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      Paris, November 1930

      Miss Atalanta Ashford halted on the grand staircase of her home on the Rue de Canclère. The sharp morning sunlight played across the stained glass above her front door creating a kaleidoscope of changing colours. Staring at that bright, burning, feast of light, she recalled with a sharp intake of breath how differently her mornings had been only a few months ago, when she had still been a teacher at a renowned boarding school for elite girls in Switzerland. She had lived in a modest room with plain wooden furniture and had little luxury since all of her salary was sent to England to pay for her late father’s substantial debts. She had lived by the clock, dictated by a schedule of lessons she had to give, meals in between, lectures provided by outside tutors, or daytrips to museums and cultural institutions in the region. Nothing had been truly hers: not her bed or desk, not the money she made and not even her time. It hadn’t felt restrictive because the gorgeous view of the snowcapped Eiger, Mönch, and Jungfrau mountains had been outside her bedroom window, and she only needed to open the doors to her small balcony to breathe the crisp air and listen to the bells on the grazing cows. She could see all the way down the valley where the river led to small villages full of picturesque houses and a church whose tower seemed to touch the waterfall that rushed down from on high. Everything had been breathtaking, and she had often felt privileged rather than captive.

      But that had only been because she hadn’t known what freedom was.

      She had always been taking care of others without thought for herself. Now that she had been promoted in the world by her grandfather’s sudden death and the large inheritance he had left her, everything had changed. She had houses, cars, stocks, and most of all, endless time on her hands to enjoy it all. She could travel and see all the places she had previously only dreamt of. She could visit the locations pictured on each and every postcard and magazine clipping she had ever saved in her box of dreams: destinations she wanted to go to in the future. A future that had seemed so far away. Now it had become reality.

      She ran a loving hand over the staircase’s railing as she walked further down. From the dining room the inviting scent of breakfast – toast, bacon, eggs, and coffee – wafted up to her, but her feet moved steadily for what had become the first stop on her morning routine. Her conservatory.

      As soon as she had seen this house, the first day she had come to Paris as the heiress she had become, she had known she wanted a conservatory here with tropical plants, with gorgeous orchids such as her mother had grown when Atalanta was but a little girl. Being around those plants again would bring back dear memories of a time she had been perfectly happy.

      Pushing open the heavy door, she inhaled the scent of earth and water deep into her lungs. There was something special about these greenhouses. They always had an air of the rainforest about them, of the heat of faraway places where the jaguar stalked the jungle and beautiful flowers of bright yellow and orange could also hide poison. It was a foreign world, exciting and dangerous, into which she entered from the safety of her Parisian existence.

      Or was safety the wrong word? A deceptive term she applied to her new life that was, in reality, far from normal or secure. After all, she had followed in her grandfather’s footsteps, taking over his secret life’s mission of dealing with the difficulties of the elite. Solving cases discreetly, often undercover. It had taken her to southern France, the Greek island of Santorini, the lush vineyards under the Tuscan sun. It was a life of travel to the most inviting places, but like those tropical flowers that hid venom in their hearts, the places’ beauty had been a cover for intrigue, deceit, and death.

      Atalanta shivered a moment as she recalled the faces of the dead bodies she had encountered on her trips and felt the coldness of the skin under her fingertips when she had checked for a pulse. It was unbelievable how someone she had seen hours before alive and well had suddenly been snatched away, intentionally.

      For a moment she stood motionless, not seeing the tender, pink blooms of the orchid in front of her. Had she failed on Santorini? Could the murder have been preventable if she had only realised sooner what dangerous game the victim played? Could a life have been spared if only she had been a better detective?

      Her hands clenched into fists by her side. She had taken on her grandfather’s calling with the honest desire to be good at what she did. To try and work the cases to the best of her abilities. But perhaps she had been gullible in thinking she even possessed such abilities, that having read Sherlock Holmes from an early age she understood how detection worked.

      Sometimes Atalanta felt like she knew nothing, that the intricacies of human nature were beyond her grasp. She had been raised in the relative protection of her small world with a father who had relinquished his title and money to forge his own path in the world. Perhaps if he had stayed in touch with his family, and she’d had the chance to meet her grandfather and even hear from his own lips about his work, she would have been better prepared for it?

      There was no point in considering this scenario as her father hadn’t been in touch with his father, by design, and probably would not have wanted her to be, either. If he could see her now, living in Grandfather’s house, would he object to it?

