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ONE

A very long time ago, in a land far, far away, a lonely giant sniffed loudly as he wept. The mournful sound echoed around the cave that was his home, his breathy sobs causing the flames of the torches to gutter and the shadows in the damp space to jump. His grotesque form cast its own vast blackness against the dripping stone walls, hideous even when reduced to silhouette. He wiped his nose with the back of his lumpen hand, spreading a layer of silky grayness across his face. From deeper within the labyrinthine rooms of the cave came the plaintive cries of smaller, frailer beings. The giant paused in his weeping; paused to listen. A frown rearranged his features into an expression of quake-making ferocity.

“Be quiet,” he whispered, but the cries continued.

“Be quiet!” he roared, bringing his great fist down with such force that the table beneath it splintered into kindling, and the cries ceased.
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Gretel lay on her daybed and tried to ignore the hammering on the door. It was almost as loud as the hammering inside her head. She had spent the previous evening drinking far too much with Hans, in a rare moment of sibling solidarity, and a hangover of impressive tenacity had taken up residence behind her eyes. Gretel groaned. Both hammerings continued. She pulled a silk cushion over her head, silently cursing Hans, vodka martinis, and people who came knocking.

“Go away!” She moaned. “Whoever you are—I don’t want to buy anything, I haven’t any rags, or antiques of unnoticed value, and I most definitely do not want to be saved.”

If anything, the knocking increased.

“Hell’s teeth!” Belching fruitily, Gretel flung the cushion aside and dragged herself from the tapestry daybed of which she was so fond. She paused in front of a mirror to tighten the cord of her house robe, the better to hold together her otherwise unclothed body. She winced at the pressure on her not-inconsiderable belly. Her breasts sat heavily atop her heavy stomach. She sighed at the landscape her figure presented: an Andean range of mountainous peaks and unfathomable valleys that no amount of dieting could level one inch. She had long ago accepted that she was a big woman. Not just fat, but big.

Big bones, big features, big voice, big hair. Big appetite. Gone was the flimsy child who had trailed lost through the woods with her brother. Gone was the leggy teenager who had graced the stage at the ludicrously posh school to which the king had later decreed she be sent. Gone, even, was the voluptuous girl in her twenties who had, at least, appealed to a certain type of man. Here, instead, was Gretel the thirty-five year-old woman, with the physique of a wintering grizzly bear—and almost as much facial hair, should she miss one of her frequent waxing appointments.

She strode past the mirror in the hall, determined to ignore its critical gaze, cleared her throat noisily, spat expertly into the spittoon beneath the aspidistra, and yanked open the door with a “What the bloody hell do you want at this hour?”

“It is nearly four o’clock,” replied the neat, diminutive figure of Frau Hapsburg. “My point exactly.”

“Are these not business hours?”

It was a fair question, a fact that served only to irritate Gretel further. She glanced up at the sign that hung in her porch declaring her to be Gretel (yes, that Gretel), Private Detective for Hire. She frowned, silently telling herself that a possible client meant possible money, and the coffers were worryingly low.

“You’d better come in,” she said, turning on a slippered heel. Frau Hapsburg followed meekly.

Gretel’s office had once been the dining room, and still housed a fair collection of pewter candlesticks, tapering, if dusty, candles, tarnished napkin rings, an open canteen of fish knives, and needlework place mats depicting kittens frolicking with wool. It was the sight of one of the last that sent Frau Hapsburg into a fit of sobbing. Gretel recoiled. She disliked displays of emotion of just about any kind, but particularly the wet variety. The wailing and red-eyed bawling was quite revolting and she knew she must do something to make it stop. She cast about for a handkerchief, but could find only an ancient napkin. Too late she realized that what she had taken for an abstract pattern was, in fact, encrusted food. Frau Hapsburg seemed not to care. She blew her nose loudly.

“So”—Gretel kept her manner business-like to avoid setting off another bout of weeping—“what’s this all about? Let’s have it.”

“My darlings.” Frau Hapsburg’s voice was hoarse with despair. “My poor darlings have been taken!”

“Your children? Somebody has taken your children?” Gretel leaned forward, feeling herself perk up a little. A good kidnapping could take time to solve and prove lucrative. 

“Alas, I have no children.” Frau Hapsburg put her right. “I am speaking of my cats.” She swallowed another sob. “My poor, poor pussycats.”

