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            A serial killer is on the loose in Hamburg, targeting dancers from the Acapulco, a club in the city’s red-light district, taking their scalps as gruesome trophies and replacing them with plastic wigs.

            Chastity Riley is the state prosecutor responsible for crimes in the district, and she’s working alongside the police as they investigate. Can she get inside the mind of the killer?

            Her strength is thinking like a criminal; her weaknesses are pubs, bars and destructive relationships, but as Chastity searches for love and a flamboyant killer – battling her demons and the dark, foggy Hamburg weather – she hits dead end after dead end.

            As panic sets in and the death toll rises, it becomes increasingly clear that it may already be too late. For everyone…
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      I saw her
    

         
      she was walking down the street
    

         
      her lips were red
    

         
      she was wearing a dress
    

         
      that wasn’t pretty enough for her
    

         
      for her face
    

         
      for her walk
    

         
      she was more
    

         
      she was an idea
    

         
      she went dancing
    

         
      I watched her
    

         
      she smiled at me
    

         
      come with me
    

         
      I said
    

         
      and she came with me
    

         
      and she fell asleep
    

         
      and then we talked
    

         
      and I made something of her
    

      

   


   
      
         
            I KNOW, KID, I KNOW

         

         The sky hangs low, it looks like it could use a lie-down. Fog rises from the Elbe, as tough and as mean as an old crow. I turn up my coat collar, but it’s no use: the damp crawls into my bones. My head aches, I didn’t get enough sleep. It’s early March, it’s only half past seven, and lying at my feet is a dead girl. Two Filipino sailors on shore leave found her.

         She’s lying on some steps that lead straight down into the water. She’s naked, and there’s a strangulation mark across her throat. Her breasts aren’t the most elegant that money can buy, but they’re pretty impressive. I wonder why she was laid out there so nicely and isn’t swimming face down in the Elbe like all the other dead bodies. She’s wearing a cheap, bright-blue, short-haired wig, I could do with a cup of coffee.

         SOCO are in full swing. They’ve taped everything off, you’re not allowed to put your feet anywhere, obviously; I’ve already been given a good telling-off for traipsing around down here, but I don’t care, I have to see the victim if I’m going to take care of her.

         Click.

         Now they’re taking photographs.

         They always take photographs like crazy, and there are all these excitable little signs all over the place, as if there was something totally make-or-break here. I can’t make anything out. Except wet cobblestones.

         One of the lads, a skinny guy with a beaked nose, starts to focus on the dead girl’s neck.

         ‘Where’s the CID got to?’ he asks.

         ‘They’re on their way,’ I say.

         ‘Who’s the murder-squad duty officer?’

         ‘Chief Inspector Faller,’ I say.

         ‘That old plodder.’

         ‘Hey,’ I say, ‘watch your step. And until Faller gets here, I’m the CID, got that?’

         ‘Got that, Madam Prosecutor.’

         He raises his eyebrows.

         Arsehole.

         Faller is very much OK in my book. Sometimes he might be a bit tired, but he’s always there. And when something’s eating him, he reminds me of Robert Mitchum. And then, to cheer him up, I say: ‘My word, Faller, you’re a cool cat. If I were twenty years older, I’d marry you on the spot.’ His usual reaction is to stare at the ground, light a Roth-Händle and say: ‘I know, kid, I know.’

         I really am fond of him.

         ‘How did she die?’ I ask the SOCO man, while I try to make out individual clouds in the sky.

         ‘Strangled,’ he says, ‘probably with something plastic, a cable or similar.’

         ‘When?’

         ‘Can’t say precisely yet. Probably after midnight. The doc will be able to narrow it down a bit later.’

         ‘OK,’ I say. ‘Anything else?’

         ‘Oh, yes,’ he says, lifting the wig a little.

         Beneath the wig there is neither hair nor skin. There’s just a crusted, bloody mess. All at once, I’m dizzy.

         ‘Wow, she’s been…?’

         ‘Precisely,’ he says, ‘the lady’s been scalped.’