      She straightened up, willing her eyes to focus on the tender blooms in front of her. Her father had died leaving her with many debts and little answers as to what he would have wanted of her, how he had envisioned her life after he was gone. He had probably believed he would live until old age. That the money he had always been chasing would finally come their way and they could enjoy wealth together, travelling and…

      A sharp stab of pain in her chest made her close her eyes a moment. It seemed so bitter that she now had money to see places, but no one to share the joy of the experience with. Everyone who had ever meant anything to her was dead and gone. When she’d realised this, how she was all alone in the world, her heart had grown cold and not even the joy of her newfound life and vocation could thaw it.

      She snapped her eyes open. She had to be stronger than this. This melancholy that had come over her since the days had grown shorter and the trees had shed their leaves. Since the excitement of all the possibilities that came with her riches seemed to have blown away with the summer warmth, and the streets of Paris felt chilly and full of strangers she had no connection with.

      Even here, in her hiding place, with the blooms her mother had loved so dearly, Atalanta felt estranged. Because no matter how she tried to bring her mother back into her life by tending the flowers and speaking to her as she did so, she realised how long ago her mother had passed away and so had never been a part of everything that had happened since. The more time passed, the vaguer Atalanta’s recollections became, and sometimes when she tried to imagine her mother, she wasn’t sure if what she imagined was a real memory or just a fantasy created by her wishful mind. The dead were left in the past and they seemed to disappear further and further. Not just Mama, but also Papa and Grandfather.

      She wished with all her heart that her grandfather had contacted her when he had still been alive and spoken to her, shared with her, his life choices. Now she was all alone, left to complete his mission, with only the occasional letter to guide her. Letters he had written before his death assuming she would indeed take on his vocation as her own.

      He had had a lot of faith in her, a granddaughter he had only seen once. He had believed she could do this.

      Or … had he been forced to choose her as there had been no one else? Had it hardly been a choice?

      A voice of doubt had started to plague her at night, whispering that he had simply not had another heir and had been forced to leave everything to her. That he had hoped perhaps she would be worthy, but he couldn’t have been certain.

      Was she even certain herself? It was here, in these early morning visits to the flowers, where she so acutely felt the absence of the loved ones in her life that she didn’t dare look at the reflection of her own face in the windows lest she would see a woman who wasn’t up to the task. In the summer, bright and full of hope and expectancy, she had believed in herself. But now, with the chill breath of winter, the barren trees stretching their branches like helpless arms towards the leaden sky, she doubted everything.

      Atalanta shook herself, waved her arms and even crossed them for a moment over her chest. She tried to stand with her feet planted apart drawing deep breaths and calming her unrest. It was logical that the change of seasons brought sadness in its wake. Summer was gone and with it all the cheerful activities she had so loved: walking in the parks, window shopping, having tea at the grand hotels. It was often rainy now and the outside world seemed uninviting and grim, forcing her to spend more time here, in a home she still hadn’t grown fully accustomed to after her travels. The last few months had been spent away in other countries solving cases, never allowing herself time to adjust to what her life had become.

      Of course she hadn’t consciously decided to have all these cases. The clients had come to her, even when she had been on holiday, trying to escape the workload. She hadn’t fled into work, not by design.

      But as she looked back now, it seemed like she had rushed here and there, not giving herself time to think about her situation. Not allowing herself to feel the pain of having lost her grandfather, whom she would have loved to know. She was all alone in the world now, an orphan, with no siblings. Someone who stood like a lone oak in a field, unprotected. Atalanta had never been one to be downcast or despair of her situation, and her life now was far less difficult than it had been before. There was no reason to feel glum. But in gaining so much wealth after her grandfather’s death she had lost the one thing that mattered most: family, connection, belonging.

      ‘Mademoiselle?’ a friendly voice asked behind her back.

      She turned quickly to face Renard, her grandfather’s butler and valet – a man who had been invaluable to him in his detective work and who had helped Atalanta settle into her new life and provided her with information during her investigations.

      He looked at her with a pensive gaze and she forced a hasty smile. ‘I was lost in thoughts,’ she said gesturing around her. ‘I will come right away to eat breakfast before it all grows cold.’

      ‘Are you well?’ he asked gently, his gaze roaming her features.

      It was impertinent for a servant to ask such a question of his mistress, but from the start their dynamic had been different. Renard was much older than she was and more experienced in the lifestyle she now had. He had also known her grandfather very well. To Atalanta he was a bridge to the past, a connection with foreign land she longed to conquer.

      She sighed. ‘I find the coming of winter a little depressing, I’m afraid. It reminds me too much of … sad things.’

      Renard nodded. ‘Perhaps there will be a new case in the morning mail. There was a thick envelope among the letters. With a foreign stamp.’