Gretel slumped back in her chair, causing it to creak alarmingly. “Cats,” was all she could be bothered to say. She had never seen the point of pets and she particularly disliked cats. There had been far too many instances of them stepping happily on silk-soft paws into the role of witches’ familiars. She took a deep breath, tasting the fur on her tongue, and tried to muster sufficient enthusiasm to make some money out of the sad creature who sat before her. “They’ve gone missing, then?”

Frau Hapsburg was transformed by fury. “Not missing, taken! Taken, I tell you! Taken! People keep saying they’ve wandered off. ‘Cats go missing all the time,’ they say. ‘It’s in their nature,’ they tell me. Well, I know my cats. They never wander. Never! Somebody has taken them, and I want you to find out who it is, find out where they are, and bring them back to me.”

“Right. I see. And when did these . . . animals disappear? That is”—she held up a hand to stave off Frau Hapsburg’s protestations—“when were they taken?”

“Two nights ago. I’ve had not a minute’s peace since.”

“I see,” said Gretel again. Her client’s bottom lip began to wobble once more. “Of course, I’m pretty busy at the moment, heavy caseload and all that. It’d be hard to fit you in . . .”

“Oh! Please say you’ll help me. I’ve no one else to turn to, and the kingsmen aren’t interested in the slightest, heartless things.”

Gretel pictured Kingsman Kapitan Strudel’s sour face at the thought of lowering himself to search for AWOL felines. The image it presented made her feel like smiling for the first time in days. She remained straight-faced, however. There was money to be discussed, and money was a serious matter.

“Well, it would mean putting other things on hold, you know. My fees would have to reflect the priority given to your case, and then there’s the inconvenience to my other clients.” Even Gretel could hear the scraping of a trowel behind her words.

“I’ll pay extra. Whatever it takes.”

Much to Gretel’s delight, Frau Hapsburg began ferreting in her carpetbag and extracted a colorful wad of notes.

“How much do you want?” she asked.

Gretel found herself licking her lips. She spoke quickly. “Ah, yes, that’d be my usual retainer plus thirty percent, with expenses on top, naturally, with, say, fifty percent up front, daily reimbursements on incremental increases, as per norm, and the balance on successful completion. Would that suit?”

Frau Hapsburg looked fittingly puzzled but nodded vigorously, pushing what money she had brought with her across the cluttered table to Gretel.

“Excellent! Excellent.” Gretel made a pretense of counting the cash before attempting to stuff it into her corset, remembering she wasn’t wearing one, quelling instinctive panic at having to let go of the notes, and pushing them into a nearby biscuit tin, snapping on the lid, and snatching up a pen.

“Look,” she said, “I’d better come to your house. See what I can see.” She tugged a coal bill from a precarious pile of papers and began to scribble on the back of it. She took down the necessary details and ushered Frau Hapsburg out, promising she would call on her within the hour.

The small town of Gesternstadt might have been viewed by many as a charming example of all that was best in Bavaria in 1776, but it had about it a sham friendliness Gretel considered despicable. It wasn’t just the twee architecture, though that was bad enough, with its picturesque wooden houses, shuttered windows with flower-filled boxes, low eaves, and wobbly chimneys, each and every one of them, in Gretel’s opinion, sugary enough to induce diabetes. No, it was more than that; it was the cheery waves, the casual how-are-yous, the genial whistling of the workman, and the broad smiles of the shopkeepers. None of it genuine. Where had these good neighbors been, all those years ago, when Gretel and Hans had been led into the woods and left to the wolves? Where had they been when their stepmother had claimed to have sent them off to summer camp, while their father stood beside her, red-eyed and haunted? Where had they been then, she wanted to know.

The air was warmed by a precocious spring, but still carried its habitual Alpine nip. The dark woods to the east of the town sheltered it from the fiercest winds, but the influence of the mountains to the west, beyond the verdant high meadows, made sure no sensible person ventured out without a vest before June. Gretel considered herself sensible in most things, but as far as she was concerned fashion was not something that could be compromised in the name of good sense. Admittedly, most of her days were spent slopping about the house in her dressing gown with nary a care as to how she looked. But on the occasions when she could be bothered to get dressed, vanity kicked in. Labels counted. Reputation was vital. Kudos and cachet were paramount. It mattered not one jot to her that there was no one within fifty leagues of Gesternstadt capable of recognizing a Klaus Murren gown or a pair of Timmy Chew shoes. She knew what she was wearing, that was what counted. Not for her the folksy comfort and traditional lines favored by most women in the town. Let them don appliquéd blouses, felt waistcoats, floor-skimming dirndl skirts and floral aprons, and dust off their pinafores on high days and holidays. In her teens, Gretel had shared a dorm with a girl from Paris, and her head had been forever turned.