         There are a few aspects of my job that I don’t deal so well with, and mutilated women are definitely among them. I put my hands on the back of my neck and check my hairline. All still there. I pull my coat tighter around my waist.

         ‘Listen,’ I say, ‘I have to go. And leave Faller in peace when he gets here.’

         Then I scram. Do not go and keel over on the crime scene, Riley.

      

   


   
      
         
            I ONLY START TO GET LONELY IF THERE’S SOMEBODY THERE

         

         The cobbles are damp and unpredictable beneath my boots. Better walk nice and slowly for once. I’m wondering why I keep doing this to myself, these crime scenes. Probably because I’d rather be outside than inside, because I’m not yet of an age when I can simply issue wise instructions, and maybe also because I don’t really like my office at the State Prosecution Service. On good days it feels like a framework, and on bad ones like a jail. But maybe that’s just the furniture. I should really deal with that.

         Hey ho.

         So, until something changes, I’ll just keep going out. Besides which, I’m convinced that you have to see crime if you want to fight it. You have to know what evil looks like so that you’ll recognise it when it crosses your path.

         My phone rings. It’s Faller.

         ‘Good morning,’ I say.

         ‘Shitty morning,’ he says. ‘Where are you, Chas?’

         ‘On my way to Carla’s.’

         ‘Coffee?’

         ‘You know what a woman needs,’ I say. ‘Are you at the crime scene?’

         ‘Yes,’ he says, ‘just arrived, along with the entire local press. They’re turning everything upside-down here.’

         ‘They need to back off.’

         ‘I’ve got it under control,’ he says. ‘What d’you think of the wig?’

         ‘What d’you think of the scalping?’

         ‘Horrible, nasty, that poor girl.’

         ‘Think she was a pro?’

         ‘No idea,’ he says. ‘We should have the first results from forensics and pathology by tomorrow afternoon. I suggest we all meet up around two, and then we’ll see.’

         ‘OK,’ I say. ‘I’ll talk to a few of the girls on Hans-Albers-Platz this evening.’

         ‘Thanks,’ he says. ‘I’m too old for all that.’

         ‘No problem,’ I say.

         Since an ugly incident a few years ago, Faller doesn’t like getting out and about in the Kiez. I don’t hold it against him. Everyone has their own shit to bear and all that. Something went wrong, it was a mistake, let’s make the least-worst of it.

         ‘I can send Calabretta to see the girls too,’ says Faller.

         Calabretta’s family is Italian, and he’s Faller’s favourite on the murder squad; if you ask me, Faller wants him to succeed him one day. Fine by me. Calabretta’s a good cop and a decent guy. But I’d rather talk to the ladies of the night myself. I’ve always liked having red light shining on my investigations, I like the people in the Kiez. It’s an honest neighbourhood.

         ‘Nah,’ I say, ‘it’s fine, I’ll do it. See you later at forensics, OK?’

         ‘Sure thing,’ he says. ‘Oh, and Chastity?’

         ‘Yes?’

         ‘Take a double dose of aspirin and go and get some more kip. You sound awful.’

         Faller is constantly worried that I might be in a bad way. He’s mostly right.

         I nod, not that he can hear that. He hangs up and I’m alone with the lump in my throat. When someone cares for me, it does me over.

         The port is crazy busy. All the lights are on, there’s rattling and clattering everywhere, cranes here, forklifts there, big commotion. I really prefer it when places are asleep, and the port in particular is somehow closer to me when it’s quiet, by night. When the daytime no longer swallows up the lights. Still, the sun breaks through the clouds for a moment, adds a dash of emphasis, and blinks sympathetically down on the containers. But then the sky closes right back up, all that industry is surrounded by greyness again, slogs away to itself. To port, two beefy guys are busy with some kind of crates on a barge. They whistle as I walk past; I knew they’d do that and I flip them the finger.

         ‘What’s eating you, love?’ says one.

         The other asks: ‘Out on the lash yesterday?’