      Normally, mention of such a letter would have excited her and she would have hurried from the conservatory to the dining room to find the letters on the silver tray on the buffet where Renard always put them. Work was such a wonderful diversion.

      But this morning she felt like a new case would just be a distraction she could do without. Perhaps she had run long enough and it was time to stare her grief in the eye. To allow herself to feel the loss of her family and think about her life as it was now. To see both its good and complicated sides.

      Renard gestured to the door. ‘Won’t you go and see what the letter is all about?’

      Atalanta pulled herself together and gave him a nod. ‘Yes, I will.’

      She walked out of the tropical scents and through the small corridor back into the hallway that still carried the inviting smells of breakfast waiting for her. She did feel hungry. She entered the room and stopped a moment to look at the full table with the shiny silver coffee pot, the delicate china dishes holding various cheeses, cold cuts, jams and honey, the bouquet of flowers in the centre. It was all perfect, but it still was a breakfast for one.

      Someone should have been here to sit at the table with her.

      Renard had pulled out her chair for her and she seated herself, allowing him to put the chair in place. ‘Coffee?’ he asked without really waiting for her reply and already fetching the pot to pour for her.

      ‘Yes, please,’ she said perfunctorily and reached for the stack of letters on the tray. The top one was a bill for some dresses she had bought last week along with a gorgeous red winter coat with a white lining, fluffy, like snow touching her cheeks when she wore it. It had enchanted her the moment she had seen it in a shop window, and once she had tried it on she had wanted to own it. Now it seemed a little extravagant and she wondered where she would actually wear it.

      The second letter was a thank-you note from a client she had helped by checking the credentials of the man his daughter wanted to get engaged to. He wrote that the engagement would be announced soon and it was good to know they could celebrate Christmas together without the shadows of doubt hanging over their heads.

      Christmas, yes, the season was fast approaching and as mistress of a grand home Atalanta had to think about trees and decorations, about a festive gathering for the servants, small presents even, perhaps. About what to have for dinner and how to entertain guests.

      But what guests? Whom could she invite?

      Raoul…

      As the name popped up in her mind, her hand pulled out the next letter from the stack and she saw with a jolt of excitement that it was his handwriting. Raoul abhorred the tediousness of having to sit down and write letters, so he rarely wrote to her, instead reaching for the telephone and calling her in the dead of night to tell her he had won a race or was planning some wild adventure in Istanbul. That he had written now suggested something special.

      She quickly tore the letter open, her heart pounding, and extracted the sheet. His large impatient handwriting was scrolled across without regard for neatness or legibility. She had to glance over it several times to catch its meaning.

      
        
        Will be in Bavaria for a race. Yes, in the snow, don’t ask. It will be fine. Can we meet? I can show you the Christmas markets. They are famous. We’ll have glühwein and try Lebkuchen. You’ll love it. Switzerland close too. Could pop over for a spell. Don’t say no. R.

      

      

      The letter was postmarked from Milan, so he had written it before he had left for Germany. It was typical of Raoul to not even mention a date or a place where they could meet. But he wanted to see her. That was exciting in itself.

      As she held the sheet with the carelessly scrolled message, she realised that in her growing downcast mood she had also doubted him, and their friendship. She’d thought that, though he had perhaps enjoyed her company on occasion, in the whirl of his busy life as a race-car driver and eligible bachelor he had forgotten all about her already. It seemed all too likely. He was a man of the world, who had moved in the highest circles for years. He cared little for people’s opinion and always did what he wanted. Why would he take her into account? Her feelings or her position?

      But here he was writing to her and inviting her over.

      ‘An interesting letter?’ Renard asked, placing a cup with a boiled egg beside her plate. He knew how she liked it, with the egg yolk still a little runny.

      ‘A note from Raoul.’ She tried to sound casual. ‘He will be in Bavaria for a race and wants to show me the Christmas markets there. They are very special, I gather?’

      ‘Christmas is a grand season in Germany,’ Renard confirmed with a smile. ‘They start the season early, and they have all these markets where you can buy beautiful glass decorations for the tree. Handblown in family-owned workshops. They have lots of skilled woodcarvers who make nativity scenes. They also have great food, of course. Leave that to the Germans.’

      ‘I thought that you as a Frenchman would object to their food,’ Atalanta observed as she cracked the egg with her knife.

      Renard smiled even more fondly. ‘I’ve had the pleasure of travelling with your grandfather. I have seen much of the world and had the chance to broaden my horizon. There are things we French make better than any other in the world. Like brie and macarons. But the Germans are a people who love their food and their traditions. They have some delicacies on offer that you must try in person.’

