned to allow his dinner to continue its journey unhindered, fresh cigar clamped between his teeth, “you’ll be sending for our dear friend Kingsman Kapitan Strudel directly, I should imagine. Another dead body for him. What will he make of that, I wonder? He might say ‘Ah-ha, what have we here, Fraulein Gretel? Another person just happening to die on what just happens to be your best rug, in what just happens to be your house?’ He might say that, might he not?”

“He might.”

“And he might think ‘Well, dash it all, Fraulein Gretel does seem to make a habit of this sort of thing. Corpses forever littering the place. What part did the good fraulein play in his death, eh?’ He might think all of that too, might he not?”

Gretel narrowed her eyes at Hans. “Whatever the obnoxious Strudel might or might not say or think, I might be compelled to beat you about the head with the toasting fork if you don’t stop this ludicrous and pointless conjecture.”

“Oh, hardly pointless. After all, he could decide you had something to do with the poor fellow dying. He might take you away for rigorous and uncomfortable questioning. He would, at the very least, enjoy bothering and humiliating you for as long as possible, causing you no small personal embarrassment, preventing you from taking on the case and earning some decent dosh, and keeping you from attending that blessed ball you claim to be so excited about.”

“Hans, you have a talent for wedding the obvious to conjecture to produce a marriage of the utmost inconvenience.”

“Ha, that’s easy for you to say!”

Gretel opened her mouth to further dismantle her brother’s hypothesis but instead filled it with one of the Kirsch-soaked cherries dipped in chocolate that sat on a plate temptingly within reach. As she chewed she considered the truth of what he had said. Kapitan Strudel resented Gretel’s very existence, not least because of her ability to succeed in solving cases where he failed to make even the smallest progress. He would indeed enjoy the opportunity to make trouble for her. She was certain the messenger had died of natural causes, after a long journey made at speed, and investigations would no doubt reveal him to be a man who had not enjoyed robust health. None of these facts would stop Strudel from making life difficult for Gretel for as long as possible, and she might well miss the chance of taking up Herr Durer’s commission.

And then there was the ball. Her previous case had been long and arduous, but had resulted in a reasonable payment. The single most gratifying element of the whole exhausting and dangerous business, however, had been the invitation to Princess Charlotte’s birthday ball at the Summer Schloss, as the personal guest of Uber General Ferdinand von Ferdinand. Gretel allowed herself a little sigh of pleasure as she let the name of the dashing aide to King Julian the Mighty roll though her mind. She had spent many happy hours since receiving the invitation choosing a gown and silver slippers for the occasion. It was to be the event of the season, and she, for once, would be attending as a guest of some standing, dressed to impress. It was not to be missed.

“The ball,” she told Hans, “is to be held this coming Friday. I can surely put off leaving for Nuremberg, and evade the worst of Strudel’s interference, until the day after.”

“Nuremberg? I say. Haven’t been there for eons. What fun!”

“Hans, this is business, not a holiday. I can’t possibly justify the expense of taking you with me.”

“But, surely, I am your right hand man, your amanuensis, your person-a-person-cannot-do-without . . .”

Gretel silently cursed herself for ever having allowed Hans to obtain such an inaccurate impression of himself.

“Sadly, brother dear, funds will not stretch to an assistant on this occasion. The city is ruinously expensive, and then there are stagecoach tickets to be bought . . . etcetera, etcetera.”

“Couldn’t I be part of the etcetera?” He attempted to make puppy-dog eyes at his sister.

“Stop it, Hans, you’re putting me off my chocolate cherries.”

“Huh, you won’t be getting any of those in Kapitan Strudel’s cell.” He folded his arms petulantly across his chest and pointedly closed his eyes. He puffed grumpily on his cigar for a minute or so before falling into a deep sleep, and was soon emitting a soft, purring snore.

Gretel considered her options. She could send word that she accepted the case, pack, take the morning stage, avoid any unpleasantness regarding the dead messenger, and throw herself into the business of finding the missing art work, and therefore making some much-needed money. Or, she could book an appointment at Madame Renoir’s beauty salon to have herself buffed and polished, and order the most expensive wig money could buy. She could face Strudel, endure the inevitable questioning, do her utmost to regain her liberty before Friday, attend the ball, and then head off for Nuremberg. But the dour kingsman might not play fair, and she might end up languishing in some chilly cell for days, possibly weeks, miss the ball, lose the opportunity to be waltzed around the marble ballroom by Ferdinand, and have Durer look elsewhere for a private detective.