         Look who’s talking. Bet they’re personally acquainted with the inside of every beer glass in the city. Dickheads.

         I’m still cold. The cold is like an elderly monster that’s eating me up from the inside. And it starts doggedly eating the moment the outside temperature drops below thirty degrees. Once, a few years ago, I went on holiday, flew halfway around the world, spent four weeks on Tahiti. The travel agent said it was always at least twenty-eight there. They weren’t wrong. The weeks on Tahiti were the time of my life. It was warm, the people smoked Gauloises and drank Heineken all the time, and they played guitar and everyone spoke French, and I didn’t even try to understand a thing. I was entirely alone and not the tiniest bit lonely. I only start to get lonely if there’s somebody there. In that month on the island, not even a mosquito bit me. I could have carried on that way forever, but in the end, I wussed out and took my pre-booked flight back to my life.

         Sometimes, people ask me where I get that from – feeling the cold so quickly. I don’t think that’s any of their business.

      

   


   
      
         
            IN A SERIOUSLY BAD WAY

         

         Carla must have been there a while: the place is warm and tidy. The front windows gleam like they’ve been freshly cleaned and the combination of delicate white plasterwork on the ceiling, sky-blue walls and wild raggle-taggle of old chairs, tables and chandeliers is, as ever, so inviting that I wonder how anyone ever manages just to walk past Carla’s café. She comes towards me, my God, she’s so alive. Now and again, when I wonder what kind of a woman my mother might have been, I wish she could have been like Carla. But a woman like Carla would never have abandoned her child.

         My mother walked out when I was two years old, ran off with a colleague of my father’s, a senior officer. Now Ruth Hinzmann lives in Richmond, Wisconsin, sometimes sends postcards, and is on to her third husband, a dentist. That’s all I know about her, and, to be honest, it’s quite enough. These days, I think it wasn’t such a bad thing to have grown up without her. My father and I were a good team. He’s the one I miss. He’s the one who went too soon, not her.

         ‘Hey,’ Carla says, giving me a kiss on the cheek. ‘Kicked you out of bed again, have they? I’ll put some lovely music on, OK?’

         I nod. For Carla, lovely music means sad Portuguese music. She often says sadness is basically the same as beauty, they both hurt, and then she always smiles like she’s made of caramel.

         She’s messing around with the CD player with one hand and the coffee machine with the other.

         ‘You do want coffee, don’t you?’

         ‘Mm-hm,’ I say. As usual, Carla is barely wearing a thing, a thin, little black dress, and a cardigan that slips off her bare shoulders with every movement. My hot-blooded friend is never cold. She runs at high revs, she constantly chafes at life, she doesn’t even know what the cold is. Beneath her hands the machine steams and seethes and clatters, and then she sets a cup of her glorious coffee in front of me.

         ‘So,’ she says, ‘before I forget, I’ve found you a man, you’ll like him.’

         ‘Oh yeah?’ I say.

         Carla really does keep trying. She’s constantly setting up some amazing date for me with some amazing guy. And then I either don’t turn up to the date, or I drink myself adrift and act so off that she’s ashamed of me in front of the loser. But that’s water off a duck’s back to her, it doesn’t seem to bother her, so she keeps on matchmaking.

         ‘Yeah, he’s GREAT,’ she says. ‘He’s a man in a suit, but the good type, you know? Lovely grey temples, does something in the theatre. And he’s single.’

         ‘There’s got to be something wrong with someone who lives alone at that age,’ I say.

         ‘You live alone,’ she says.

         ‘My point exactly,’ I say, ‘there’s tons wrong with me.’

         ‘He’s widowed,’ says Carla, putting on a geography-teacher look. Over the top of the Portuguese tinkling out of the speaker above me. She knows exactly how to soften me up.

         ‘OK,’ I say. ‘When?’

         ‘This evening. He’ll come here. And if I shut at ten, you two can easily go on somewhere else. A change of scene is always good on a first date. Takes the pressure off, you know?’