The fact that most of the apparel after which Gretel lusted had been designed for women with shapes significantly and tellingly different from her own was one she chose to ignore. If the season demanded figure-hugging satin, then figure-hugging satin she must wear. She would be draped, head to stout ankle, in the stuff, regardless of its unflattering effects on her rolls and mounds. If brocade gowns, cinched at the waist, were to die for, then Gretel forced herself into them, even if she did end up looking more upholstered than clothed. If kitten heels were de rigueur for fashionistas elsewhere, then they were de rigueur for Gretel, despite the unfortunate overtones of trotters her broad feet presented when forced into the latest slender creations.

Muttering curses at the cobbles that threatened injury with every step, Gretel made her way down Uber Strasse, across King’s Plaza, past the monument erected in honor of the Grand Duke of Mittenwald (who was reputed to have slain several dragons, though proof was scant), on past the Kaffee Haus (resisting the seductive aroma of freshly baked Snurgentorter), beyond the Gesternstadt Inn (where Hans was no doubt propping up the bar), and into Kirschbaum Avenue. The last house on the left was the home of Frau Hapsburg. As she pushed open the little wooden gate to the front garden, her eye was caught by a pretty young girl hurrying down the street. It wasn’t her prettiness that drew Gretel’s attention, however. There was something about her demeanor, her expression, the way she moved that suggested that beneath the attractive, neatly presented exterior lay barely contained distress. Gretel’s detective senses pinged into life at the merest sniff of something-being-covered-up.

This girl, whoever she was, set off a veritable cacophony of pinging.

A whiff of an entirely different kind refocused Gretel’s mind on the job at hand. Even before the door opened, Gretel’s nostrils were twitching at the smell of cat. It had the instant effect of reawakening her headache.

“Come in, please. This way.” Frau Hapsburg disappeared down a narrow hall that seemed to be carpeted with the wretched creatures. Their beloved mistress walked, Moses-like, causing a fur-free path to open up before her. Gretel hurried along, fearing she would be swamped by the cats if left alone.

In the parlor the smell was no better. It wasn’t just urine, it was cats’ bodies, cats’ fur, cats’ feet, and heaven knew cats’-what-else. Frau Hapsburg sat down, dwarfed by an oversize winged chair. Several felines settled upon her and a thrum of purring filled the room. Gretel searched for a cat-free seat upon which to land but found none, so settled for perching on the arm of the sofa.

“If you’d just answer a few questions for me, and then I think it best if I take a look around,” she said, whipping out a small notebook with a view to taking down interesting details or beating off cats with it, whichever proved the more necessary. “Now then, do all the cats live in the house with you?”

“Of course. Where else would they live?” 

“And exactly how many are there?” 

“Twenty-three. Now.”

Gretel struggled to remain impassive. She wrote down the figure.

“And do they go out on their own? Into the garden, perhaps?” She paused to scratch a bothersome itch on her left calf.

“They have freedom to roam wherever they choose, but they never go beyond the garden fence. Why would they? They have everything they need right here.” She stroked a cat with each hand as she spoke. A large tabby climbed onto her shoulder and gently head-butted Frau Hapsburg’s neat bun. Two more snuggled at her feet. A passing kitten ran up the already half-shredded curtains before letting go and flinging itself onto the mantelpiece. Ornaments (china cats to a man) wobbled. Frau Hapsburg beamed indulgently.

“Quite,” said Gretel. The itch had traveled farther up her leg. She stood up, balancing on one foot so as to rub at her calf with an exquisitely clad toe. “Can you give me a description of the missing—”

“Stolen!”

A small muscle beneath Gretel’s left eye began to twitch. “—stolen cats?”

“Floribunda is six years old. She is tortoiseshell—such a pretty coat. Very shy and gentle. Lexxie is nine, a big ginger tom. And Mippin—” Frau Hapsburg began to sniff—“poor dear Mippin, just a baby. A silver tabby—the most beautiful stripes you’ve even seen.”

Gretel wrote quickly. The ammonia levels in the room were beginning to make her dizzy, and a surreptitious feel of her leg had revealed a series of small lumps that could only be flea bites. As if either of these torments weren’t bad enough on its own, she was starting to hear bells. Tiny, tinny bells. Like the playing of a distant, celestial glockenspiel. She had to complete her questions and leave. But not before a little further business. She cleared her throat.