What to do, what to do? She ate another cherry. Things began to look a little brighter. She moved the plate onto her lap and chomped on. Surely Strudel couldn’t keep her more than a night at most? Where was there evidence of foul play? She began to feel confident of a good outcome. By the time she had licked the last crumb of chocolate from the Delft patterned china she was certain all would be well in the best of all possible worlds.

The next day, having sent something of a holding letter to her prospective new client, Gretel hurried to Madame Renoir’s establishment. She had informed Herr Durer about the demise of his messenger, expressing her sympathies, and telling him that the body would reside at the local undertaker’s until he sent for it. She had side-stepped the matter of dealing with the local law enforcement by arranging to be out when news of the corpse from out of town broke, which had necessitated putting off informing anyone until the morning dawned. Hans had jibbed at the idea of having a dead guest for the night, but Gretel had simply topped her brother up with schnapps and by the time he had headed for the stairs it was after midnight and he had forgotten all about the body in the hall. She had tried bribing him over breakfast to get him to agree to stay home and await the arrival of the undertaker and kingsman, but when he had resisted and she had argued he had become so confused that no inducement was necessary; in the end he merely complied because he was too baffled to do otherwise.

The sun was shining in a pristine sky of such an attractive blue that Gretel made a note to order some Chinese silk of the same shade the minute she received payment for her new case. The thought of purchasing a gown cheered her immensely. She would employ the apothecary’s wife, Frau Klimt, to copy one of the very latest designs she had seen in a fashion plate at the salon. One day, she promised herself, she would be able to send to Paris for an original Gulley suit or dress. One day. For now, she would have to content herself with a copy brought into being by the considerable skills of Frau Klimt.

As she made her way through the cobbled streets of her small home town Gretel tried her best, just this once, not to let the sugary tweeness of Gesternstadt wreck her mood. The wooden houses with their twiddly gables and generous eaves and floriferous window boxes and jolly paintwork, the rosy-cheeked children and the genial grandfathers and the bright-eyed young maids in their picturesque peasant attire, presented a picture of life so sweet, so cozy, so lovely, so unremittingly nice and relentlessly cheerful it made Gretel want to scream. Very, very loudly. For a full minute and a half. What bliss it would be to spend a week or two surrounded by the sophistication of Nuremberg.

“Good morning, Fraulein Gretel!” sang out Frau Hapsburg from her garden.

Gretel nodded her acknowledgement, not wishing to encourage an exchange that might, heaven forbid, develop into a full blown conversation given half a chance.

“Beautiful day, Fraulein,” enthused Herr Schmitt from the door of his workshop.

“Set fair for the week,” Frau Klein assured her as she passed the Kaffee Haus.

“Spring is in the air, Fraulein Gretel,” declared a woman Gretel was certain she had never seen in her life before, and despite it being noticeably chillier than the preceding day. Would nothing ever dent the enthusiasm and cheeriness of these people, she wondered. If a calamity of the hugest proportions were to strike the entire town, would its inhabitants wait until they were shut away in the privacy of their own lovely homes before falling into despair? Were they all under some manner of spell which compelled them to grin like imbeciles during daylight hours, perhaps? Or was there something in the water that bubbled down from the mountains to the pumps and taps of Gesternstadt that kept everyone so maddeningly chipper? Whatever the answer, Gretel often felt she was alone in noticing the insanity of such dauntless cheer. Head down, she hastened to the sanctuary of Madame Renoir’s salon.

“Aaah, Fraulein Gretel, bonjour and beinvenue!” Madame Renoir snapped her fingers and a girl removed her client’s jacket and took her hat. The aroma of expensive unctions and ointments had an immediate calming effect upon Gretel. She allowed herself to be conducted to a booth and submitted happily to the treatments she had booked. Her eyebrows were plucked and shaped, wax was applied to her bothersomely hirsute legs, her skin was pummeled and anointed with oils, her hair washed and trimmed. After two hours of hard work on the part of Madame Renoir’s girls, Gretel was seated on a pink velvet chair in front of a gilt-framed mirror. Her shiny new self gazed back at her. She picked up a pamphlet extolling the qualities and delights of wigs made by the renowned wigmaker of Nuremberg. That she should be about to visit the very birthplace of such high fashion thrilled her.