         My friend seriously has a screw loose.

         ‘I can’t this evening,’ I say. ‘There’s a dead girl down at the port, and I need to ask around a bit on the streets.’

         ‘Oh, shit, baby. Is it bad?’

         ‘Murder’s always bad, Carla.’

         ‘Yes, sure, but is she just dead, or was she in a bad way first?’

         For Carla, my job’s just one big Saturday-night film.

         ‘In a seriously bad way. She’s naked and instead of a scalp, she’s got a blue wig on her head.’

         ‘Whoa, that’s out there…’ Carla is all big eyes and big breasts.

         ‘Carla!’

         ‘Sorry,’ she says. ‘But why do you always have to have such awful cases?’

         ‘Because I’m responsible for awful cases, Carla.’

         ‘Want something to eat?’ she asks.

         ‘No,’ I say. ‘Better not.’

      

   


   
      
         
            I CAN’T BE DOING WITH FEAR

         

         Carla forced me to eat a ham toastie. Sometimes, I wish she’d just have a baby so I’d be free from her solicitude. I still feel sick, and the hangover I ordered last night is slowly wandering in. My hands shake and the pain in my head has acquired a soundtrack. Serves me right for not heeding my dad’s advice. He taught me everything he considered important, including the necessity for alcohol to be clear. I don’t know myself why I was so set on drinking that dark stuff with the lizard on the bottle last night. I just felt like it, and the guy next to me at the bar liked it too, and after three glasses, he said, ‘Ready when you are.’

         ‘Ready for what?’ I asked.

         ‘We can talk now,’ he said. By about half past three, everything had been said and the bottle was empty.

         Now I can’t find the keyhole and I’m wondering when the damn caretaker will ever get round to fixing the light on the stairs.

         ‘Hey, look at that, it’s my favourite neighbour.’

         Klatsche’s sitting on the grubby wooden staircase, playing the gigolo.

         ‘Hey, look at that, where did you spring from?’

         His shock of dark-blond hair could use another cut, it’s falling over his forehead. His young face bears the traces of having grown up too soon, and he is, as always, sincerely unshaven. He spends the majority of his time driving women out of their minds, and he’s pretty good at it, the little spiv. Klatsche has an impressive wide-boy career path behind him. He was fourteen when he first broke into a villa in Blankenese for a dare. He found it so easy that from then on he did it often, and by the age of sixteen he was earning good money selling electricals from his permanently sozzled parents’ garage: TVs, stereos, computers, all off the back of a lorry. When he was seventeen, he got busted for the first time – didn’t notice an alarm system. Six months later it happened again, there was a container full of music systems and someone grassed him up; he got nicked the third time when he was in the middle of emptying a warehouse of photocopiers – alone. He’d got cocky, wanted to be the famous burglar king. They gave him nine months. And since then, he gets anxious the moment a door closes behind him. He always says prison was the worst time of his life, that he never wants to go back there, no way, that he’d rather die than go back behind bars. He’d had it up to here with a life of crime. So he stopped with the burglary and set up as a locksmith. Business is booming. There’s nobody quicker, cheaper or happier picking a lock.

         ‘So why are you sitting around out here?’

         ‘I lost my key.’

         ‘Oh, please, Klatsche,’ I say, ‘there’s no door in the world you can’t get open…’

         He grins and shrugs.

         ‘No way,’ I say.

         ‘Yes way,’ he says.

         ‘Mr Locksmith extraordinaire went out without his kit?’

         ‘A genuine emergency.’

         I know what his emergencies look like: blonde, barely over twenty, striking statistics in the chest department.

         ‘So all concerned are now exceptionally pleased that the nice neighbour has a spare key at her place, huh?’

         Klatsche nods. He’s got his going-out leather jacket on, a rancid brown thing with a broken zip, and looks like he hasn’t had a shower today. An emergency, got you.

         ‘Fine,’ I say, once I’ve finally managed to open my own door. ‘Come in.’

         Klatsche peels himself off the step, stands up, waits three seconds on the threshold of my flat and looks at me.