      Atalanta nodded. ‘I’m already convinced. I will let Raoul know that I am coming. He left no address but I can call his hotel in Rome, they usually have some information.’ She pulled a face. ‘He could of course have made it easy on me and just written the address in the letter.’

      ‘You are a detective,’ Renard said with a wink.

      Atalanta felt a momentary heaviness touch her heart. She hoped she wouldn’t have to be a detective for a while. That she could just go to Bavaria and spend time with Raoul; see the Christmas markets and buy things for her home, have dinner and perhaps take a tour in a horsedrawn sleigh or something. Do normal things that normal people did.

      While she was considering this, her hand reached almost automatically for the next letter on the tray. Only when she touched it, did she realise it was the thick envelope that Renard had mentioned earlier. The one with the foreign stamp.

      It was good quality paper and suggested a well-to-do sender. The postmark was Salzburg. She turned it over but found no more information on the envelope than her address.

      And her grandfather’s name.

      Her heart missed a beat as she stared at the neat handwriting. To Mr Clarence Ashford Esq. It was addressed to him, not her.

      When she had just moved here in June, there had often been mail for him, but as gradually everyone was informed of his death, people wrote to her instead. But here was someone who didn’t know.

      With a heavy heart she opened the letter and extracted a card. The front showed an ink drawing of a ballerina twirling with her arms high in the air. On the back was an invitation in curled lettering to a ballet performance in the grand ballroom of the Selzer family to celebrate their daughter’s birthday. But Atalanta’s attention was immediately diverted from the date and time to the words that had been added in blue ink, handwritten.

      
        
        You know you made a mistake ten years ago. Set an old injustice right. Library, midnight. V.

      

      

      She stared at the words for a long time, trying to make sense of them. Someone had written to her grandfather inviting him to a ballet in Salzburg. But though the invitation was a formal one issued to many guests, this personal, handwritten addition was for Clarence Ashford only.

      You made a mistake ten years ago.

      What kind of mistake? Not something minor judging by the following: set an old injustice right.

      Her heart hammered and her mouth was dry. Her grandfather was no longer alive. He couldn’t right any wrong anymore. Not other people’s wrongs. But not his own mistakes, either.

      He had made mistakes. Yes of course he had, for he had been only human. Still, she felt oddly disappointed, as if she had believed that he had always been right. That he had been so astute, wise, cautious perhaps that he could make no mistakes. After all, if you were a detective, a mistake could have serious consequences for someone. He could be wrongly accused, perhaps even punished. Sent to prison?

      She looked up at Renard who was adding fresh hot toast to the platter. ‘Does the name Selzer mean anything to you? The Selzer family from Salzburg?’

      Renard’s hand stalled a moment. She even believed she saw an involuntary twitch in his face, his lips tightening, though he was trying not to show emotion. After a moment’s silence he spoke, ‘I believe your grandfather stayed with them sometimes when he had business in Austria. Mr Selzer is an old friend of his from boarding school.’

      ‘I see.’ Atalanta stared down at the invitation again. ‘Would his first name begin with a V?’

      ‘No, his first name is Rudolph.’

      ‘Of course. He would know my grandfather died if they were friends. He was informed of course?’

      ‘Naturally.’ Renard looked at her with a hitched brow. ‘Is anything wrong?’

      ‘No, but … I find this invitation very puzzling. Why don’t you take a look at it?’ She passed him the card and never took her eyes off his expression as she watched him read it. She could have sworn his jaw set. That he actually clenched his teeth. He knew something about this. But what?

      She wanted to fire a thousand questions at him but waited with bated breath for his response. He seemed to read the card’s message a few times. Either pondering its significance or devising some lie to tell her?

      ‘What do you think?’ she asked.

      He handed the card back to her. ‘I can only tell you that Rudolph Selzer knows that your grandfather has passed away. He would certainly not send this. I mean…’ He faltered a moment, something uncharacteristic for the straightforward Renard. ‘Unless the invitation was made out to you…’

      ‘No, Renard,’ Atalanta said quietly, ‘You saw on the envelope it was addressed to my grandfather, not me. You notice such things.’

      Renard seemed to straighten up a little, defensive, and she said quickly, ‘You notice them because you have a sharp eye, like my grandfather had. You two were always working as a team. You were in his confidence. You even helped him with his cases. I know for certain because you also helped me. I don’t know what I would do without you.’

      Her praise was meant to warm Renard and take away any hesitance he might have in sharing with her. But it seemed her words had the opposite effect. As if they made him uncomfortable, almost … ashamed?