“It is rapidly becoming clear to me, Frau Hapsburg, that this case is far more complicated than I had been led to believe. Three cats, all of different colors, chosen among so very many. So very, very many.” She felt herself becoming more lightheaded. The cats picked up on her vulnerability and became suddenly active, jumping from chair to chair, thrashing their snaky tails from side to side, dozens of eyes all focused on her. Soon she was completely surrounded and any purring had been replaced by low growling. The bells rang louder. Just as Gretel feared she might faint and be set upon by the vile creatures, she spotted the source of the music.

Every cat wore a velvet collar, suspended from which was a small brass bell.

“The taken cats—did they have collars like those? With the bells on?”

“Oh, yes. All my kitties wear them. Such a beautiful sound, don’t you think?”

The itching had spread considerably farther up. At the thought of fleas burrowing about in her underwear, Gretel began to feel nauseous. So desperate was she to leave that she even forgot to pursue her planned demand for further funds.

“Excellent. I think I have all I need for now,” she said, backing hastily toward the hallway, dodging swiping paws and claws as she went. “I’ll see myself out. I’ll be in touch as soon as I have news.”

She bolted from the house, gasping for clean air. All thoughts of calling in at the Kaffee Haus vanished as she turned left down Kirschbaum Avenue, heading straight for the apothecary on the west side of town. She needed flea repellent and itch treatment and she needed them at once.

She covered the ground with surprising speed for one so large, particularly when taking into account her unsuitable shoes. Her route took her past the smoldering space that was all that remained of the carriage maker’s workshop. She was just hurrying by, more than a little red in the face and out of breath, when she noticed Kingsman Kapitan Strudel poking about in the rubble with his standard-issue regimental baton. A handful of his subordinates danced in attendance.

It had been three days since the blaze that razed Herr Hund’s business to the ground had woken Gretel from her slumber. The roaring of the flames as they consumed the wooden building and the carriages within it had indeed roused most of the Gesternstadt inhabitants. A fire in a town constructed largely of wood was not a matter to be taken lightly. Rumor spread with the smoke: this had been no accident. But Herr Hund was a harmless pudding of a man with two clean-living sons and no known enemies. Why anyone would want to destroy his business was a mystery to everyone, not least the irascible Kingsman Kapitan Strudel. The sight of Gretel did nothing to improve his perma-scowl. She was all too well aware that he despised the way she pushed her nose into what he considered his business. This loathing was in no small part due to the fact that Strudel was a useless detective, and Gretel was, against all odds, a good one.

“Good afternoon to you, Kapitan. I’m pleased to see you so committed to your work. Three days and still sifting the ruins of Hund’s livelihood for clues. Such dedication. It must be a great comfort to the unfortunate man to know he is in such capable hands.” The continuing itching in Gretel’s nether regions forced her to stride about in an attempt to quell the irritation and stop herself tearing at her beautifully cut skirts. Strudel pulled himself up to his full height, which still left him six inches shorter than Gretel.

“You’ve no business being here,” he told her. “This is a crime scene.” 

“Oh, I was just passing.”

Something on the ground caught Gretel’s attention. At first she thought she must be mistaken, but no, her eyes were not playing tricks. She crunched over the sooty debris for a better look, which, regrettably, meant moving closer to Strudel. She stopped, willing herself not to scratch. Part of her (a very large part, naturally) wanted to break into a run in the direction of the apothecary, ripping off her undergarments as she went. But the opportunity to humiliate the odious Kinsgman, even if he was the one man in the town who wore his true character plainly on his face for all to see, was too good to pass up.

“So, you haven’t found anything, then?” she asked. “No clues?”

“That is kingsman’s business, and information not in the public domain.” 

“That’ll be a no, then.”

“I am not at liberty to divulge . . .”

“Yes, yes, I know. Just wondered. You know, taking an interest in the well-being of my fellow townsfolk, etc., etc. Haven’t turned up anything helpful, then? Nothing to point to a motive?”

“We have not yet concluded that the blaze was arson.”

“No clues as to the identity of a possible pyromaniac? Like that human hand you are currently standing on, perhaps?”

“What!” Strudel followed the line of Gretel’s pointing finger to find that it was true; he was indeed standing on the charred remains of a human hand, which was, in point of fact, still attached to an arm, a shoulder, and, as a cautious probing with his baton revealed, an entire human corpse.