Madame Renoir appeared at her shoulder, carrying a tall box that could only contain one thing. Seeing what Gretel was reading she exclaimed, “Oh! The wigs of Monsieur Albert—such creations! Alors, I am certain the fraulein will not be disappointed with our own range. More modest, oui, but still très elegant.” She removed the lid and, with a flourish, lifted out and held aloft the wig. It was a little under a yard high, a glorious confection of white and silver strands whipped into swirls and curls, piled one upon the other, and pinned here and there with tiny satin bows.

Gretel struggled to catch her breath. Partly because of the cloud of powder drifting off the thing, but mostly because she thought it quite the most splendid apparition she had ever considered putting on her head.

Recognizing rapture when she saw it, and being an astute saleswoman, Madame Renoir pressed home her advantage. “The workmanship is very fine, and the finish excellent quality. The silver threads . . . so delicate . . . so flattering to certain skin tones . . . Would the fraulein like to try it on?”

The fraulein nodded fit to give herself whiplash. She readied herself. She closed her eyes. The beautician lowered the revered object upon her head as if it were a crown of high office. Gretel opened her eyes. The reflection before her had, it seemed to her, been transformed from workaday woman to Lady of Society. No matter that she was still in her salon robe. No matter that she was devoid of make-up. No matter that the face beneath the wig was that of a thirty-something woman with a fondness for food and a devotion to sloth that showed itself in the fullness of her jowls—in such a wig she was elevated, she was reborn high-born, the epitome of high fashion.

“It suits you so very well, Fraulein Gretel. Though of course, it could be a little higher . . . ?”

“You think so?”

“Some teasing and backcombing, a little lacquer, perhaps a string of tiny silver bells . . . ?”

“Silver bells,” echoed Gretel wistfully. “Yes. Yes. But, I am short of time. I must leave for Nuremberg very soon.”

“Do not concern yourself, the wig will be my priority, and will be ready for collection by the end of today. Nuremberg! How I envy you, Fraulein. You will be staying at the Grand Hotel, no doubt?”

“No doubt. I mean, of course. Where else would one stay?”

“There can be no other residence for a person of quality visiting the city.”

“Quite so,” Gretel agreed. Indeed, the question of the Grand Hotel had occupied her mind in the small hours of the night. Herr Durer lived in a suite there, and it was, therefore, the scene of the crime she would be investigating. It made sense to take a room on the premises. But—and it was a big, fat, costly “but”—such luxury came at a price. As yet, no fees had been agreed on, no expenses listed, no contract of employment drawn up. Would Herr Durer really stump up sufficient funds to cover a stay at the Grand? Could she risk being out of pocket if the case came to naught? She feared she could not. Good sense told her to look for somewhere cheaper to stay. But, if she was to truly experience Nuremberg, if she was to wear the wig, and be seen wearing the wig, she would need to be in the right place, surrounded by the right sort of people . . .

By the time she left the salon Gretel was still in something of a dither regarding possible accommodation. So much so, in fact, that she had almost forgotten about the irksome business of the dead messenger and the fact that Kapitan Strudel might use him to make trouble for her. The matter was brought back sharply into focus by what she saw as she rounded the corner into Uber Strasse. Herr Schwarz, the undertaker, was engaged in something of a tug of war involving a coffin and Kapitan Strudel. The cart on which the coffin sat had come to a halt, with Strudel clutching the bridle of the hairy horse that pulled it.

“The body must go direct to Kingsman Headquarters!” Strudel insisted, his habitually sour face made even nastier by indignation. Indeed, the single characteristic that might have redeemed him in Gretel’s eyes was the honest grumpiness the man perpetually exuded, in contrast to the rest of Gesternstadt’s inhabitants. Might have, but did not quite. “This is a suspicious death,” he went on, “and as such the victim—for victim he is—comes under my jurisdiction.”

