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			Dedication

			For the people who try to cheat Death every day, 

			to wrest days, weeks and years from him, 

			as patients, as doctors, as nurses, as scientists, 

			as emergency workers and in every job 

			that I’ve forgotten. 

			Just don’t give up.
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			Prologue

			‘. . . hope that you enjoy your breakfast. We will be arriving at Paris-Charles De Gaulle airport in approximately two hours, at around 10.45 a.m. We will begin the approach for landing in about an hour. There will be more from me about that closer to the time. If you have any questions or requests, my team and I are always happy to help.’ Christine finished the announcement in charmingly accented French and English. She stepped out of the way of her colleagues who were beginning to hand out the food. 

			The 550 passengers in three different classes over two levels wanted their breakfasts. The chief flight attendant was hoping it would perk up the mood on board. They had been delayed by two hours because the staff in JFK airport in New York had been overstretched. Or overwhelmed. Or the technology was outdated. And not for the first time. 

			Christine’s gaze swept around. Flight AF023 was coming back to life seat by seat.

			She liked the atmosphere in the mornings. Most of the passengers were more or less cheerful; some still had their sleep masks over their eyes and their seats reclined, dozing away, or headphones in their ears. Elsewhere, she could see someone had a film on already, soft murmurs floated through the air and somewhere in the bright cabin, children laughed. She was reminded of her son and smiled. Oliver, seven years old. 

			‘Could you please deal with seat 81?’ Marlène whispered to her as she pushed the first trolley out of the kitchen area. It smelled of freshly brewed coffee, fried eggs, bread rolls and croissants; slowly the smell wafted across the A380-862. 

			‘What’s wrong with him?’ 

			‘He’s being annoying. He’s already on his fourth whisky and a while ago he was hanging out at the bar complaining that the dinner had given him diarrhoea.’ 

			‘What did he eat?’ 

			Marlène rolled her eyes and paused. ‘First soup, then salmon with lemon and saffron rice and salad, then another piece of salmon and two croissants filled with chocolate custard. Two packets of peanuts and a packet of crisps. With a spicy dip. That’s as much as I noticed. Claire said that he demolished some free snacks in between. Oh, and he glugged down half a bottle of gin. My stomach would protest too.’

			‘I’ll sort it out.’ With a nod of her head, Christine sent her to give out breakfast on the main deck, where most of the low-fare passengers were sitting. On Air France they were called, somewhat cryptically, Voyageurs, which sounded classier than third class. There were 340 men, women and children placed in long rows of seats behind and next to each other. The Première – first class in the front of the plane – was completely separate from them. 

			Christine moved off quickly so that she could help give out the meals afterwards. Being the boss meant more responsibility and no less work. To get to seat 81 and its unruly occupant, she had to go to the higher deck first anyway. There were 106 more Voyageurs there, as well as 80 Affaires, the business-class passengers. 

			Christine took the second-best stairs to the upper deck and walked past the rows of Affaires on her way down the plane. Her colleagues swarmed around her, delivering the utterly luxurious breakfast to the passengers. She sighed. Right in the midst of this hustle and bustle one of the passengers just had to flex his muscles. 

			As she went past, she nodded at the flight attendants who had begun giving out the food and were gently waking the last remaining sleepers from their dreams with a whispered bonjour. 

			‘Excuse me!’

			Christine flinched as cool fingers clasped her wrist and forced her to stop. 

			‘Could I please have a pot of extremely strong coffee?’

			She lowered her gaze and looked at the man. He was around forty, in a distinctly average, not very expensive outfit. Christine could estimate the price of clothes incredibly well. Even though he could clearly afford a business-class ticket, his clothes weren’t worth more than a hundred euro, including the boots, jeans, checked shirt and neckerchief. A pseudo-cowboy, although judging by the accent of his English he was probably from Scandinavia. He had scruffy blond hair that lay thin and tangled on his head and dark circles under his pale blue eyes. He looked like he hadn’t slept in a long time. ‘I’ll tell my colleagues, Monsieur.’

			The man didn’t let go of her, his eyes staring urgently. Riveted on her. ‘Please let them know that it needs to be very, very strong,’ he whispered hoarsely, rubbing his wan face with his free hand. A thin film of sweat covered his large forehead. 

			Christine could see four empty energy drink cans on the open tray table, and the brownish ring shapes on the other­wise clean plastic surface betrayed the fact he must have drunk coffee already. ‘I’ll do it right away, Monsieur. Could you please let go of me?’

			‘Strong! It’s important!’ His gaze flitted away and focused on the cans. ‘Sorry,’ he whispered and released his grip on Christine’s arm. Then he sank down, mumbling something that was probably meant to be an apology; she couldn’t really hear. 

			Christine went on her way and decided to check the man’s name on the plane’s manifest as soon as she got back. His behaviour was not normal. He also didn’t look like he belonged in business class. Maybe she had a junkie on her hands who couldn’t handle his withdrawal any more and was going to lose it just before they started the landing. Or perhaps during it. 

			As she walked, she straightened her navy blue jacket, as well as the scarf in a lighter shade and the brooch with its Air France emblem, and entered the Voyageurs’ area where the passengers sat in a two-four-two formation without being too cramped. There was no comparison with the old planes. 

			Seat 81 was wide awake and in a bad mood, sick bag in hand. He was ranting to the passenger next to him, a young lady with her son to her right and an Asian man to the left, and they were nodding but couldn’t say anything in response because he was talking relentlessly. Gesticulating. Getting worked up. 

			Christine analysed him in a split second. Accent: Italian. Clothes: around five hundred euro, not including the gold jewellery. Category: tight-fisted businessman, show-off and cazzo. 

			‘Monsieur?’ She showed her teeth as she put on her ‘kiss-my-ass’ smile, an indispensable part of a good flight attendant’s repertoire. An insult that wasn’t one. 

			His black curls shook as he whipped around, his slight double chin wobbled. He was in his mid-thirties at the most, but he was no bella figura. He was surrounded by a faint waft of alcohol. ‘Si?’

			‘Monsieur, my colleague said you didn’t feel well. Is there anything I can get you that might help? Charcoal tablets or—’

			‘Porca miseria! I feel like throwing up because I ate that French slop!’ he exclaimed in English, while making a very Italian accompanying hand gesture that meant this wouldn’t have happened on Alitalia. ‘And we’re delayed,’ he added, as though the lateness of the flight was to blame for his illness. 

			The passengers in his row rolled their eyes, the little boy, bored, was messing with a coloured pen that had a small LED light on it. The Asian man had an oxygen cylinder in front of him; a see-through tube from it went under his shirt and was visible again at his neck. Two thin little bits poked into his nostrils. 

			Christine leaned down. ‘Monsieur, I’m so sorry to hear that. Our captain has done his best to minimise the delay.’ Christine looked apologetically at the other passengers in the row, expressing her sympathy for their having to endure this particular passenger. ‘On the food issue, my colleagues mentioned that you may have consumed a mixture of a few too many foods. Could I suggest—’

			He grimaced. ‘Did you just say that it’s my fault that I want to throw up and my insides make me need to go the loo every few minutes?’ Seat 81 threw his hands in the air, the little gold chain on his right wrist jingling softly and glinting in the beam from the reading light. Christine couldn’t read the Italian words engraved on it. ‘I don’t have to stand for this! I’ve paid a lot of money and in return I get poisoned!’

			Christine took a deep breath and straightened up. Her smile widened and became more disdainful. ‘Monsieur, please calm down. I promise—’

			‘I want half my money back,’ he cried and looked at her aggressively, giving a suppressed belch. ‘No, a full refund would be best, or I’ll complain to Air France.’ His dark eyes flashed as he crossed his arms over his chest. ‘If necessary I’ll take a sample of my diarrhoea and have it analysed.’ Then he leaped to his feet, squeezed past his fellow passenger and the chief flight attendant and hurried to the toilet. 

			Christine understood why Marlène had asked her for help. This time she was the one to get apologetic looks from the passengers. ‘I can only apologise for what’s happened, messieurs dames,’ she announced. 

			‘No problem,’ replied the Asian man, who was breathing heavily and wearing traditional robes and a thick black beard. Christine remembered him because he’d produced a special permit for his oxygen cylinder at check-in. 

			‘You can see how much travel broadens the mind: my son is learning more Italian swear words than he will ever need,’ added the young woman wryly. Her son was oblivious, concentrating on the penlight. 