Inside Strudel a battle clearly raged between fury and excitement. Excitement won. Barely pausing to grind his teeth at Gretel, he rushed about, bellowing orders at his underlings to fetch a spade and an undertaker. All the ensuing commotion and activity gave Gretel the chance to further examine the body. It was impossible to tell if it had been a man or a woman, so thoroughly cooked were the remains, but two things presented themselves as salient facts. The first was that the cadaver was missing the third finger of its right hand. Not in a burned-off sort of way, Gretel noted, but in a hacked-off sort of way. This struck her as odd. Had the deceased lost his digit years ago, perhaps, or had it been removed recently? Or had it—and the possibility prodded her investigative skills into high alert—been removed after his death? Could it be that he was dead before the fire even started? Questions crowded into Gretel’s mind, but were allocated second place in importance by the other salient fact that had come to her notice. The outstretched, digitally challenged hand was clutching something.

Judicious nudging with her foot caused that something to drop from the clutches of the corpse and reveal itself to be a small, blackened but still recognizable, brass bell. Gretel let out a gasp. She glanced up to see Strudel on his way back. As nimbly as her rotundity would allow, she stooped down, snatched up the bell, and stuffed it into her bra, for once lamenting the lack of pockets in designer gowns. 

“What are you doing?” Strudel demanded, leaning in to guard the body like a hyena protecting its carrion find.

“Nothing! Nothing at all,” said Gretel, moving swiftly away. “You clearly have important business to attend to. I shall leave you to it,” she called over her shoulder. She arrived back at her own house in a state of high dudgeon, clutching a tub of maddeningly costly ointment from Herr Pfinkle, the apothecary. As she climbed the steps to her porch, she wondered at how quickly her fortunes could change. One minute there was what promised to be a lengthy case to solve with a client willing to pay over the odds, the next it seemed the wretched cats had just been caught up in the fire. And that was that, game over, no more to be done except break the news to Frau Hapsburg that her precious pets were toast. On top of which, Gretel was covered in flea bites, had parted with ridiculous amounts of money for treatment, and Strudel was the one with an interestingly suspicious death to solve. Dusk was falling over Gesternstadt, and the day seemed to have been pulled all out of shape. As if by way of confirmation, Gretel opened the front door to the smell of breakfast.

“Full English!” cried Hans from the kitchen. “Want some?”

Gretel did, and yet she did not. She did because she hadn’t eaten all day and was fiercely hungry. She did not because the calorie fest Hans would present to her would do nothing to diminish her ever-widening girth. She did because the aroma of frying bacon was making her salivate and taking her mind off her headache and her itches. She did not because the part of her that kept her from walking off the top of a cliff, or stepping in front of a speeding carriage, was reminding her of the toxic levels of filth in which the repast had been prepared. Temperance spoke to greed. Greed shouted it down.

“Extra black pudding for me, Hans, and don’t stint on the sausages,” she yelled. An hour later she was slumped on her daybed. She had changed back into her favorite house robe, fumigated her clothes, anointed her bites with balm, devoured Hans’s splendid breakfast, and was picking contentedly at her teeth with a fork. 

“What I don’t understand,” said Hans, his words distorted by the stout stump of a cigar he was smoking, “is why a person who was setting fire to some-person-else’s carriage workshop for some as yet unknown reason would be bothering himself with some-other-person-else’s hitherto unconnected cats.”

Gretel frowned. “Darling brother, you have a way of cutting through the fatty tissue of a problem and—”

“Getting right to the bone?”

“I was going to say causing the patient to hemorrhage wildly, flooding the previously simple wound with so much blood no one has a hope in hell of fixing it.” 

“And that’s clear thinking, is it?”

“Compared to the solid opacity of yours, it is.” 

“Can’t answer me question, though, can you, eh?”

Gretel was too tired and too well fed to argue. Besides, it did no harm to let Hans believe he was capable of a clever thought from time to time. She understood, when she could be bothered to think about it, that his drinking problem was inextricably linked to his chronically low self-esteem. It had been thus for so many years. After all, who would want to be famous for getting his little sister lost and then having to be rescued by her? The minor celebrity status the pair had enjoyed since the case had become public knowledge had, for a time, brought freedom from poverty, but memories of those dark hours in the witch’s cage still haunted Hans. As a teenager, enjoying a school every bit as posh and ridiculous as the one to which Gretel had been sent (also at the behest of the king), Hans had turned to food for solace, and the result had been a build of such proportions as to make his sister feel slender in his presence. And then, at twenty-one, he had discovered beer and schnapps, and the pattern of his adult life had been set. Get up; pancakes and coffee laced with brandy in the Kaffee Haus; home for a nap; cook a little lunch to have with beer; to the inn for cards and beer; a walk to the grocery store for provisions; home for more food to soak up more beer; back to the inn for schnapps. This routine could be interrupted, for instance, by Gretel demanding he cook her something, or her giving him an errand to run, so long as she used the word “run” figuratively. But such disturbances to the established rhythm of his days were only ever temporary hiccups. The natural order was born of many years of practice so that it had become both instinctive and entrenched.