The undertaker, who knew how quickly people could take their business elsewhere if they felt they could not entrust their departed loved ones into his care, was not about to start handing over bodies to irate kingsmen. He shook his head emphatically. “I was engaged to remove, house, and care for the deceased. He was handed over to me at the house of Fraulein Gretel, and thus is now in my custody. Until I receive instructions requesting otherwise, he will remain with Schwarz, Schwarz, and Schwarz.”

“But I am instructing you otherwise. This is a suspicious death . . .”

“So you keep saying, but I have a certificate from the apothecary confirming that this unfortunate Nuremberger died of natural causes. Nothing suspicious was mentioned.” The undertaker lifted the reins and urged the sleepy carthorse to plod on.

Strudel was forced to step aside, but continued to rail against the wrongness of what was taking place. “Fraulein Gretel has no right to ignore my authority!” he yelled. “I will obtain a summons this very afternoon. The removal of a body from a potential crime scene is a serious business. She will answer to me for this, and you will be named as her accomplice, along with that simpleton brother of hers!”

Gretel flattened herself, largely unsuccessfully, against the wall of the Kaffee Haus, but she need not have worried. Kapitan Strudel was so steamed up with fury he strode down the street looking neither to left nor right. As soon as he was out of sight she scurried home. It seemed her departure had become a matter of some urgency, and it was no small task to mobilize Hans into being of some use. It was a little alarming that she would need to rely upon his help at all, but needs must. The prospect of being shut up and interrogated by Strudel was, in the stark glare of the Bavarian sunshine, too dreadful to contemplate.


TWO

Gretel had intended to start packing the moment she arrived home, but the sight of her beloved daybed, coupled with the realization that if she left for Nuremberg at once she would miss the ball, brought her to a halt. She lay on the tapestry sofa, safe in the embrace of silk bolster and cushions, sipping on a brandy-laced hot chocolate. She had to acknowledge that she was seriously out of sorts. Normally a woman of action, the weight of worry about spending money she did not have on a venture that might yield no return, added to the thought that Strudel was out to cause trouble for her, mixed in with the disappointment at not being waltzed and polkaed by General Ferdinand had worn her down. She was in thrall to ennui. Enervation ruled her. Inertia had her by the throat. The physical pain induced by the thought of parting with such sums of money as would be demanded by the Grand Hotel for a week or two rendered her incapable of action. Hans only compounded her suffering by whining on about not being taken with her, though his attempts to win her over with tasty snacks provided some solace.

“I still think it dashed stingy of you, Gretel. I mean to say, the Nuremberg Weisswurstfest is the envy of the sausage-eating world. It’s on the week after next—when will such a chance ever come my way again?”

“Really, Hans, once you’ve seen one sausage, you’ve surely seen them all.”

“That’s where you’re wrong. This is the Uber Weisswurstfest, only happens once every seventeen years. There is to be an attempt to build the world’s biggest ever weisswurst. Show me the person who could fail to be impressed by that!”

“You’re looking at her.”

“You’ve grown cynical in your old age, sister mine.”

“Calling me old will not help your case.” Seeing her brother’s lip begin to wobble Gretel charged on. “Look, it’s no good getting silly about it. As I said, this is business, not an opportunity for you to wander round the city spending fistfuls of money on chocolate cake, getting drunk in expensive city inns when there is a perfectly good cheap one here you have been successfully getting drunk in for years.”

‘But . . . the Uber wurstfest . . . ?” Hans raised his arms in a heartfelt appeal, before letting them drop to his sides as despair threatened. “The biggest ever . . .”

“What is this obsession our country has with superlatives? Every town boasts something that is the tallest, the deepest, the oldest . . . nothing wrong with a bit of mediocrity if you ask me. And anyway, I shall need to take a room at the Grand, and the tariffs are eye-wateringly high. Ha,” she gave a mirthless laugh, “perhaps they were attempting to be the most expensive hotel, with the costliest room rate.”

“The Grand! Now I know you’re being deliberately unkind. Wolfie’s flat is directly opposite. I could stay with him, and be just across the square from you, and then all I’d need is my stagecoach fare and a little bit of spending money.”

“Wolfie?”

“Wolfie Pretzel. From school. You remember.”

“Directly opposite the Grand, you say?”