			Christine nodded gratefully. ‘Thanks for being so understanding, messieurs dames. I’ll see if I can improve things.’ She left it unclear whether she was talking about the state of 81, or whether she wanted to assign the man a different seat in order to spare the patience and nerves of the other passengers. Two hours next to a professional complainer could be very long indeed. 

			The Italian was already visible at the end of the aisle again, pressing himself against the cabin wall next to the toilet and waving furtively at her. 

			Christine approached him and noticed that he looked at her slender legs as she did so. ‘What can I do for you, Monsieur? Is there no more toilet paper?’

			But 81 was behaving calmly. ‘Sorry for how I’m acting,’ he said softly and yet kept gesticulating as though he was going to work himself up. ‘I didn’t want the Arab to start suspecting anything.’

			‘Monsieur? The Arab? I don’t understand.’

			Seat 81 turned so that his face couldn’t be seen from the seats. ‘He has been reading the Koran the whole time,’ he murmured, ‘and talking under his breath.’

			‘It’s not against regulations to read religious books on board Air France aircraft, Monsieur,’ she countered. A demanding flyer with paranoia. This was all she needed. She knew exactly what he was getting at. ‘The woman in seat 53 was reading the Bible earlier, and one of the gentlemen in the Affaires section had the Communist Manifesto in front of him. That doesn’t mean they must automatically be terrorists.’ 

			‘But – the oxygen cylinder!’

			‘Monsieur, the man is in possession of a special permit from Air France. Although I’m not allowed to say this, for your peace of mind: he has a lung condition and has a—’

			‘But he hasn’t turned it on.’

			Christine had to admit that gave her a moment’s pause. ‘Maybe he doesn’t need to be inhaling all the time?’

			He gave her a triumphant look. ‘He hasn’t even used it once since we got on. The display says off. I know that model, my dad was on supplemental oxygen. That Arab doesn’t have a lung condition, I’d bet my gold jewellery on it.’

			Now her suspicions were truly raised, even if she didn’t want 81 to be right. ‘Bon. Monsieur, I’ll have the permit checked again.’

			‘It might be too late then!’ He grabbed her arm in exactly the same place that the Affaires passenger with the cold hand and tired eyes had. ‘We have eleven Arabs on board. I counted them and they’re well spread out through the cabins. They were standing at the bar earlier, talking quietly. They know each other! So why aren’t they sitting together?’ he asked urgently. ‘What if they all have links to each other and are planning an attack? If it’s a bomb or . . . poison gas that the man next to me has got?’ He looked quickly over his shoulder. ‘What are we going to do?’

			‘We are doing nothing, I’ll do something, Monsieur.’ Christine was annoyed that 81 had finally managed to infect her with his persecution mania. It was unlikely that his Italian fantasies would turn out to be anything other than paranoia, but safety came first. With more than five hundred people on board, she couldn’t pretend he hadn’t said anything. ‘You go back to your seat, Monsieur. I’ll check the passenger list and the man’s permit and I’ll arrange some security measures,’ she explained rapidly to calm him down. ‘If you notice anything, pretend that you’re ill and I’ll come back.’ Christine nodded to him. 

			He nodded back, seemingly proud with what he’d achieved, and then pressed his hand against his stomach for a moment. ‘Oh, I really do not feel good,’ he said. ‘But you’re right: it’s my own fault.’ Despite the ashen colour of his face, he winked at her in a very Italian way and went back to his seat. 

			Not thinking him quite as awful as she had before, Christine hurried to the crew area to carry out the checks. 

			‘Remember my coffee,’ someone called longingly after her. ‘Extra strong, okay? Otherwise I’ll go right to sleep.’

			‘Of course, Monsieur!’ she replied as she went past without stopping, which she ordinarily would never have done. But she had more important things to do now. That pseudo-cowboy shouldn’t be making such a fuss. As if Air France would serve weak coffee! ‘I’ll mention it to my colleague tout de suite.’

			Christine reached the main deck as the last of the breakfasts were being handed out in the A380. Feeling tense, she sat down at the computer, looked up the passenger lists, compared the information there with the seating plan and went over all the data available. 

			The Asians in question came from different Arab states; there were no records that made them suspicious in any way. 

			But then her forehead creased as she read the name of the passenger next to 81: Rub al-Chali. 

			She thought she could recall a desert in Oman of the same name. She used to travel around that region a lot with a different airline, so she had quite a good knowledge of it. 

			Was it possible that a man and a desert shared the same name?

			Why shouldn’t she call in one of the security people? Among the passengers there were four armed members of a special force, two on each deck. Air France employed them for flights to and from New York as a precaution and defence in case of hijackings by extremists. Unremarkable, dressed like normal people. 

			Rub al-Chali. 

			She felt hot and cold, rubbing her temples nervously. The Italian’s fantasies were becoming less and less far-fetched. 

			‘Why did it have to be on my flight?’ murmured Christine. She decided to tell the capitaine her suspicions. He would decide what they should do. 

			*

			Tommaso Luca Francesco Tremante was wriggling about in his seat, not letting his Arab neighbour out of his sight. His life was shaping up so nicely right now and it was not about to end here. 

			He had made his money in property and continued to do so: he sold rich French people cheap American houses, which there were so many of thanks to the financial crisis in the USA. Business was booming. The last thing Tommaso wanted was for an extremist to blow him up, poison him with gas, or make him one part of a missile-craft headed towards a French building. Hence the stageworthy fuss he’d made. 

			Twenty minutes later the lovely mother and her bored child were called up because allegedly, according to the announcement, they had entered an on-board lottery and she was now getting a seat with her son in the first-class cabin. They were both pleased. 

			After another ten minutes, a tall, broad-shouldered man appeared and settled himself next to the Arab because there was too much noise for him on the upper deck. ‘So lucky that something was free here,’ he said, and laughed as he opened a newspaper and started reading. 

			The bella donna – the chief flight attendant – had let Tommaso know with a subtle gesture that the man was a member of staff. A sky marshal or something similar. 

			That had calmed Tommaso somewhat, but he was still worried. 

			The Arab was acting normally, eating a croissant and drinking coffee, reading the Koran; his mysterious oxygen cylinder remained securely closed. 

			Tommaso hoped the sky marshal would gun the Arab down if he so much as started to act a bit strangely. 

			He found it funny that the Muslim was eating the croissant with such relish. Of all things. According to legend, the little puff pastry crescent had been invented after the siege of Vienna by the Turks, so it had been invented by Islam in the broadest sense. The Ottomans had been trying to dig a tunnel underneath the city walls and a Viennese baker had noticed and raised the alarm. Since it was traditional to seal victories with a dish that embarrassed the enemy, they’d created a pastry in the shape of a Turkish crescent. 

			Tommaso wasn’t sure if that story was true. His stomach hadn’t been able to get on with the three greasy croissants he’d eaten for breakfast. Or maybe he felt ill because of the fuss about the terrorists? Or because of the extra-strong coffee, which he’d been given without asking for? When he’d asked a flight attendant about it afterwards, she’d admitted it had been intended for another passenger. 

			He practically soiled himself during the approach to landing, so he loosened his seatbelt as soon as the wheels of the A380 touched the asphalt and the engines slowed down. Tommaso’s insides were seething. 

			‘That’s not safe, Monsieur,’ said the Arab amicably. ‘We haven’t stopped moving yet. If someone rams into us—’

			‘Stay in your seat,’ the sky marshal ordered, and gave him a warning look. ‘The seatbelt signs haven’t been turned off yet.’

			Tommaso ignored the warnings and pushed his way into the aisle. ‘You’d be better off keeping an eye on that imbecile,’ he snarled at the security man. ‘I’m definitely not about to crap my pants when the loo is less than two metres away. These trousers were expensive.’

			He started running, leaning on the seats for support, and approached his saviour, the toilet. The airbus was still moving at quite considerable speed. The passengers watched him go, some baffled, some laughing out of Schadenfreude. His little interlude earlier hadn’t exactly won him friends. But he’d saved them all!

			Just a few more steps and he’d reach the toilet bowl. And not a moment too soon. He swore to himself he would never eat croissants again, no matter how good they tasted. 

			‘Monsieur!’ That was the voice of the bella donna. ‘Sit down immediately!’

			‘Scusi, no can do. Anyway, you’re running around too,’ he replied and disappeared into the cubicle, slammed the door closed and pulled down his trousers. 

			Relief came immediately and he sighed happily. 

			Less pleasant was the angry, authoritative knocking. 

			‘Come out, Monsieur! Right now!’