Gretel would never have admitted it to anyone, but she liked having Hans around. Aside from his skills in the kitchen (a room into which Gretel herself never ventured), his unchallenging companionship was a comfort, even if he did insist on dressing like every other Bavarian gentleman she had ever met—though, mercifully, he drew the line at lederhosen. More important, his knack for tangential reasoning had, bizarrely, on several occasions, illuminated dark corners of cases Gretel had been struggling to solve. It irked her to even consider the idea that she needed him, however. She had simply persuaded herself that having saved his miserable neck all that time ago, it would make no sense to abandon him now.

“All I know,” said Gretel, having finished excavating around her molars, “is that I don’t want Frau Hapsburg getting wind of what I’ve found. One brass bell doesn’t prove anything.”

“And you don’t want to have to give her back her money.”

“There are three potentially abducted cats to consider here, and only one bell.”

“And you don’t want to have to give her back her money.”

“And in any case, the cat may have wriggled out of its collar and made off before the fire started.”

“And you don’t—” 

“Stop it!”

Hans puffed smoke donuts pointedly.

“Things are never as obvious as they seem, in my experience,” Gretel went on. “Least I can do for the old trout is ask a few questions. See what I can see.”

“Strudel won’t like that.”

“Strudel will be far too busy trying to find out who was barbequed in Hund’s yard.” 

Hans shrugged. “You’d better go and talk to Agnes, then.”

Gretel groaned.

Hans shook his head. “It’s no good being like that; you know how useful she can be. She knows stuff. She sees stuff. Get her to read your cards.” He laughed throatily, pausing only just in time to prevent himself swallowing his cigar stub. “You’d like that!” He chortled. “Go on, treat yourself!”

“Oh, ha very ha ha, Hans. You are so much less funny than you think you are. Your therapy sessions may have cured you of your fear of witches; mine, sadly, did not. As you very well know.”

“Now, now, Agnes is not a witch, she’s a crone.” 

“You don’t have to tell me.”

“There is a difference.”

“Not a big enough one to make me want to spend time with the creature.”

Hans raised his eyebrows. Gretel knew he was right. If there was tittle being tattled, the Old Crone (to give her her official title) would know about it. And she was unnervingly good at reading the damn cards.

“Very well.” Gretel plumped up her cushions and wriggled into a more comfortable position. “Agnes it is. Right now, however, I intend fitting in a pre-bedtime nap, if you’ve finished filling the room with those toxic tobacco fumes.” She settled into the goosefeather embrace of her bedding. “I’ll get myself up to Crooked Cottage first thing in the morning. Very first thing, in fact.”


TWO

Three days later Gretel set off to consult the Old Crone. She wore one of her favorite outfits, a skirt and jacket combination in the finest yellow and dark gold wool check, with exquisite tailoring that made even Gretel’s figure look at least structured. She had agonized over her choice of footwear. It was a crooked mile to the Old Crone’s cottage, and the road was stony and uneven. Gretel’s hand had hovered above a pair of tan leather buttoned boots, which would have managed the terrain excellently. But it was spring, and her newest court shoes, in honey brown with elegant three-inch heels, were just crying out to be shown off in the April sunshine. Besides, the walk would wear them in nicely. Gretel completed the look with a miniature top hat in toning bronze, fixed jauntily to the side of her head, her hair having first been tamed by industrial quantities of pins and lacquer.

By the time she reached Crooked Cottage, she was all but crippled by blisters.

“Hah!” the Old Crone cackled at the sight of her. “Hah hah! What a foolish creature ye be, young Gretel. Here, come inside my humble dwelling and rest your poor sore feet.” The ancient woman added another cackle for good measure as she creaked inside the house, bent almost double, her steps apparently every bit as painful as Gretel’s.

Gretel followed into the tiny room, falling into the first available chair.

“Okay, Agnes, you can drop the act,” she said, gasping as she pulled off her shoes. “You know it brings me out in a rash.”

Agnes straightened up, rubbing the small of her back.