“Directly. I recall going to visit him one Easter hols and sitting on his balcony and being able to look straight into the hotel dining room. Splendid menu they had. Don’t know if it’d be the same, mind you, it was a few years ago. A decade or two, most likely.”

Gretel felt the soft breeze of hope start to fill her sails, hinting at fair winds at last come to rescue her from the doldrums.

“Large apartment, is it, this place of Wolfie’s? Equipped with several bedrooms, perhaps?”

“Oh, ample space. More rooms than you can shake a stick at. His parents were very well off. Both dead now, of course. Wolfie was an only child. Inherited the place. Been there years. Would be good to see him again, chew over old times.”

Just as Gretel was about to make Hans’s day a thunderous hammering started up on the front door, accompanied by bossy shouting.

“Open up! Kingsman’s business. Open the door!”

Hans, accustomed to being barked at, moved toward the hallway.

“Wait!” Gretel hissed at him in a stage whisper, propelling herself from her day bed to grab his arm. “Not yet. They’ll want to take me away for questioning. We have to think of something to say to stall them.”

“Hang it all, Gretel, you know I’m no good at play acting.”

“Open up!”

“That’s not Strudel,” Gretel pointed out. “He’s sent an underling to fetch me. Tell him . . .”

The hammering grew louder.

“Tell him what? He’ll be through that door in a minute.”

“Just say I’m out, but you’re certain I’ll be back in time for tea. He will find me in then. Go on!” She shoved him out of the sitting room and hurriedly hid herself behind the day bed. She heard Hans clear his throat before unbolting the door.

“Ah, good afternoon, officer. No need for all this hammering. Not as fast on my feet as I once was, true to say, but here I am now, all yours. How can I help?”

“I am here on the orders of Kapitan Strudel, and I have a summons for Fraulein Gretel. She must come with me to Kingsman Headquarters at once.”

“Ah, could be difficult that.”

“If she refuses or resists she will be arrested.”

“Oh, no question of any refusing or resisting, gracious no. Nothing Gretel would like better than to assist Kapitan Strudel, I promise you. Firm friends they are, she and he. Very firm, in fact. Firmest of firm . . . you could say.”

In her uncomfortable position among the dust and cobwebs Gretel winced and sent a silent message to her brother to shut up. Even without being able to see the expression on the Kingsman’s face she was fairly confident it would reveal him to be unconvinced and likely to get stroppy any minute now.

“It’s just that she’s out.” Hans offered.

“Out? Out where? She is required for questioning regarding a recent death in this house. If she has absconded . . .”

Gretel had to bite her tongue to stop herself pointing out she could not be an absconder as she had not, yet, been charged with anything. It was too much to hope that Hans might put forward this reasoning.

“She’s gone out for a brisk hike.”

This statement was met by a curious sound as if someone were attempting to swallow a large toad. The stifled hilarity seemed for a moment as if it might overcome the kingsman. Gretel rolled her eyes. A brisk hike for pity’s sake. The last time she had broken out of her preferred amble she had been fleeing a lion. The idea that she might scamper about Gesternstadt of her own free will for fun was ludicrous, as anyone who had ever seen her would know.

Fortunately, the kingsman was a well-brought up young man who knew better than to be seen enjoying a joke at the expense of somebody’s corpulent physique. “And when do you expect Fraulein Gretel to return from her . . . exercise?” he asked.

“Oh, by tea time. Wouldn’t miss a feed. Brings on an appetite, all that hiking, d’you see? Yes, tea time will find her on her daybed, feet up, nibbling lebkuchen, shouldn’t wonder. A slim slice of Black Forest gâteau, maybe. A square or two of stollen. Very fond of stollen, my sister.”

Gretel chewed her knuckles.

The kingsman had evidently heard enough. “Here,” he said, shoving the summons into Hans’s hand, “see that she gets this. She must report to Kapitan Strudel the moment she returns, understand?”

“Oh, absolutely, understand, yes.”

“If she does not appear at Kingsman Headquarters by five o’clock today a warrant will be issued for her arrest,” he paused for effect and then leaned further through the door and added loudly, “. . . arrest for murder!”

So saying he turned on his heel and marched away. Gretel’s calves were cramping up horribly as she struggled to emerge from her hiding place.

Hans swung the door shut and turned to her, beaming.

“Well, that went rather well, wouldn’t you say?”