			Tommaso laughed. ‘Believe me, you do not want that, bella.’ He rubbed his belly. ‘No harm done. And I’m holding on tight. Promise.’

			The rapping came again, then her voice.

			‘I’d like to point out, Monsieur, that it is not permitted, and that there are sanctions associated with disregarding the instructions of staff members.’

			The plane moved in a slight curve and the centrifugal force made Tommaso hold on tight to the sink and the side panelling. 

			‘I don’t mind. I’ll pay the fine. It won’t be as expensive as a new pair of trousers,’ he called through the door. ‘Let me take my crap in peace.’ He noticed how warm it was in the little cubicle. The air conditioning wasn’t working. 

			‘I’m warning you, Monsieur.’

			The intercom above him crackled and then a female voice came on and advised that they had landed safely. The announcement was accompanied by muffled clapping from the passengers. ‘For your own safety, please leave your seat belt securely fastened until the aircraft has stopped and we have reached the parking position.’

			By now there was silence outside his door. No more threatening knocks, no orders from the agitated chief flight attendant. 

			‘You’re not getting the man with the gun now, are you?’ The rumblings and groans from his stomach had finally stopped, but he still didn’t feel great. And the toilet paper wasn’t the softest either. His backside was probably glowing like a guinea baboon’s. 

			‘We’d like to thank you for travelling with Air France—’ came a voice from the ceiling-mounted loudspeaker, but a horrible, high-pitched rustling as if from a scrambling transmitter interrupted the announcement. 

			Tommaso had to cover his ears; the shrill buzzing was making his eardrums and head ache. 

			Suddenly there was silence. 

			‘What was that?’ Tommaso stood up, pressed the flush, pulled up his trousers and washed his hands. 

			The noise from the engines hadn’t let up; the A380 was still moving swiftly over the landing field and was looking for its parking space. The pilots seemed to be in a hurry. 

			Tommaso scrutinised himself in the mirror, dabbed at his face and winked at himself. He passed a discerning hand over his podgy chin. ‘I’ve looked better,’ he said, unlocking and opening the cubicle. ‘Ciao, bella! If you absolutely must—’ 

			He almost tripped over the body at his feet, but then he recognised the chief flight attendant lying lifelessly in front of him. A collapse? Her eyes were wide open and he couldn’t see any wounds. A heart attack? Stroke? 

			‘Maledetto!’ He crouched down immediately and looked for a pulse in her neck but couldn’t find one. ‘Help!’ he shouted and ran into the aisle. ‘Is there a doctor—’ Tommaso’s words stuck in his throat: the passengers were sitting in their seats, their limbs limp, their heads on their chests or to one side, some hanging over their armrests. What was wrong here? They couldn’t all have fallen asleep at once. 

			Deathly silence. 

			Panic gripped Tommaso when he remembered the Arab’s gas canister and he held his breath straight away. Poison gas! He was right after all!

			He quickly went over to a seat and yanked on the ceiling panel until, in an amazing stroke of luck, it came off and the oxygen mask behind it was released. 

			At least the bearded Arab was in his seat like everybody else; he had his eyes open, one hand on the canister’s pressure gauge, which was turned up as far as it would go. The contents were being released into the cabin with a soft hiss. 

			The airbus was still taxiing forwards fast, oblivious to the attack. 

			There was a cracking sound and the plane was gripped by vibrations, and then began rocking from side to side. 

			Tommaso looked out the window and realised that the A380 had knocked down two gangways. In the glare from the headlights the ground staff were frantically running around in packs while vehicles with rotating yellow lights accompanied the airbus. Blue lights appeared in the distance. 

			Then he had a terrifying thought – the gas might have crept as far as the pilots! That would explain why the A380 wasn’t braking. 

			The terminal’s booms appeared in front of him. 

			He had no doubt that the terrorists were in the cockpit and were trying to launch the airbus at one of the buildings. 

			‘Porca miseria!’ Tommaso could imagine the inferno now: halls collapsing, petrol spilling, explosions and flames, death and destruction. 

			His gaze fell on the body of the sky marshal who had one eye closed and the other open. His left hand lay on the handle of his semi-automatic pistol, never having been able to draw it. 

			What should he do now? Flee, or attempt a heroic attack on the terrorists in the cockpit? And if he wanted to get out, then how? He could forget about emergency slides or anything of the sort as long as the plane kept moving. But wasn’t the door to the cockpit reinforced and impenetrable? 

			He could feel the sweat running down over his back and soaking his shirt. 

			Then any decision was taken away from him when the nose of the A380 collided with Terminal 2E, boring into the glass and steel structure without losing any momentum. 

			One turbine exploded spectacularly, ripping the plastic glass out of the small oval bulls’ eye windows at the back of the plane and drawing blazing tongues of flame inside. 

			Tommaso was catapulted forwards by the impact, crashing into a seat and collapsing unconscious into the aisle. All around him, the inferno he had feared unfurled. 

		

	
		
			I

			The girl: 

			Pass by! O pass me by!

			Mad man of bones, away with thee!

			I am young yet, away! 

			Away and do not touch me. 

			Death: 

			Give me your hand, dear, gentle child!

			I come in friendship, not to harm. 

			Take heart! Not mad, I am so mild, 

			You will sleep gently in my arms!

			Der Tod und das Mädchen,Matthias Claudius (1740my arm

			Leipzig, Germany

			Konstantin looked at the clock on the wall next to the door and saw that it was a little after nine. 

			A day’s work awaited him and his colleagues at Ars Moriendi, his company, which he jokingly liked to refer to as Rest in Peace Ltd, like the undertaker’s in the German version of the comedy horror film The Comedy of Terrors with Vincent Price, Peter Lorre and Boris Karloff. Although they had nothing in common with their murderous methods. 

			‘I’ll be away again from the day after tomorrow, but I’ll bew on my mobile. Is anything still unclear?’

			Heads shaking in the little office. 

			‘Off you go then, gentlemen and women.’

			The eleven men and women barely fit into the room and most of them had to stand. They had just gone through the week’s schedule together: a handful of normal burials at local graveyards, two transfers abroad, two burials at sea – one in the Atlantic and one in the Baltic; and then there was being on-call twenty-four hours a day for new deaths. 

			Around 5,600 people died in Leipzig every year, which meant an average of fifteen dead people a day. A burial cost approximately 5,000 euro. So there was a lot of work and opportunities for making money, which is why there were also a correspondingly high number of undertakers in the area. Which in turn reduced the money to be made. 

			Ars Moriendi – his funeral business – had a very good reputation. It was thanks to him – a young, well-respected boss with bright ideas and a steady hand – that they did such good business, even outside Leipzig. He won contracts all over Europe, for which he received bonuses and all-expenses-paid trips. 

			‘Excellent. Have a good day then.’ Konstantin looked at the two young men who stood up first. ‘Maik, Florian, you’re going out if we get a job. Is that okay?’

			They nodded. 

			‘And check the air conditioning in car four again for the transfer to the Atlantic. It’s meant to be warm this whole week and the journey takes two days by van. Otherwise you might get a rather nasty surprise when you take Monsieur Contignac out of the coffin.’ Konstantin stood up as his staff vanished one by one and set to work. 

			I do have good colleagues. He drank the last of his tea standing up and looked out the window towards the fleet of vehicles his colleagues were heading towards. They picked up floral tributes, prepared for funerals in different places, did their paperwork and so much more as part of their routine, and all tasks were completed with the dignity they were due. 

			In contrast to some of his colleagues, Konstantin did not stand for ripping people off, inflated prices or a lax, inappropriate attitude towards the dead. Strictly speaking, a corpse might only by a soulless shell, but it used to be a beloved parent, a beloved child or friend. 

			His gaze fell on his reflection in the mirror. I really need to get to the hairdresser. His dark brown hair was tickling his neck and refused to stay in the style he wanted despite the wax. Yet, for a man of nearly forty, he still looked surprisingly good. Most people would put him in his late twenties and that was not down to moisturiser or cosmetic surgery. When asked for his secret, he always answered that death kept him young. And that the formalin he mainlined was better than Botox. Undertaker’s humour. 

			The black cars peeled away from the courtyard as Maik and Florian went into the workshop. 

			Konstantin strolled into the front room where the secretary, Mendy Kawatzki, was sitting and managing everything there was to manage, from meetings to job applications. ‘Where has that job applicant got to, gorgeous?’