      He said, ‘It wasn’t all that important, mademoiselle. But what do you make of this invitation?’

      Atalanta had sometimes sensed that Renard was testing her, trying to see how she did in her new profession, whether she was in over her head, which, admittedly, she sometimes had been.

      But today it felt different. As if he wanted to know if she had understood whatever hidden message was in the card. As if he … hoped she hadn’t.

      All her senses sharpened. It was a strange sensation that she had only had before when she was hunting a killer. The awareness that there was some sort of deceit going on, and that the hidden truth was dangerous. She had never felt it in her own home. Facing a trusted servant.

      Was it the sad mood she had been in when she had come to breakfast? Was she just so glum that she now even believed that Renard was hiding something from her?

      Or was there more to this situation than she could fathom?

      ‘I think someone took a formal invitation card and wrote this personal message on it to send over here. They didn’t know my grandfather had died and they obviously expect him to right some old wrong. Something that happened ten years ago.’

      She looked at Renard expectantly. ‘You just said my grandfather often stayed with the Selzers when he had business in Austria. You must know what this cryptic message refers to.’

      Renard shook his head. ‘Precisely because my master stayed there so often I have no idea. And he kept no case files.’ He added it quickly, with almost a sigh of relief.

      Atalanta frowned hard. ‘Why was that, anyway? If there were records now, I feel I could greatly benefit from those. Reading through his observations and seeing how he came to his conclusions…’

      ‘He was a very discreet man who didn’t want to get others into trouble. He never wrote things down.’ Renard looked away and picked up the coffee pot. ‘I will get you fresh coffee. This has gone cold.’

      ‘But the most important thing hasn’t been said,’ Atalanta protested. ‘Who is this person, “V”, who signed the card? And what is the old injustice they speak of?’

      ‘I can’t tell you.’ Renard retreated with the coffee pot and closed the dining room door.

      Atalanta sat motionless.

      I can’t tell you because I don’t know.

      Or because I don’t want to tell you.

      There was something decidedly odd about Renard’s responses to her questions. His facial expression when he had read the card and the way he’d held it between his thumb and index finger, as if it were some dangerous object that he had to be able to toss away any moment the need arose.

      Or was that just her imagination?

      She took a deep breath. If she had learnt anything during her first months as a detective, it was to trust in her gut feeling. It often revealed things to her that her logical mind couldn’t explain. It was important to tap into the emotions of a case, to the sentiments surrounding it.

      In Renard she had sensed … hesitance. Discomfort. Almost shame, too. Or perhaps remorse? Did he know her grandfather had indeed made a mistake? That he had caused injury to an innocent party? Did he feel that his master had failed? Had it upset him as it upset her that her grandfather might not have been the perfect detective who always brought the truth to light?

      Renard might not wish to speak of this case because he feared he would ruin her image of her grandfather. He believed it was better to let sleeping dogs lie.

      But … she thought, as she studied the card in her hand … it seemed that this dog had already woken up and was barking. V, whoever they were, had written to her address. If no response came, the writer might seek other means to get justice. Via the press?

      If her grandfather had made a mistake, an error that could be proven, she had to know. She couldn’t just live on with a shadow hanging over her head. She had to meet V and learn the story.

      She looked over the card and then at the letter Raoul had sent her. He wanted to show her Christmas markets in Bavaria. Why not use that as an excuse to leave Paris? She would tell Renard she was going to meet Raoul, he would have no suspicions that she planned something different. She would go and see this V character at the ballet performance and then she’d decide what to do next.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Renard stood in the kitchen and filled the coffee pot with trembling hands. He was annoyed at his own lack of calm, but at the same time he knew that he could never be at ease under the stress of these moments. The one thing that should never have happened had happened. Atalanta had been drawn into the Selzer family’s dark secrets. At least, an opportunity had arisen for her to be drawn. It seemed the mysterious message had piqued her interest.

      Of course. She was a very curious young lady, with an excellent mind and a love of justice. The idea that something had gone wrong ten years ago and that her grandfather had been responsible immediately got her attention. She felt not just a need to know what the writer referred to, but also to defend her grandfather’s memory. It was a clever lure.

      And to be honest, there wasn’t much that Renard could do to dissuade her from it. Oh, yes, he could lie to her and say that he knew exactly what case the writer referred to and that Mr Ashford had been perfectly in the right there and there had been no harm done.

      He could lie to her and he could ensure she didn’t dig in and learn otherwise.

      But he would have to lie. Because he wasn’t certain.