“A hike, Hans? A hike?”

“Ah.”

“Never mind, the notion seemed to stun him into cooperation. But we’ve only bought ourselves a couple of hours. There is action to be taken, Hans, there are plans to be set in motion.”

“Any of those involve me stopping off at the inn for a stiffener?” Hans asked.

“Certainly not. You will be far too busy buying tickets for the stage to Nuremberg.”

“I will? Oh! Did you say tickets with an ‘s’—as in, one for you, one for me? Or perhaps you’re planning to take someone else. Didn’t hear you say I was going with you. Would have remembered that. So, you’re taking someone other? Hang it all, Gretel, I did ask first.”

Gretel snatched up paper and quill from the chaos on the desk and beckoned to Hans. “Don’t talk nonsense,” she told him, “there simply isn’t time. Here, scratch out a letter to your good friend Wolfie Pretzel. Inform him we are coming to visit and should be there by Friday lunchtime at the latest.”

“We are? We will?” Hans bent to his task, tongue out, forming each word with maddening slowness.

Gretel couldn’t watch. “Post that on your way to buying the tickets,” she said, extracting a slim roll of notes from her corset and handing it to him. “You’ll need this. Now, just to make quite sure we are planning the same trip, what are you going to do? To whom? With what? And when?”

“Oh good, a quiz! I like quizzes. Let me see, now. I’m writing to Wolfie to tell him we are coming to stay—he’ll be thrilled skinny, you know, loves company does good old Wolfie. Not that many people bother with him, can’t think why . . .”

“And then . . .” Gretel prodded.

“And then I’m posting the letter when I go out to buy two tickets to Nuremberg on the evening stage.”

‘Very good, Hans. And . . .”

“. . . and then I’m . . .” he hesitated. His eyes darted back and forth and finally crossed as he tried to recall his instructions. He shook his head. “No, it’s no good, it’s gone. What am I doing next?”

“What I always tell you to do when you’ve bought tickets, remember? You come straight home. Got that?”

“Ha! Of course. I come straight home.”

“Right. I’ll pack.” Gretel headed toward the stairs. She had not got half way up when Hans’s plaintive question reached her.

“So I don’t stop off at the inn for a fortifying glass of something, just to set me up for the journey and whatnot? Do I not?”

“Hans!” Gretel snapped. “Post letter. Buy tickets. Return home! Do not stray from the path!”

“But . . .”

“I’m relying on you, Hans. You have to get back in time to pack provisions for travelling—black bread, bratwurst, glühwein. You know I’d make a mess of it. We don’t want to be hungry on that stagecoach now, do we? It’s a long way to Nuremberg.”

Hans brightened. “If there’s a snack to be packed, I’m your man! There is an art to it, you know. Can’t just throw together any old thing at the last minute. Recipe for hunger and disappointment, that is.”

“Hans, please . . .”

“Right you are. Letter. Tickets. Home. Snack!”

Gretel watched him pluck his hat from the hall stand and leave through the front door with something of a spring in his step. There was still an outside chance that an hour from now she’d be hauling him out of the public bar of the inn, but if anything could lure him home it was the whiff of a sausage picnic.

Packing for Gretel was a form of exquisite torture. Opening the wardrobe doors and breathing in the scent of silk and velvet and satin was as pleasurable an activity as she had ever known. Selecting only one or two of her favorite gowns and ensembles presented her with hard decisions. There was no time to fill a trunk, and the cost of taking such a thing on the coach would be scandalous. No, she must choose carefully, and choose quickly. She let her fingers glide down the gossamer skirts of the ball gown she had intended to wear on Friday night. It was not to be. The delight of feeling Ferdinand’s strong arms about her as they whirled across the dance floor would have to wait. He would have to accept that she was a detective first, and a woman second. These were the facts, and in times of doubt or trouble, Gretel always went back to the facts. She did not wish to leave, but leave she must. If the general was genuine in his apparent interest in her, it could be rekindled upon her return.