         ‘It’s OK,’ I say.

         He puts his hands in his trouser pockets and takes a ridiculously cautious step into my hallway. I walk wordlessly past him into the kitchen. Klatsche was last in my flat six months ago. Since then, he’s been strictly barred. Because that day, for reasons that I can no longer remember, he ended up in my bed, and we didn’t get out of it for twenty-four hours. Not that it wasn’t nice, quite the reverse. But I couldn’t think, couldn’t sleep, couldn’t work for days afterwards, it threw me off course. That scared me, and I can’t be doing with fear. Besides, the guy’s a good fifteen years younger than me.

         So.

         I have the feeling that we’re over that now, so I don’t want to be like that.

         He stands in the kitchen door, taps the doorframe with his finger, as if it’s burnt him, and goes: ‘Tsss…’

         ‘Stop that shit, Klatsche, or I’ll throw you out again. I’m old enough to be your mother.’

         ‘But you’re not, baby.’

         ‘Don’t call me baby.’

         ‘What’s happened?’ He drops, wide-legged, onto a chair, I can see the muscles tense beneath his jeans. Outside my kitchen window, the clouds are piling up again, and slipping a little lower, they’re almost lying around the backyard now. I tell him about the dead girl while I make coffee. About the wig and what was, or rather wasn’t, under it.

         ‘That was sad,’ I say.

         ‘Sadder than the grandad with no feet last winter?’

         ‘Yes,’ I say, ‘much sadder. The feet thing was a straightforward matter between Albanians. The grandad was punished for knowingly straying onto their patch. But this doesn’t seem like it comes from breaking an agreement. This must be something else. Something sicker. Who steals a woman’s skin and hair?’

         ‘Shout if you need any help,’ he says.

         I could use some help, I think, although not the way you mean, but I’d rather not say so, that would only cause trouble. When I’m through with a body, I’m in a bad place. With a body under your nose, you temporarily stop kidding yourself and realise: all this can all go wrong very fast. Don’t feel too safe, it’s all just an illusion, and even if you think that every catastrophe in your life has already happened, it can always get worse. The only thing you can do then is not pull anyone else in with you.

         I try not to stare too hard at Klatsche’s forearms.

         ‘Here,’ I say, putting a cup of coffee somewhat roughly under his nose.

         I need to get him out of my flat as fast as possible. I must have overestimated myself.

      

   


   
      
         
            SHOWTIME

         

         As a child, if my dad sent me down into the cellar, I used to sing quietly to myself. Just quiet enough that I could still have heard if some faceless hunchback had loomed up on my left, but loud enough to delude the monsters. Now, as I walk towards forensics, I’d quite like to sing.

         Faller’s behind me on the stairs.

         ‘Showtime!’

         ‘Ghost train,’ I say, waiting a moment until we’re in step.

         ‘How are you?’ he asks, looking appraisingly at me. He’s worrying again.

         ‘I’m tired,’ I say. ‘And not in the mood for a second encounter with a mutilated woman.’

         ‘Yes,’ he says, ‘somehow they seem even more threatening on the slab.’

         ‘When you’ve seen them the second time, it’s much harder to forget what they look like. Have you spoken to the two Filipino sailors?’

         ‘Yes,’ says Faller. ‘They’re acting like they’re too shocked to speak. But I don’t think they can know anything of interest to us. They don’t seem the calibre we’re looking for. Besides which, their ship sails again this evening and there’s no real reason to keep them here.’

         Faller as ever. I think he’s right and I trust his judgement. The old man will know how to assess the situation.

         ‘And what do the SOCO guys have to say?’

         ‘A fair bit,’ says Faller. ‘The upshot of which is that we don’t have a single usable line on the perpetrator, not even a footprint. Rained cats and dogs again last night. The bloke was in luck with the weather.’

         ‘What makes you so sure our murderer’s a man?’ I ask.

         ‘Throttling someone,’ he says, ‘is not exactly a woman’s thing, is it?’