      In fact, his gut feeling told him that there was probably some truth to the idea that ten years ago in Salzburg something had gone terribly wrong. His master had returned from his trip there laden with honours for the results he had achieved and still … he had not been happy. Something had eaten at him in silence making him a changed man for a long time.

      Renard had worried and tried to find out more, but he had never been able to get to the truth. And now the man who knew lay in a grave and his granddaughter was confronted with the shadows of the past. She shouldn’t go to Salzburg. She should leave it all be.

      That he did know. But how to convince her of it?

      She was very stubborn. A trait she shared with both her grandfather and her father. Two men who had always done what they thought best. Who had fought for their principles, for their freedom. Who had also fought each other. It was sad, but there had perhaps not been any other outcome possible.

      Did he also have to accept now that Atalanta would want to go to Salzburg?

      Everything inside him rejected this conclusion. There had to be something he could do? Tell her it might be dangerous? Ask her to forget about it for his sake?

      He would put her in a difficult position if he did. She would realise something was wrong. She would agonise over what the truth might be; a truth involving her grandfather who had given her this new life and who was so dear to her. A grandfather she knew too little of. Was it right to make her doubt the man she had never had a chance to know for all the great things he was? Was it right to obscure her view of a man whom she would have loved even more had she had the chance to know him?

      By begging her to forget about this he would create a doubt in her mind that she would carry with her for all her life. Was he allowed to do that?

      Or should he trust her judgment and allow her to take her own decision? Whether to dive into this or not? Know the truth that might be … devastating? Renard wasn’t certain. He just didn’t know. And for once, he actually blamed his master for having been so taciturn and discreet. If he had only said something back then… Dropped a few hints as to what had happened over there…

      Renard straightened up with a sigh. He could not stand here for ever holding a coffee pot with coffee that was again growing cold. He had to go back to her and face her questions head-on. He had to tell her that he didn’t know, which was the truth, and then see what she’d do. It was her prerogative as mistress of this house to decide about any invitation that came in. Even an invitation that might change her life.

      He didn’t dare think: ruin her life…

      He carried the coffee pot back into the dining room and saw with approval she had eaten her toast with egg and was now piling cold cuts on another piece of toast. She looked more cheerful. ‘I am really glad,’ she said when he poured fresh coffee for her, ‘that Raoul wrote to me, because I feel like Paris is a little stuffy now that the winter is creeping in. I have bought a new coat that I can wear to the Christmas markets, too. Exploring the markets with a friend by my side is just the thing to re-energise me. I will let Raoul know I am coming and then I will leave right away. Could you tell the chauffeur and pack my things?’

      Renard blinked a moment. No more questions about the strange invitation? A decision to go and see Raoul Lemont in Munich?

      He had already sensed that Raoul was becoming important to Atalanta; it was another thing that worried him at night when sleep wouldn’t come and he stared up at the ceiling for far too long before finally drifting off. Raoul Lemont might be interesting company, and even a helpful man to have around in a murder investigation as he wasn’t afraid to fight or knock a gun away, but he wasn’t solid enough to be a life companion. And that was what Atalanta needed. She was all alone in the world. Oh, she had him, but what did that mean? He was but a servant, someone who could quietly look out for her, but who could never be to her what a father would have been, or a husband could provide. Atalanta needed to make friends and find companionship or she would eventually feel lonely. Perhaps she already did, though, with her comment on how stuffy Paris was in winter… Renard forced himself to agree that she would enjoy the markets and that she would have a marvellous time there, but inside the unrest raged.

      And when he had gone into the hallway with the tray and turned back to close the door, he saw her expression. It wasn’t happy or expectant. It was pensive and full of shadows. In an instant he grasped what she was doing. She was lying to him. She was not going to see Raoul Lemont in Munich, or at least it was not her final destination. No, she was going to Salzburg. The mysterious invitation had drawn her like a moth to a flame. She had to know what it meant. For her grandfather, for herself.

      And he could not even blame her. The invitation and the note were exactly the things that would impress someone with a logical mind and a love of justice like Atalanta. How could she let the question mark stand? She had to know.

      That wasn’t what hurt him. It was the fact that she would lie to him about it. Keep him in the dark about her true intentions. She never had before. She had always told him her ideas and invited his opinion. But now suddenly they were divided by the card that had slipped, innocuously, into the letterbox. V. Back after ten years. Back with a plan. Back with a purpose. To hurt Clarence Ashford’s memory? Or to hurt his granddaughter when she came?