“Thank goodness,” she said in a surprisingly musical voice without a trace of crone in it. “Much more of that stooping and carrying on and I really will have a wonky spine.” She paused to remove a set of false black teeth from her mouth, revealing a perfect set of her own. “Tea or something stronger?”

“Stronger, definitely. Though none of your home brew.” 

“Still don’t trust me, then?”

Gretel let her gaze rest on the cauldron simmering on the range. It bubbled menacingly, and the fumes that emanated from it were of a worryingly meaty yet nothing-you-would-want-to-eat nature.

The crone wordlessly placed a heavy lid on the pot.

“With or without the cackle, Agnes, your chosen profession presses buttons I’d far rather leave unpressed.”

Agnes fetched two bottles of local beer, uncorked them, handed one to Gretel, and sat at the small kitchen table. “So,” she asked, “what brings you all the way out here in those silly shoes?”

“Silly! I’ll have you know these shoes—”

“Were ridiculously expensive and have rubbed holes in your feet.” 

“They are Timmy Chews!”

“As I said, silly shoes. Let’s hope you haven’t spent all your money on them, or there won’t be much point in your coming here, will there?” Agnes swigged off a couple glugs of beer and waited.

Gretel shook her head.

“Not so fast,” she said. “I’m not parting with any money until I’m sure you’re going to be of use to me. I’m not some dewy-eyed girl who wants to hear a lot of guff about tall, dark, handsome strangers.”

“Are you not?”

“I’ve taken on a new case. I want information to help me get started on the thing. No more, no less.”

“‘Hmm, and would this new case have anything to do with the fire at Herr Hund’s carriage workshop?”

“Nice try, Agnes, but no. At least, not directly. That is, I don’t think so. Or it may. Possibly. But not probably.”

“Good to see your powers of deduction are as sharp as ever, Gretel.” 

“It has to do with cats.”

“Cats?”

“Yes, cats. You know, horrid furry things with claws, teeth, and fleas. Surprised you haven’t got one yourself,” she added, glancing around the little room.

“I know what they are,” said Agnes. “I’m just surprised you’re having anything to do with them.”

“My client is in despair and needs my help.”

“Your client must be paying you very well.”

“You’re the one who sees things and knows things.” Gretel drained her bottle of beer and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “No need for me to tell you the details of a private financial arrangement.”

“That much, eh?”

“Look, three of the woman’s wretched cats have done a bunk. Have you heard anything?”

“Will you be paying in gold or notes?”

Gretel sighed and pulled two folded notes from her cleavage. Agnes stood up. “I’ll fetch the cards,” she said.

Agnes, Gretel had long ago realized, made a pretty fair Old Crone when she put her mind to it, but it was indeed an act. What was beyond question, however, was her talent with the tarot. She was well known for her accuracy and had proved a useful resource on several of Gretel’s more tricky cases.

The women seated themselves closer to the table, curtains drawn, a pool of low light from a single lantern replacing the brightness of the spring sunshine. Gretel took the pack as she was directed and shuffled carefully, allowing her mind’s eye to see as many cats as she could stand. Agnes took the cards from her and began to lay them out. She did so in silence for a moment, seeming to find nothing of interest, and then, all at once, paused and gave a little smile.

“Well, well, well,” she said. “That is unexpected.” 

“What? What can you see?”

“You’re not going to like it.” 

“Tell me.”

“You will meet a tall, dark, handsome stranger.” 

“Oh, Agnes, really!”

“I’m serious! That’s what it says.” 

“There had better be something else . . .”

“All right, give me a chance. You can’t rush the cards.” She turned one more, and then another. The pictures meant nothing to Gretel, so that she was forced to sit quietly and wait for Agnes to reveal their significance.

“This may be something, it’s hard to make out.” 

“What?”

“Looks like it’s suggesting . . . gloves. Hands, maybe? No, fingers, that’s it. Fingers. Any of your missing cats got fingers?”

Gretel successfully masked her excitement. “Don’t be daft,” she said.

Agnes shrugged. “Stranger things have happened in these parts.” She turned another card and grimaced. “Urgh! That’s very nasty.”

“For pity’s sake, what is it?”

“A troll. Yeuch, haven’t had any dealings with a troll for years. Horrible things.”

“What about it? Has it got the cats?”

“No. I don’t think so. But there must be some connection.” She closed her eyes, leaning back in her chair. “I can see a bridge. An old stone one. There’s a revolting smell.”

“Where? Where is this place?”