			Mendy, in her mid-thirties and the faithful old soul of the company, looked over the edge of her black glasses. ‘Why did you grow that beard? You look like Johnny Depp in that film—’

			‘I hope you don’t mean Pirates of the Caribbean?’

			‘No. You may also live on a boat, but I meant . . . what was it called again?’ She noticed one black button had come undone on her white blouse and did it up again. ‘With Jolie. In Venice.’

			‘The Tourist.’ Konstantin smiled. He had seen the film and thought the actor’s beard wasn’t too bad. But Konstantin really did not think he looked like Johnny Depp – his face was a bit longer, with less defined cheekbones. ‘Doesn’t it suit me?’

			Mendy smiled. ‘Sure. But whenever I’ve got used to how you look, you change something.’ She shrugged and pointed to the screen. ‘The applicant for the apprenticeship has sent an email. He’s going to be half an hour late because he still needs to pick up a certificate.’ 

			Konstantin muttered, unimpressed. ‘He thought of that in good time didn’t he?’ He went to the door leading to the studio through a sterile corridor. ‘Send him straight to me when he comes in. I’m going to go ahead and start.’

			She scrutinised him. ‘But you’re not going to give him a hard time?’

			He couldn’t help laughing. ‘Are you his spokesperson, Mrs Kawatzki?’

			‘No. But he looks nice.’

			‘And he’s late. He might have earned himself a look at Mr Meininger for that.’ Konstantin grinned. ‘Thanks to you, I’ll spare him that.’

			Treating Mr Meininger, or rather what was left of him, was not exactly easy: a man in the prime of his life who’d fallen into a Leipzig canal and drowned after a boozy night out. He had been carried away gently by the current and found by horrified walkers weeks later on the bank of the canal. After being released by the police, Mr Meininger’s family had had Ars Moriendi pick up his bloated, waterlogged, pathologist’s-scalpel-ravaged corpse. 

			The sight of, and above all the smells from, Mr Meininger would have been enough to knock out even the most hardened job applicant. Unless they needed to throw up multiple times first, in which case one mishap could lead into the next. 

			Konstantin pointed to his watch. ‘But if he’s more than half an hour late, he’s done for. Then he’ll get a hard time.’

			He vanished through the door and went along the tiled corridor that smelled of disinfectant and led to the actual working area. The two worlds of Ars Moriendi. 

			He hadn’t chosen the name for his company at random, or because a Latin phrase sounded more sophisticated than funeral parlour or undertakers. He’d chosen it because on the one hand it translated as ‘the art of dying’, and on the other it referred to the Christian books produced in the late Middle Ages which were intended to prepare people for death in the Christian sense. The Ars Moriendi also dealt with the preparation of the dead for a decent, dignified burial. 

			And death was a type of art to Konstantin. 

			Literature was constantly coming up with different myths about immortals like zombies, vampires, the soulless. There were curses and elixirs that made them immortal, and of course, there was always alchemy, magic, divine intervention, pacts with the devil and many more things that could give you eternal life. 

			He had his own particular way of dealing with the Grim Reaper. 

			Konstantin went into the changing room and swapped his black cloth trousers and black polo shirt for a tracksuit in the same colour. It was one hundred per cent polyester, because smells and stains could only be fully washed out of synthetic material. Plus it was cheaper to replace than cotton. 

			Over the tracksuit there was the long-sleeved white apron, then purple rubber gloves for the hands. The comfy trainers got foil-like covers. 

			Ready to go. Konstantin went through the swing doors and entered his work space. 

			First he turned the mp3-player on. The shuffle setting selected a song and soon the mix of solemn heavy double bass and synth elements from the Leipzig band Lambda blasted out of the speakers. The singer’s gorgeous voice filled the twenty-five-square-metre room with a love song. Some might have found the music incongruous, but for Konstantin there was no conflict with what he was about to do. 

			His kingdom, his work space. Two height-adjustable metal tables with a drainage system and hand-held shower stood in the middle of the room, and on the left-hand wall there was a door to the cold room. In one corner there was a large sink with a cupboard on the wall above it containing the most important utensils that Konstantin would need: surgical instruments, scalpels, scissors, wound-sealing powder, special spray-on plasters, moisturiser. And then there were the little tubs of Vaseline, cans of hair spray and a whole range of make-up paraphernalia, hairdryers and brushes. Not forgetting sewing equipment and fixing tape. Anyone who had seen a detective film would think they were in a pathology lab or an operating theatre. 

			Part of the service provided by Ars Moriendi was to prepare the dead, to wash, moisturise and dress them, even when they wouldn’t be lying in repose in an open coffin. The men also got a shave, the woman had make-up applied. Photos handed over by the loved ones were used as guides to work from. 

			If someone wanted an open coffin for a person lying in repose and there were a few days between the time of death and the funeral, Konstantin’s thanatological skills came into play. Thus, the table on the right was equipped with a pump system to remove the deceased’s blood from their body and inject special pink liquid into the arteries, which reached right to the very smallest blood vessels. The pink liquid gave the deceased back their natural skin colour. The chemical mixture, which Konstantin made himself, consisted of a certain percentage of formaldehyde, which delayed the decomposition process. 

			Simply put, he made the bodies durable so that they didn’t have to be kept in a refrigerated room and could even survive extreme weather conditions. So relatives and friends could file past the coffin without being disturbed by smells or other symptoms of decomposition. 

			Konstantin took a look at the list of the dead who were on the agenda for today and glanced over the information relating to the first name on the list. This will be an easy case. Just right for a Monday morning. 

			He went into the cold room and pushed the trolley with Gerd Pamuk, eighty-one years old, into the treatment room. 

			He assumed the man had died a peaceful death. Maik had collected the body from an old folks’ home yesterday. Heart attack, said the death certificate, shortly after his coffee break. The body had been packed into the obligatory plastic bag and kept at an angle, the feet downwards, so that the blood didn’t go to the head and make his face blue. 

			Gerd Pamuk’s relatives had expressed a wish to see the old man again. In an open coffin. It was to happen this afternoon in Mourning Room One at Ars Moriendi, so Konstantin was preparing him. With great respect. 

			‘Let’s see how much I have to do then.’ He opened the bag. 

			Thin, silvery hair emerged first, and then a high, creased, tanned forehead, bushy eyebrows, and then the rest of a friendly elderly face. With his pale, waxy skin, the dead man really looked like a doll. His eyes were closed, his mouth slightly open. A sweet odour wafted up out of the plastic bag. Decomposition bacteria worked quickly, despite the refrigeration at five degrees. 

			Gerd Pamuk was almost dainty, and had a wizened body with very little flesh. Konstantin could easily lift him onto the treatment table by himself. With the stiffness of the cold body – rigor mortis – it was even easier. 

			As he did this, Konstantin noticed an old tattoo on the man’s left upper arm. It was pale blue and roughly done: a brig sailed across the wrinkled skin with an illegible name underneath. Maybe Gerd Pamuk had once been a sailor with a girl in every port? Always on deck, in all weathers. Two ancient bullet wounds on his left shoulder suggested he had fought in the Second World War. The aged skipper had disembarked from the ship of life. 

			Had he truly understood Death?

			There was a knock at the door. 

			‘Come in,’ called Konstantin and looked expectantly at the swing doors. He had heard the steps in the changing room and knew that it wasn’t Mendy. ‘I hope you’ve already changed?’

			‘Yes, Mr Korff,’ came the reply. In came a young man with dyed black hair, a nose piercing, four rings in each ear and eyeliner around his eyes. A goth, there were a few of those in Leipzig. He looked slightly older than twenty. ‘My name is Jaroslaf Schmolke,’ he introduced himself. ‘I’m sorry I was late. My old boss had forgotten to send me the certificate.’

			Huh, great. Konstantin sighed inwardly. Gerd Pamuk was lying on the table like a barrier between him and his potential apprentice. ‘Don’t take this question the wrong way, but you’re not by any chance a fan of Six Feet Under or NCIS, are you?’ Since the advent of those series, an onslaught of applications for jobs in forensics had begun, and Ars Moriendi had noticed an increasing demand for apprenticeships. But most applicants gave up when they had a hard time of it. ‘You mustn’t have any false conceptions about this career.’

			Jaroslaf remained impassive; the sight of the dead body didn’t seem to bother him either. ‘No, Mr Korff. I take it you’re referring to the forensic scientist in NCIS who plays the token goth? I can assure you that my interest in this job career is not a passing fad and that I don’t want to fulfil a cliché.’