In the meantime, she would have to turn her attention to the new case. There was a client to woo, a crime to solve, and money to be made. Sighing like a schoolgirl over a shapely pair of legs and a handsome smile was a luxury she could not yet afford. So far, she had scant information upon which to work. Albrecht Durer the Much Much Younger was clearly a man of means, living as he did in a suite at the Grand, adorning his walls with priceless works of art. Moreover, though he might be somewhat enfeebled if his handwriting was anything to go by, he was evidently a man of good sense, in as much as he had seen fit to send for Gretel. She allowed herself to enjoy, for just a moment, the warm glow of professional pride. Why wouldn’t he choose her? Her reputation as Private Detective Gretel (yes, that Gretel) of Gesternstadt, clearly reached far and wide. Her cases were varied in scale and importance, but her success rate was exemplary. What she lacked in knowledge of art and the art world she would more than make up for in skills of deduction, logic, and investigation. If the pictures had been stolen, someone had stolen them, and that someone would have left a trail of clues, however tiny, that could be found, and find them Gretel would.

She had just wrestled the lid of her medium-sized valise shut and was fastening the buckles when she heard the front door slam.

“Hans? Is that you?” She hurried to the top of the stairs to find a rather out of breath Hans steadying himself on the newel post at the bottom. “You look puffed, brother dear, is anything wrong?”

Hans shook his head, panting his way through his words. “Not wrong . . . no . . . just . . . not entirely as right as . . . one might have liked.” He sat down heavily on the second stair. Gretel descended to sit next to him.

“Let’s have it,” she said.

“I did as instructed,” he assured her, taking out a worryingly gray kerchief with which to dab the perspiration from his brow. “Posted the letter . . . proceeded to the offices of the stagecoach company . . .”

“At some speed, by the look of you.”

“At that point I was still moving at a . . . sensible pace. Didn’t wish to attract unwanted attention, d’you see?”

“I can only applaud your thinking, Hans.”

“Feel free, applaud as much as you like.” He waved his hankie at her before stuffing it back in his pocket.

Gretel ignored this. “And then you bought the tickets?”

“We-eeellll . . .”

Gretel heard a sickly glugging noise and recognized it to be the sound of her heart sinking.

“You didn’t take a short detour to the inn, by any chance?”

Hans looked convincingly shocked. “I am wounded that you might think such a thing! No, I reached my destination swift and sober.”

“Excellent.”

“Sadly, there were no tickets available on this evening’s stage.”

“Not so excellent.”

“What there were, however, were tickets for this afternoon’s departure.”

“Much more excellent!”

“Of course I told the clerk I didn’t want them.”

“And there goes excellence, scuttling over the horizon with its tail between its legs . . .”

“No, seats on this evening’s stage, that’s what I wanted, not this afternoon’s.”

“You’re telling me you didn’t buy them?”

“Hang it all, Gretel, I know how long it takes you to pack and powder your nose and whatnot. Can’t expect a woman to be ready for the off in a few skinny hours, I understand that.”

“And do you also understand that if we do not leave Gesternstadt this very day Strudel will have me thrown in a smelly cell on a murder charge, which will be fitting, as I will have strangled you with my bare hands by then because you didn’t buy the tickets?”

“Fortunately, I do,” Hans grinned, pulling two stagecoach tickets from his waistcoat and waving them under his sister’s nose.

“I don’t know whether to kiss you or kick you.”

“We don’t have time for either.”

“What time does it leave?”

The cuckoo clock in the hall insisted it was four o’clock.

“In thirty minutes,” Hans told her, “which is why I’m in this state.”

Gretel leapt to her feet, hauling Hans upright. “To the kitchen. Grab whatever you can lay your hands on . . .”

“But, I haven’t packed,” he wailed.

“You can borrow stuff from Wolfie. Go on, hurry, Hans, for pity’s sake.”

With a great deal of puffing and muttering, Gretel succeeded in getting the pair of them, booted and spurred, to the stagecoach pick-up point on the western edge of the town with two minutes to spare. Hans had complained loudly that this was the furthest stop from the house they could have chosen. Gretel had explained that if she were to be spotted by a kingsman the game would be up. Fortuitously, this route also enabled them to call in at Madame Renoir’s salon and collect the wig. And so it was that an hour later they were settled into the back of the swaying stage, Gretel clutching her precious wig box on her lap, Hans nursing the hastily assembled picnic, the fading afternoon light slowly snuffing out their view of Gesternstadt as they proceeded northwest toward Nuremberg.
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