“Not anywhere I’d be in a hurry to visit. Wait a minute, there’s a signpost . . . I can’t quite make it out. It’s all blurry.”

“Would another note make it any clearer?” Agnes opened one eye.

“Gretel, you are such a cynic.” She closed the eye again, screwing up her face in concentration. “Something beginning with F. No, P. That’s it . . . Per . . . No good, I can’t read the rest.” She opened her eyes and refocused on the cards. “There’s something here about water.”

“Well, under the bridge, presumably, there is a river.”

“No, more water than that. A lake, perhaps.” She sat up straight now, her scrutiny of the cards over. “So, there you are. Any help?”

Gretel attempted to recap.

“Fingers. A stinking troll who lives under a bridge, near somewhere beginning with Per, and a lake. It’s all a bit vague.”

“Don’t forget the tall, dark, handsome stranger.” 

“Oh, please.”

“I promise you, it’s what I saw.”

“Well,” said Gretel, forcing her feet back into her shoes and getting up, “unless he’s got the cats, I’m not interested.”

The journey home was long and uncomfortable, and manageable only because of the wads of cotton Agnes had provided. They stuck out of Gretel’s precious shoes in ludicrous tufts, but at least she was able to walk. The sun was warm and before she was half a mile from the cottage she was perspiring beneath her tweed jacket, the heat provoking her dormant flea bites into a new bout of irritation. Just when Gretel was thinking that she wasn’t charging Frau Hapsburg nearly enough for all the effort she was expending, an empty cart pulled by a chestnut nag appeared from a side lane and joined the road in the direction of town.

“Hey! Wait a minute!” Gretel hobbled after it. “Any chance of a lift?”

The rickety vehicle was driven by a rosy-cheeked farmer Gretel dimly recognized as one of Hans’s sometime drinking companions at the inn. He smiled at her, a gappy grin that emitted a pungent blast of halitosis. Gretel reeled backward, grimly noting that this was not the breed of stranger Agnes had promised.

“Out for a walk, are ye?” he asked. 

“Not exactly.”

“Lovely day for it.”

“Are you going into Gesternstadt?” 

“That I am.”

“I’d be most grateful for a lift.”

“How grateful?” asked the farmer, his grin never faltering.

“Is there anyone around here who would do something without being paid?”

“Would ye?”

With a sigh Gretel handed over the smallest note she possessed, promising herself she would visit Frau Hapsburg the first chance she got to demand more money to cover the ever-mounting expenses. She clambered up beside the driver, quickly learning that the best way to avoid further assaults from his toxic breath was to refuse to be engaged in conversation. So it was that they plodded along in silence. Gretel found the pace maddeningly slow, but at least her feet were getting a rest. As they rounded a bend, she noticed movement in a small copse a little way from the road.

Squinting against the sun, she was able to make out two figures, apparently a young couple. At the sound of the wagon the pair hastily said their goodbyes, the young man disappearing into the trees and the girl darting out onto the lane. She did not, as Gretel had anticipated, hail the cart and beg a lift. Instead, she put her shawl over her head, and walked briskly past them in the opposite direction without so much as a good-morning-how-are-you.

The farmer tutted. “Young people b’aint got manners these days,” he said.

Gretel was inclined to agree with him, but merely nodded, turning to watch the girl as she hurried by. The sound of galloping hooves in the distance caused her to halt. The noise grew louder. The driver steered the old mare to one side of the road and pulled her to a stop.

“What be coming now?” he muttered.

The noise was certainly thunderous and quite alarming. Nevertheless, Gretel was surprised to see the girl run as if the devil himself were on her heels. She flung herself into the back of the cart.

“Hide me!” she cried. “Oh, please, you must help me. I cannot be found. Please!” The sight of such prettiness in distress was enough to melt the stoniest of hearts. The farmer signaled for her to lie down in the wagon.

“Be still,” he told her as he flung a quantity of empty sacks upon her.

Within seconds a regiment of king’s troops came charging around the bend. There were at least twenty of them, bristling with swords, and with such a look of urgency and ferocity about them Gretel felt quite unnerved. They hauled on their reins, bringing their sweating mounts to a skidding, wheeling halt in front of the wagon. 

“In the name of King Julian, halt!” commanded one of the most elaborately uniformed men.

“In case you haven’t noticed,” said Gretel, piqued at having been both scared and shouted at in the same two minutes, “we have already done so.”

“In the name of King Julian,” the soldier continued to bellow at them, “identify yourselves!”
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