			He can talk the talk. Konstantin had had to deal with the oddest types before, from former butchers to esoterically minded yoga teachers. He gestured for him to come closer. ‘Were you working in a different job right after you left school?’

			‘The ambulance service. I’m familiar with the sight of a human body in different conditions.’ Jaroslaf smiled. ‘This man is looking pretty good compared to the victim of a motorbike accident.’

			Konstantin nodded and his hopes rose that he had finally found a good candidate. ‘You can give me a hand and we’ll talk while we work.’ He sprayed the body with disinfectant and pushed a plastic support underneath the neck. He had Jaroslaf wind some cotton wool around a pair of pincers and dip it in alcohol, and then clean Pamuk’s ears with it. Using two more alcohol-soaked balls of cotton wool, he went under the white eyelashes and under the fingernails. Eye sockets, nose and mouth got equally thorough treatment so that every contaminant was removed. Otherwise, germs could build up and cause nasty smells. He noticed that the man’s dentures were loose. ‘According to what I’ve read, you broke off an apprenticeship with one of my colleagues?’

			‘Yes. He wasn’t good enough.’

			‘Ah. And what makes you think that?’

			‘He was lax and couldn’t teach me the thanatological skills that interest me. But you, Mr Korff, are considered to be the best thanatologist in Germany and, as far as I know, in Europe too.’

			Konstantin smiled. ‘Who says that?’ 

			‘It’s in the trade magazines. You’re always called upon when a case is particularly difficult or when others in the community have refused to do an embalming with reconstruction beforehand.’ Jaroslaf spoke quietly, but carefully. A discreet, pleasant voice. 

			Konstantin turned on the hand-held shower and sprayed cold water over the body. Warm water encouraged bacteria. ‘Hand me the picture of Mr Pamuk from the tray please,’ he ordered Jaroslaf and gently dabbed at the wrinkled, waxy face with a soft sponge. He cleaned the white hair with a little shampoo, washed it out carefully and kneaded it dry with a towel. ‘Stand there and hold the picture.’ Konstantin arranged the hair the way it was in the photo, the hairdryer drowning out the next song by Lambda, which, appropriately enough, was called Charon. ‘This is my kind of song. Why do you want to learn the craft of thanatopraxy? Open coffins aren’t very common in Germany. It varies between five and ten per cent, as I’m sure you’re aware,’ he said as he turned off the hairdryer. 

			‘It’s ninety per cent in England,’ the young man shot back like a pistol. ‘I’m thinking of going abroad after I’ve worked for a few years. Somewhere warm, where I can be useful.’

			He’s clever too. Konstantin had a very good feeling about this applicant, who had both ambition and a basic knowledge of anatomy, but had enough of a desire to accumulate knowledge that he would continue his studies. ‘What do you know about the origins of thanatology?’ 

			Jaroslaf seemed to have prepared for this question and answered without hesitation. ‘Jean Nicolas Gannal, French military officer and chemist, born in Saarlouis in 1791. Apart from a few other inventions, he was famous for his embalming methods.’

			‘How did they come about?’

			‘He didn’t want to send soldiers’ bodies back to their families mutilated or disfigured. It was about preserving the good memories of a loved one and not the memories of a decayed, tattered piece of flesh.’

			Konstantin nodded, impressed. He gently massaged the deceased’s cheeks from the temples inwards to the centre to loosen the rigor mortis. When the jaws could move and the mouth open, he carefully sprinkled some powder into the dead man’s mouth and nose. ‘Do you know what I just did?’ He purposely kept the label on the tin covered. 

			‘That must have been Ardol. An odour and moisture-absorbing powder that hardens into putty as soon as it comes in contact with liquid. It’s also usually covered with a little bit of cotton wool to prevent bodily fluids from leaking out. Or modelling wax, that works too.’ Jaroslaf was still holding up the photo. ‘By the way, my previous boss didn’t do that. That’s what I meant by lax.’ 

			‘You know a great deal already. Well done. Hand me the eye caps and the cream from the small table, please.’ 

			Jaroslaf handed him the smooth, hemispherical half-shells along with a small tube. 

			‘Thanks.’ Konstantin applied the adhesive, placed the caps on the dead man’s eyes and closed Gerd Pamuk’s eyelids so that they wouldn’t open while everyone filed past. It was necessary in order to avoid shocking the visitors and loved ones. ‘You can go back upstairs and tell Mrs Kawatzki that you have the job on a probationary basis, Mr Schmolke. So long as you’re working with me on the bodies you can keep wearing the earrings and the eyeliner, but as soon as it comes to meeting clients, you will unfortunately need to present yourself in a bit more of a mainstream way.’

			‘Of course, Mr Korff!’ Jaroslaf beamed. ‘Can I keep watching until you’ve finished your work?’

			With most other candidates, Konstantin would have assumed they were trying to suck up to him. Not with Jaroslaf. He showed true enthusiasm for this career, for the craft, for the last duty to the dead. That is rare. ‘Yes. Put the photo away and please push the pale coffin in.’ 

			‘Are we going to put Ardol in?’

			‘No. In such a short time, no fluids will leak. So we can give covering the floor a miss.’

			Jaroslaf hurried out. 

			He is really bright. Meanwhile, Konstantin sewed the palate, lips and chin to the oral cavity using a curved needle so that the jaws wouldn’t later open as if to scream. This procedure was called the ligature. Not an easy task, because Konstantin used a special technique. He pulled the thread through the septum in the nose, past the upper incisors and around the lower jaw underneath the skin before knotting the ends. The lips themselves weren’t stitched up. Since the dentures were loose, he pushed a mouth mould made from curved plastic behind the lips to be on the safe side and put pink-tinted Vaseline on the mouth. Done. 

			In the meantime Jaroslaf had returned and had been watching him silently, absorbing every hand movement and assisting as though he had done nothing else all his life. But when he reached for the scissors, intending to cut open the beautiful grey suit that Pamuk no doubt kept for Sundays, Konstantin stepped in. 

			‘What are you doing?’

			‘Cutting it open, so that we can put everything on him easily. That’s the way my boss did it.’ He put the scissors down. ‘I did think that wasn’t a good idea.’ 

			‘If you ask me, no proper undertaker does anything like that! Clothes are put on in the normal way and not cut up,’ Konstantin explained his position. ‘If clothes happen not to fit, I ask the relatives to bring different ones.’ He nodded to Jaroslaf. ‘Remember that.’

			They dressed the dead man and together they lifted him into the waiting coffin. 

			Konstantin laid the head on a cushion, covered the legs with a white blanket and massaged the stiff dead fingers to be supple so that he could fold the hands as though for prayer. ‘Good work,’ he finally dismissed Jaroslaf. ‘Apron off, throw the gloves and shoe covers away, disinfect your hands and up you go to Mrs Kawatzki. This is the beginning of the probationary period. From Monday there’ll always be a meeting at nine.’

			‘Thanks, Mr Korff!’ The young man did as he was told and disappeared into the changing room. A stifled whoop emerged from the changing room moments later. 

			Finally, someone worth teaching. You can rely on goths. Konstantin grinned and brushed cosmetic powder over the dead man’s face using a large brush, the final task before rolling the coffin out into the corridor. Then he went back into the room, cleaned the instruments and put everything back in its place. 

			After he had changed, he pushed Gerd Pamuk into Mourning Room One, and using candles and soft classic musical he created an ambience in which the relatives could say goodbye and surrender to their grief. In complete privacy. 

			He liked the quote that the dead man had selected for his gravestone while he was still alive: 

			When the leaves fall, 

			you’ll come to the graveyard, 

			to look for my cross. 

			In a little corner

			you’ll find it. 

			And there 

			will grow many flowers.

			Even though he’d come across many quotes as an undertaker, tasteless and tasteful, this was the first time he had heard these lines by Lorenzo Stecchetti. He liked the combination of farewell and solace. 

			Konstantin went back to Mendy who was looking very pleased. ‘What’s the matter with you then?’

			‘You hired the young man,’ she gushed. ‘I just think it’s fantastic!’ 

			‘He’s good, regardless of what he wears or what make-up he puts on. I’d be a bad employer if I didn’t see that and acknowledge it. And he still has to get through the probationary period.’ He asked her for the black jacket hanging in the little wardrobe and threw it on over his polo shirt. 

			The mourners would be turning up in an hour and Konstantin wanted to stick to what he’d told Jaroslaf: look professional for the client at all times. The jacket hid the tattooed characters on the inside of his right upper arm. He had carried the written warning on his skin for twenty-one years, and those letters had kept him from making a mistake during some difficult times. A mistake that would have cost the lives of innocent people. 