      How much did V know? And what were they up to?
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      Atalanta leant forward slightly to see better from the window of her car. The high fronts of the houses bathed in the late afternoon light. A thin layer of snow covered each roof and had dusted the many chimneys blowing smoke towards the sky. She could also smell burnt wood and coals. It had to be colder here than it had been in Paris for she could sometimes feel the chill breathe into the car’s interior and caress her cheeks. As if King Winter had invited her into his city.

      Ahead, there was the spire of an ancient church reaching up with its golden weathercock on top, and the bells just started chiming sending waves of sound across the quiet snow-covered city. Well, she called it quiet but everywhere she looked people rushed over the sidewalks, clad warmly against the weather, carrying parcels and speaking excitedly. It may not be December yet, but an air of expectancy was all around. This was the festive season which was welcomed at the earliest possibility.

      The car turned right and Atalanta saw her impressive baroque-fronted hotel up ahead. Renard had been able to arrange for a room for her at the last minute. He was always able to get what he wanted, or rather what she wanted and needed. He had been of so much use to her since the start of her new life in Paris.

      But today there wasn’t just gratitude filling her heart when she thought of him, or even warmth, as he was much more to her than just a servant who worked for her. He was her connection to her grandfather, to a past she longed to explore. But he was shutting her out. He knew more than he had revealed about the Selzer family and what had happened in Salzburg ten years ago. About this alleged injustice her grandfather had been a part of.

      Had caused, even?

      She didn’t know. She only had those few words scribbled on the invitation. Words written with intent, to provoke. The sender, V, had wanted her grandfather to come and meet him. Or her? Who said V had to be a man?

      Could a woman not feel an injustice had been committed? Could she not ask for someone to restore the balance? Hadn’t the whole investigation on Santorini started with the request of a veiled lady to look into her daughter’s death?

      
      Either way, the card had been prepared and sent off, fully expecting a response. And Atalanta had to admit it was impossible to resist. She had to know what was behind the cryptic words and the belief of the sender that her grandfather had the power to make the old wrong right.

      That was important, too, she believed, that it wasn’t just about an old score to settle, but about the faith the sender had in her grandfather that he could achieve something.

      Wasn’t the card, in a way, a request for help?

      And hadn’t her grandfather left her his entire fortune on the condition that she would continue his vocation of working on difficult problems for the European elite?

      So it was only right that she was here. In trying to find out who had sent this card and why, she was doing exactly what her grandfather would have wanted her to do.

      But no matter how she tried to convince herself of that fact, she didn’t succeed. She couldn’t convince herself that Clarence Ashford was smiling down on her with approval.

      No. He wasn’t present in this case as he had been with others, when he had always been there with her in the form of the wise words in the letters he had left behind. A letter for each occasion, as she had often experienced. Even for when she had stepped on the Orient Express. But this time there was no letter in her purse or amongst her luggage. Renard usually gave her the appropriate letter. But she hadn’t told him she was going on a case. She was pretending to visit Raoul to see the Munich Christmas markets. She had been dishonest to her grandfather’s faithful helper and now she was all alone. That was how it felt. As if she had turned away from all she knew and relied on and was left to find her path by her own resources.

      She wanted to believe that she could. She had learnt a lot in the past few months. She had an analytical mind. She could judge situations. She could also calmly assess risk and determine whether she was in danger or not. She wasn’t reckless or hasty. Why could she not travel to Salzburg for the midnight meeting in the library of the Selzer residence and find out more about the story behind the card? It didn’t seem particularly difficult. After all, the sender had invited her over, so they would want to share.

      That was, they had invited Clarence Ashford. A man they had known, and apparently trusted. What would happen when not he turned up, but his granddaughter? Would the writer have any faith in her? In her abilities to set the wrong right? Perhaps it was even beyond her power. Suppose it had to do with special influence or connections only her grandfather had had, or knowledge of that old case ten years ago…

      Why hadn’t her grandfather left case notes in a locked drawer of his desk, or a safe, if needs be? Or encrypted to prevent outsiders from ever gaining an understanding?

      Now, without information, without knowledge, Atalanta felt powerless. Exposed. And hopelessly inadequate.

      The car halted and while the chauffeur was still getting out to open her door for her, the door already swung wide and a familiar voice said, ‘Willkommen in München.’ A suntanned hand reached out to assist her as she stepped out. She was happy she had decided to wear her new red coat with the wonderfully soft white lining that tickled her cheeks. As she emerged and straightened up to smile up at Raoul, she felt like she hadn’t seen him for too long. His company always cheered her up. It would help her now to get rid of her morose thoughts about her grandfather, and Renard. Of him having kept things from her. Of her having kept things from him, lying to him, when she never had before.