         We walk side by side down the last few steps, and the further down we get, the smoother and more sterile everything gets, the grey stairs and walls look so slippery that once you’re down, you might as well forget ever making it back up.

         ‘Everything OK?’ Faller asks.

         ‘Yes,’ I say, ‘everything’s OK.’

         Ahead of us there’s the steel door to pathology, behind that is the plastic curtain, and behind that is what remains of a crime. I’d like to link arms with him but don’t have the nerve.

         Open door, curtain aside, dance of the dead.

         The pathologist is washing his hands. By and by, I join in, and the moment I’ve finished here, I’ll wash my nose out too. The disinfectant smell of these clinical catacombs makes me all jittery. Sweet and lemony, spilt Sicilian liqueur plus Domestos. And once you’ve smelled it, you can’t get it out of your nose all day. Whatever I want to eat or drink later, it’ll taste of post-mortem. Most days after a visit to the university hospital cellars, I just don’t ingest anything else.

         The room is fully tiled, and bathed in a greenish shimmer. The girl is lying under a neon light on the horrible, high dissecting table. Her skin is very white, almost transparent. Running around her neck is the imprint of her deadly encounter with a strangulation device, and a fraction further down, running parallel and at right angles to it, are two finely stitched, pale-reddish lines. One runs along her collar bones, one down from the little hollow beneath her voice box to her pubic bone. Opened, closed. The bright-blue wig is on a shelf between the wash basin and the table, packed up in a freezer bag. Her face is young, pretty, and almost a touch cheeky. I’d put her at mid-twenties, tops. Her skull is just one big disaster zone. I can barely look.

         ‘Go ahead, doc,’ says Faller.

         This is our division of labour: in pathology, he basically does the talking while I try not to keel over.

         ‘Death occurred between two and four a.m.,’ says the doc. ‘She was strangled and probably put up barely any resistance. We found very few skin particles under her fingernails and nothing that indicates a struggle. But she was drugged up to her eyeballs, a woman who could defend herself would be a different story. She was only scalped after death. The killer probably used a small, sharp blade to do it. And she didn’t die where you found her. We still have a few analyses to do. I’ll write it all up for you tomorrow.’

         I catch another glimpse of the girl’s skull and suddenly I can taste exactly what I had for breakfast. I hope the toast stays put.

      

   


   
      
         
            DANCER’S FACE

         

         Over the course of the day, this morning’s fog has turned into a malicious drizzle, and, yet again, the sun didn’t make it. It’s just after nine. The girls are standing in a row, each with her very own square metre of space, and they’re wearing their winter uniform: ski pants, thick anoraks in pastel colours and moonboots. It’s all tight-fitting, and they have bum bags round their waists with their work gear in them. Money, keys, phone, condoms. Behind them is Hans-Albers-Platz with its purveyors of amusements, which have been offering the same combination of fast-drinking music and old, cheesy hits for years, and where half the population of Pinneberg comes to drink away its small-town boredom at the weekends. Blinking in the girls’ faces are the sex adverts on the other side of the street. I always wonder who teaches them this look, this blend of seduction and rebuff. The look is important. It creates the correct power relationship between the whores and their clients: toe the line and pay in advance, or you’re not getting any. But if you do – well…

         Suza and Danila have been standing here forever. They want to stop in the autumn, they once said something about opening a tanning studio together. Suza wears apple green, Danila wears pink, their peroxide blonde hair is topped with black woolly hats. They’re trying to keep warm by walking on the spot. Small, cowboy movements.

         ‘Hey, good evening,’ I say.

         ‘Moin.’

         ‘Well?’

         ‘How’s business?’ I ask.

         ‘Oh,’ says Suza, ‘you know.’

         Danila: ‘And you?’

         ‘I need to ask you something,’ I say. ‘Do you have a minute?’

         Nods.

         I pull a photo of the dead girl, taken at the scene, from my coat pocket. One with the wig. If they know who she was, the shock will be bad enough.
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