			A quick look in the mirror confirmed that he could present himself to the bereaved like this. The black jacket didn’t emphasise his athletic physique too much. ‘The Pamuks are coming soon, the body is ready. Is the paperwork done?’

			‘Yes, of course.’ Mendy still seemed pleased about the new apprentice. ‘Oh, before I forget: Ars Moriendi has received a request about an urgent assignment abroad. It came by email.’ 

			‘Where?’

			‘Paris. Immediately would be best, apparently.’

			Konstantin thought about it. He had to go to Moscow the day after tomorrow. That left barely enough time for a detour to the French capital. Pity. ‘Send—’

			Mendy shook her mass of blonde hair. ‘You were requested specifically: the best thanatologist in Europe.’ She was about to hand him the printout when there were voices from the main door: Gerd Pamuk’s relatives. 

			‘Forward me the email,’ he said quietly, and walked towards the people stepping gingerly into the foyer of Ars Moriendi in order to greet them and take away their fear. Fear of the death of their beloved grandfather, father, friend, and of the thought of their own mortality. 

			Lake Cospuden, Leipzig, Germany 

			Konstantin was sitting on the top deck of the Vanitas, his houseboat, enjoying the dying rays of the magnificent day as they glittered on the surface of Lake Cospuden. 

			He had gone to the Gewandhaus concert hall after work and listened to the public auditions for the concert of Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy’s Symphony No. 5 in D minor, the so-called ‘Reformation Symphony’ and admired the smart blonde cellist, as he had done for the past year. 

			And she had smiled at him. As she had done for the past year. 

			It was their ritual, which had formed an incredibly strong, unspoken bond between them: they were a couple, for as long as they were sitting in the Gewandhaus. Him down there, her up there. 

			Nothing more had happened between them, even though Konstantin would have liked it to, and the cellist probably did too. Her name was Iva Ledwon, she was twenty-five, had studied the cello and came from Stralsund. He had read her online CV. 

			He didn’t dare make any closer contact because he had no desire to lie. 

			Because the danger for her was just too great . . . 

			Konstantin was an expert in all things unrequited love, and as far as drama went, he’d had enough for one lifetime. So he pretended to be content with thinking about Iva Ledwon and dreaming of a lovely time with her in a different life. 

			Maybe I should give up the visits to the Gewandhaus. They wouldn’t see each other in the coming weeks anyway because he was away a lot and sections of the ensemble were going on a tour of the Baltic states and Russia. His stubborn, unwelcome feelings could cool off or, best of all, be put on ice. 

			He slouched in his deck chair, took a swig of his adapted Red Russian and leafed through a book. Oscar Wilde, The Importance of Being Earnest. A writer one of Konstantin’s best friends was always quoting. 

			On the bank, a little further along from his mooring spot, there was hustle and bustle. People were having fun in the bars and bistros, children were laughing and shrieking wildly, others were splashing around, taking boats out and snorkelling.

			One of the best ideas the city’s authorities had ever had, had been to flood the brown coal mines around Leipzig and the surrounding areas. Leipzig’s Neuseenland was growing, becoming a little paradise – and the water quality was getting better year after year. 

			Konstantin had pulled off the feat of bagging himself a permanent spot for his houseboat at the jetty on the east bank at the Zobigker Winkel marina. With his quick, nifty dinghy he could cross the lake and go up the canals to Leipzig’s city centre in a matter of minutes. It was virtually impossible to beat. 

			He liked living on the water. It gave him a certain amount of security, although a sea would have been even better. Just for fun he had once enquired about the cost of decommissioned drilling platforms, but quickly rejected the idea. He couldn’t bury enough people to earn the amount of money it required. 

			He watched the visitors strolling along the marina pier and marvelling at the ships. After another mouthful of Red Russian, refreshing thanks to the three added mint leaves, he turned back to his book. 

			A soft feep meant he had received a text. 

			Konstantin picked up the handset and saw a message from Mendy: ‘Please don’t forget the client from Paris, even though you’ve already left work. Love MK.’

			She knows me too well. He searched his inbox and found the forwarded email from France. 

			Since he still spoke the language of his past so fluently, he had no difficulty understanding what it said. The writer, he could see from the first few sentences, was someone with good manners. 

			My dear Monsieur Korff, 

			Following the tragic death yesterday of my beloved daughter Lilou, it is a matter of enormous concern to me that I be able to present her body to her family, relations, friends and the wider public as part of a farewell ceremony.

			This has little to do with me, although the loss of my daughter is tearing my heart and soul to pieces, it is for my wife, who is in a much worse state. Since the devastating news, she has been on the edge of madness and refuses to accept the death of our daughter. She is not eating, not sleeping, talks constantly about Lilou’s return and is sinking further and further into a fantasy world. 

			We are afraid that we might lose her, too.

			Our doctor has advised me to make the funeral a big farewell, as this is important for the grieving process, and might show my wife the reality of our situation. The more sudden the death, and the younger the deceased, the more important it is, they say. 

			My daughter was just seventeen years old, Monsieur Korff, and a stunning beauty. The pride of our large family. 

			The impression the authorities gave me about her ­injuries was enough to make me decide to call on your services without hesitation. 

			I’ve attached my private secretary’s number here for you, a Monsieur Carlos Caràra. He looks after my affairs and will be your point of contact for everything.

			To be perfectly frank, money is no object.

			I will reimburse your expenses twice over and pay three times your fee. 

			Or name a figure to Monsieur Caràra and he will transfer it to you in advance, but I beg you: 

			Come to Paris immediately. Please save my wife from her delusions. 

			Please, at least keep this sliver of hope alive!

			Most respectfully and from the depths of grief, 

			Erneste Xavier de Girardin

			There was a picture of a young woman attached to the email, looking cheerfully into the camera and laughing: Lilou. 

			Her long brown hair was blowing in the wind, her blue eyes sparkling with joy, as though her heart was overflowing with happiness. She wore a chain around her neck with a marvellous jewel that glittered in the sun. The photo had been taken on a boat; Konstantin could see the white triangles of sails in the background and the kind of blue sky you only get at sea. 

			Beauty, joie de vivre, elegance. The words flitted across his mind. He swallowed the last of the Red Russian. Death has picked a pretty victim. 

			Konstantin didn’t feel any more sympathy than he usually did. He reserved that for dead children, especially ones who died suddenly in accidents. Suicides moved him too because the victims had been in such despair that they jumped ­willingly into the jaws of death. 

			Yet Lilou, he could feel it, had something special about her, something very few people had. 

			And that’s where his thanatological skill came into it: he had to give the dead back this special thing. For a few hours, for a church service, until the lid of the coffin closed and decomposition finally prevailed over the chemistry. The money was less important to him than the challenge. 

			Konstantin poured vodka and kirsch into his glass while dialling Caràra’s number. The ice cubes landed with a clink just as his call was answered so that he missed the man saying his name. ‘Bonjour, Monsieur Caràra,’ he said, lapsing into French. ‘This is Korff.’

			‘Good to hear from you, Monsieur Korff. May I take it that this is a positive response to Monsieur le Marquis?’ Caràra spoke with an accent, but he spoke in a polished and very clear way. No comparison to Konstantin’s street French. 

			He was taken aback momentarily. Marquis? I should have looked up the name Girardin online. ‘You may, Monsieur Caràra. I’ll be in Paris tomorrow morning at the latest.’

			‘I’d recommend you fly to Saarbrücken and take the TGV the rest of the way. Paris-Charles de Gaulle airport has been closed since the accident and the others are desperately overstretched.’

			‘Thanks for the tip.’ Konstantin added a few more mint leaves to the cocktail, shook his glass to mix the kirsch and vodka together and took a sip. ‘Monsieur Caràra, I hope I can be frank with you, even if it’s unpleasant? I need a few more details about the seriousness of Lilou de Girardin’s injuries. Are there photos?’

			‘No, Monsieur. The marquis refused to look, I can only offer you an autopsy report.’ 

			He grimaced. Autopsy and accident did not bode well for the reconstruction. He wasn’t surprised they’d requested him. ‘Thank you, Monsieur Caràra. I’ll send you a list now of personal things that I need to prepare.’

			‘What do you mean, Monsieur?’

			‘I need her favourite dress, perfume, accessories. To emphasise what made her herself. On the outside anyway.’