      Those sad thoughts at least temporarily evaporated with the joy of looking into Raoul’s deep brown eyes and seeing the smile on his face. The smile that mirrored her own joy. ‘Wie geht’s?’ he asked with an exaggerated clipped German tone.

      ‘Sehr gut, danke.’ Her time in Switzerland had given her a good command of German, on top of the French she had already. In Italy Raoul had the advantage over her as his Italian was much better than hers, but in Germany she could stand her ground. It gave her confidence and even more excitement for what lay ahead.

      ‘I will stop while I am still ahead,’ Raoul said with a wink. ‘How was the trip? Long and boring, I assume? Your car can’t gain the speed mine can.’

      ‘On snowy roads it’s not advisable to speed,’ Atalanta said.

      He held his dark head back and burst into laughter. ‘How prim and proper of you to say so. I’m immediately reminded of the lady I met in Provence. Who always knew exactly what to say and do, and how all the others were supposed to act.’

      Atalanta felt a little stab of pain inside. Did she always know? Or was she making terrible mistakes going down the path she had now chosen? A choice inspired partly by curiosity, and her sense of justice, but also partly by emotions. By the sense of being left out, hurt.

      Emotions could be dangerous. That was what she had always believed. Still, it was impossible to cut them out of the equation. They were there and perhaps sometimes more powerfully than she wanted to acknowledge.

      Raoul said, ‘Come on, I didn’t mean it as a criticism. You are just different from anyone I have ever met. And that is a compliment.’ He looked her over. ‘That coat is very elegant. The colour suits you.’

      It always pleased her when he said something nice about her appearance. She had to enjoy this reunion, not darken it with difficult considerations. ‘Yes, I took it along because it seemed right for the occasion. While driving through the city, I saw that there is already a festive feel.’

      ‘Oh, yes, we must go out right away. I want to show you everything. We’re dining at eight, anyway, so we have the time.’ He gave orders to the hotel bell boy who had come out for the luggage.

      ‘How do you know what room I am in?’ Atalanta asked as he offered her his arm so they could be on their way. ‘I only mentioned the name of the hotel when I called to let you know I was indeed coming today.’

      ‘I went inside and asked at the desk. I am somewhat of a celebrity so…’ He puffed up his chest and walked with broad strides.

      Atalanta laughed.

      ‘Honestly,’ Raoul said with a hurt expression. Atalanta couldn’t tell whether he was feigning it or genuinely felt attacked by her amusement at his statement. ‘I gave the receptionist an autograph.’

      ‘Yes, you did say you were coming here for a race,’ Atalanta said, smiling warmly to make up. ‘What race is that exactly?’

      ‘It’s probably more like a madman’s undertaking. We are going to race on a frozen lake. That is, if the ice is strong enough to hold the weight of the cars.’

      ‘That sounds dangerous.’

      He shrugged. ‘You know me, I like a little danger.’

      ‘And when is this?’

      ‘Whenever the ice is strong enough. There are a couple of lakes that we are watching. Near here, but also across the borders. It’s nice that we have so many opportunities here. Austria, Bohemia, Hungary, they’re all relatively near. And the natural world is overwhelming. Mountains, waterfalls… The perfect environment to challenge us.’

      Atalanta felt a wave of unrest in her chest. Raoul had a dangerous profession but on top of that he also liked adventure. What if he got hurt sometime or … was even killed?

      She had already lost all the people she cared for. She didn’t want to lose him as well.

      But saying this would be pointless. He was an unemotional man and he considered her a very rational and calm woman. If she suddenly showed emotion and pleaded with him to change his lifestyle, he would only be annoyed.

      She turned her head away to look into a shop window. It held all kinds of hats, mostly green with a black and white tuft on the top.

      ‘Those are made from chamois hair,’ Raoul was quick to explain. ‘It takes a real craftsman to make them properly. And those hats, when they are really old, can be worth a fortune. Like an antique desk or dagger.’

      Atalanta nodded as she let her gaze wander over the display. ‘I think my grandfather would have liked such a hat. Had he still been alive, I could have brought him one.’

      Raoul stood beside her without replying, seemingly totally absorbed in studying the rare chamois hair on the hats. Then he said softly, ‘You wish he was still alive.’

      ‘Of course. I live in a big house in Paris, all by myself. It would be nice to have someone to talk to, to breakfast with, discuss the weather, or the morning headlines. To take a walk together and have coffee or tea. Go window shopping as we do now.’

      ‘Men despise shopping,’ Raoul said. But his tone was more serious
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