			‘Of course, Monsieur Korff. It would be helpful if you could also send me a list of items you need to perform the reconstruction. I’ll have a room booked for you at the Hôtel de Vendôme. It’s in an excellent location and has wonderful service. Call me as soon as you arrive. I’ll pick you up and bring you . . . to the place.’

			Konstantin raised his left eyebrow. ‘The place? That’s a little vague, Monsieur Caràra.’

			It was clear from his tone that the private secretary felt uncomfortable speaking about it. ‘Monsieur, you probably can’t be aware of this, but the Girardin family is very well known in France. To avoid the press photographing the mortal remains of Demoiselle Lilou, I must insist on keeping the location where she is being kept a secret. A photo of the untreated body making its way into the public domain? It doesn’t bear thinking about. I certainly don’t mean to insinuate that you would alert the media, but these ladies and gentlemen are very smart when it comes to this kind of thing. And no less ruthless or graceless.’

			Konstantin understood and wasn’t offended. ‘No problem. Let’s do it the way the marquis wants it.’ It occurred to him that Caràra had not asked about the fee even once. He looked into his Red Russian and wondered whether there was anything else he still needed to know. 

			‘Monsieur Korff?’

			‘Yes, I’m still here. I’ll . . . read out my email address to you so that you can send me the report.’ Konstantin gave it. 

			‘Very good, Monsieur. That leaves the fee,’ Caràra said. ‘As the marquis wrote to you, money is no object. I take it you have an hourly rate for when you’re working outside of Ars Moriendi?’

			‘I do, Monsieur Caràra. It’s—’

			‘Monsieur Girardin will pay you 500 euro an hour, as long as this figure is higher than your ordinary rate,’ the private secretary spoke over him, ‘and that is irrespective of the results of your efforts. If you manage to live up to your reputation and prepare Demoiselle Lilou so that she looks like she is sleeping rather than dead, you’ll receive a bonus of 100,000 euro. The marquis will reward your discretion with a further 150,000 euro, without any German tax authority having to be aware of it, if that’s what you want.’ Caràra talked about the dizzying figure as nonchalantly as other people talk about fruit or the colour of a wall. 

			‘Very generous.’ Konstantin took another sip of his drink. ‘But too generous. Please thank Monsieur de Girardin for me, but I don’t want to profit from his suffering. I’ll take my usual hourly rate.’

			‘As you wish, Monsieur Korff.’ Caràra’s voice resonated with deep respect. ‘You’ll call me as soon as you are ready to get started? Don’t forget the itemised list. Goodbye.’

			‘Goodbye, Monsieur Caràra.’ Konstantin hung up and polished off his second Red Russian. It felt incredibly good to be able to refuse that much money. Ars Moriendi made enough, as did his freelance work. He didn’t need to prey on bereaved or despairing people. It was a question of professionalism.

			He’d been respected for that before. 

			Before working as a thanatologist. 

			He picked up his book again and faltered: The Importance of Being Earnest. 

			Wilde had been making a play on words, earnest being a word and a name. Fate had arranged for his French employer to be called Erneste. 

			No, I don’t want to be earnest right now. 

			After just a few pages, Konstantin’s sense of unease was too great to keep reading. He couldn’t stop thinking about Paris and Lilou. 

			He put the book aside and busied himself with getting ready for his flying visit to Paris; booking his flights and trains, looking at the hotel and finding to his astonishment how posh it was. Then he sent Caràra the list and, during his third Red Russian, he searched for the name Erneste Xavier de Girardin. The French nobleman was a magnate, the director of a steel empire with corporate interests all over the world. Married for twenty-two years, four children, all as unremarkable as their parents. A picture book life. 

			Very little was known about the family’s private life, they only attended events on rare occasions. Lilou, as the youngest daughter, had caught the attention of the tabloids because she had been carving out a career as a model, and was successful in a way that barely any girls had managed before her. 

			Until the previous day. 

			Konstantin clicked on an article about her: according to unconfirmed reports, Lilou de Girardin had died in an accident at Paris-Charles de Gaulle airport. After landing, an A380 had careered into a building, causing immense damage and a fire, with the loss of over 800 lives. 

			He resisted using any more of his time looking at the article. Konstantin didn’t like sensationalism in news. 

			He took another swig, the vodka and kirsch feeling pleasantly cool as it went down his throat. Time to pack. He stood up and stretched. Exercising would be the next urgent task. I could use a little exer . . . 

			‘Hey! Stop those idiots!’ a loud voice rang out. It was Fritz Wutschke, whose sailing boat was rocking across the way, on the same pier as the Vanitas. ‘They’ve got my lenses!’ The older man was standing in his underwear on deck, holding his forehead where a cut was gushing blood and staining his bare chest. 

			Konstantin looked along the jetty and saw two men running away with the stolen photo bags. 

			An wicked smile stole across his face.

		

	
		
			II 

			Death, the only immortal who treats us all alike, whose pity and whose peace and whose refuge are for all – the soiled and the pure, the rich and the poor, the loved and the unloved.

			Mark Twain 

			Minsk, Belarus

			A spurt of blood bubbled up like a geyser. It filled the wound made by the scalpel and ran down the patient’s neck and around it. The vertebrae that had been clearly visible until now were engulfed in blood.

			Professor Smyrnikov quickly pulled the scalpel away. ‘A bleed,’ he barked his diagnosis in English from under his mask and was handed the clamp he wanted while the nurses dealt with the red pool using suction tubes and swabs. 

			Swearing quietly, he monitored the nurses as they tried to give him a clear view so that he could clamp the final blood vessel, but the blood was flowing faster than they were removing it. 

			Smyrnikov had been trying to prepare for the separation of the skull from the spine: tendons, muscles, blood vessels, one after the other until the severance of the vertebrae. This complication had put a spanner in the works.

			He exchanged a quick glance with his two assistant doctors, McNamara and Lange. He could see from their eyes they were thinking the same thing. 

			The blood burbled softly like a small waterfall to the ground and made a second small pool. 

			‘Blood pressure is dropping fast,’ announced the nurse on monitoring duty as several machines emitted alarm noises. 

			A blood transfusion would usually have been the next step, to give the doctor operating enough time to find the damaged vein and clamp it so that the patient did not sustain any injuries. 

			But the patient, whose number was 77, was not in a conventional hospital and had not ended up on Smyrnikov’s operating table by choice. So his doctors didn’t do what they had been taught to do during their training. 

			‘Change of plan,’ said Smyrnikov to all present. ‘We’re going to do a removal. Prep everything for the nutrient solution and oxygen supply. I want to see Patient 77’s brain removed in record time. Professor McNamara, you do it. Doctor Lange, you assist.’

			Nobody dared protest. It was clear to every member of the team that Smyrnikov had written off the man on the table and that it was now a matter of McNamara and Lange, who were new to the team, getting some experience. 

			‘Time is running out . . . now!’ Smyrnikov withdrew into the background and watched as the young doctors took over the operation. The monitors were turned off, the man was going to die anyway. But his mind, in its purest form, might still be salvageable. 

			McNamara and Lange moved Patient 77 roughly onto his back and sat him up, his blood spraying the doctors’ surgical aprons. Tubes were removed and in a flash the skull was clamped in a bracket so that it couldn’t slip. When McNamara hesitated, Lange picked up the electrical circular saw. The machine revved and sliced through skin and bone and the blood that flowed out was cleared up by the assistants. 

			Considering there were no incision lines marked on the bald scalp, Lange worked with extreme precision. Smyrnikov reckoned the steady hand of the Brazilian would be a definite asset. However, McNamara, the pale-skinned Irishman, was standing indecisively next to 77. Both were skilled surgeons who had spent years working in hospitals before receiving the invitation to Minsk. Apparently McNamara had a problem with the task. 

			‘I’m in,’ said Lange, and had the assistants take away the top of the skull. 

			The cerebrum underneath came into view: a grey-white mass with the texture of an unripe walnut. Pink cerebrospinal fluid ran down the patient’s forehead, over his nose and into his open mouth. His eyes were staring unconcernedly, if not blindly. The anaesthetic was keeping him calm, but 77 was still alive. 

			Lange had set aside the saw and was looking at McNamara. ‘What is it? We’re doing well for time! Now . . .’

			McNamara didn’t move. ‘I . . . I can’t do it.’

			Smyrnikov saw his assumption had been correct: the Irishman was a coward, a theoretical researcher who left it up to others to get their hands dirty. ‘What do you mean?’

			‘The man . . . he—’ McNamara pointed a bloodstained finger at 77. ‘I can’t do it!’ he repeated simply. ‘My God, no! I can’t do it!’ 

			‘There’s no pulse, the heart isn’t beating any more,’ said an assistant in the background who had taken a reading of the muted vital signs. ‘CPR?’

			Smyrnikov waved him away. 77 was immaterial to him, the Irishman’s sudden attack of conscience was the real problem as far as he was concerned. Next he’d be wanting to leave. 

			But once anyone made their way to Minsk and entered the operating theatre of the Life Institute, they couldn’t just drop out. Silence was easily bought in Belarus, but in the West, the voice of a doctor making accusations about the experiments of an international team would be listened to. 

			Smyrnikov couldn’t allow that. 

			‘What is it now?’ Lange elbowed his way in, annoyed, and set about removing the brain. He stood behind 77, whose upper body was covered in the blood that had flowed down him in torrents and was now drying. The metallic, sweet smell seeped through the doctors’ surgical masks. Right now they looked more like butchers than doctors. 

			‘Enough!’ ordered Smyrnikov quietly. ‘Tidy and clean up, 77 is taking a trip to the crematorium. Good work, Dr Lange. I respect your dedication.’

			Lange nodded, but didn’t seem pleased. 

			Smyrnikov pointed to McNamara before turning towards the exit. ‘Please follow me, Professor McNamara.’

			They left the operating room in silence, took off their bloodstained clothes, washed and dressed. They avoided eye contact throughout. 

			Smyrnikov let McNamara go ahead of him as they left the changing room and gestured towards the meeting room. ‘In there please.’

			They went inside. 

			Smyrnikov sat down straight away with his back to the bricked up window and offered McNamara neither a drink nor any of the nuts that were on the table. He had forfeited any hospitality. 

			McNamara had stuck his hands in the pockets of his white coat, his shoulders slumped, his scrawny, gangly build turning him into a crestfallen schoolboy who was on his way to the headmaster after a prank had been discovered. 

			The Irishman was going to say something, but Smyrnikov held up his hand. ‘You don’t have to explain anything. I understand you want to drop out. You’re not the first person unable to cope with our research.’

			McNamara looked relieved. ‘I’m sorry. I was expecting something different. The transplants, the grafts, I definitely think they’re exciting, but I thought we were experimenting on animals. On apes,’ he babbled. ‘That I—’

			‘Nonsense. You knew what was in store for you, Professor McNamara.’ Smyrnikov wouldn’t ease his guilt or avoid the accusation of failure. ‘You should admit to yourself that you aren’t suited to what we need in our institute. Our benefactress wants results, results from people. Nothing else is any use, Professor, especially any financial use. Apes don’t have millions in assets to spend keeping themselves alive.’ He lifted an arm and pointed towards the door. ‘You can go. Pack your bags and report to reception. A driver will take you to the airport. You know that you are bound to silence. Stick to that. Breaking our agreement would have wide-ranging consequences for you and everyone close to you.’ 

			McNamara made as though to protest, but then nodded in exhaustion. He stood up, nodded to Smyrnikov once more and left the room. 

			A few seconds later, the director of the institute picked up the phone and informed the guards at the entrance where they were to actually take McNamara. 

			Then he pondered how to explain the sudden loss of Patient 77 to the investor. 

			There wasn’t much that frightened Smyrnikov. But this woman did. 

			Paris, France

			‘Yes, Mamma! I’m safe.’ Tommaso couldn’t stand the hospital and had taken advantage of the offer to stay in a smart four-star hotel at the expense of the French taxpayers for at least two more days. So long as the critical phase of the investigation was ongoing, they didn’t want to let him go. The amount of compensation that Air France had offered him wasn’t bad either. 

			When he had seen the first pictures of the Paris-Charles de Gaulle airport on TV, he had felt sick: Terminal 2E didn’t exist any more, it had caught fire and much of it was destroyed. The A380 was barely recognisable: the right wing torn off in the turbine engine explosion, the nose completely collapsed, large parts of the fuselage at the front fragmented and ripped to shreds. The fire, which had ravaged the plane as much as the building, had charred some of the dead beyond recognition. Inferno. Everything suggested an attack. 

			Faced with the pictures, Tommaso couldn’t believe that he – apart from a mild concussion and a touch of smoke inhalation – had escaped unharmed. Firemen had found him and dragged him out. At some point he’d woken up in the hospital and investigators had started asking him questions.

			His inquisitorial mamma was asking almost the exact same questions. Just more forcefully and unavoidably. As was his habit, he lapsed into soothing gesticulations, but they didn’t help at all, she couldn’t see the gesticulations after all. She was expecting a report. Of epic proportions. 

			‘No, Mamma. I came out of the toilet and—’ 

			There was a loud knock at the door. 

			‘Ciao, Mamma. The police are here again and want to talk to me. I’ll call you later. . . . Yes, from the hotel room. . . . Yes, the French are paying for it. . . . Exactly. Ciao, ciao.’ He hung up quickly and went to open the door. 

			He was astonished to see just one man in a black suit. He’d been expecting Radont, the short man from the French secret service whom he’d been in touch with constantly since he’d woken up in the hospital. The man in front of him looked, with his white shirt, black tie and Ray Bans, as though he’d stepped out of a spy film. Maybe the stranger was from the FBI? 

			‘Si?’ said Tommaso suspiciously. He jerked his bathrobe round him; he was wearing only underpants underneath. 

			‘Hello, Mr Tremante.’ The black-haired man took off his sunglasses with a Hollywood-worthy smile and with his right hand held up ID with a name on it. Tommaso only managed to note the surname because it sounded so funny: Darling. ‘My name is Darling, I’m a commander in MI6 and charged with investigating the events surrounding flight AF023.’ He gestured into the room. ‘May I?’

			‘Si, claro.’ Tommaso let go of the door and pointed to the suite of furniture where he’d already spent hours with Radont and his little tape recorder. ‘MI6. So, why the English secret service?’ He got two glasses and a bottle of water from the minibar. ‘Where have the yanks got to?’

			‘Ah, my colleagues in the CIA will still be turning up.’ Darling sat down. He couldn’t have been more than thirty. His designer stubble gave his pretty face some harder edges. Pop star, model, actor, the man could have dozens of possibilities to earn money from his looks. ‘British citizens were killed in the incident and the reports passed to me by my colleague Radont haven’t been satisfactory.’

			‘Really?’

			‘Yes. I’m lacking detail. With your permission, sir, I would like to clarify a few things that are still incomprehensible to me.’

			‘Si, si.’ Tommaso sat down and poured mineral water into their glasses. ‘What do you want to know, Commander?’

			The British man smiled in a friendly way. ‘Very kind of you, thank you. As soon as you feel you’d like to take a break, stop me any time, sir. I can imagine that this is quite a lot to deal with, being the only survivor of AF023.’ 

			Tommaso nodded. ‘It seems as though higher powers protected me from the gas.’ He put his hands in the pockets of his bathrobe. 

			Darling whipped out a black notebook. ‘Were there higher powers? Sir?’ 

			‘How . . . what else could it have been? If I hadn’t gone to the toilet, the gas would have got me like it got everyone else. This Arab wanted me to stay in my seat!’ Then Tommaso understood that the Commander had made an insinuation and he did not like this insinuation. Not one bit. ‘You think I had something to do with it?’ he burst out and he felt his double chin wobble. 

			‘Good that you’ve brought it up yourself.’ Darling’s smile remained in place as though it were chiselled there. ‘What’s your explanation? The toilets aren’t airtight, so you should have died like everyone else, Mr Tremante.’

			‘No!’ he cried, aghast, staring at the agent. 

			Darling ran his hand lightly over his hair, as if he wanted to check how his hairdo was sitting; his hair was shiny, a little wet and glinting in the light. ‘More than 500 people, according to your statement, die in about ten seconds from a gas that dissolves into nothing immediately afterwards. No traces of this gas have been found, either inside the airbus, or in the lungs of the dead. With respect, that is the most unlikely story I’ve heard in my entire life.’ He pointed at Tommaso with his pen and he sounded friendly, but firm. ‘So what did you do to survive? Or is your whole story a fairy story to protect yourself?’

			‘I—’ Tommaso didn’t know how to respond. The accusations were ridiculous, outrageous! He wanted to call Radont to get this British scumbag off his back. 

			But Darling wouldn’t let up. ‘Assuming you’re telling the truth, you still must have noticed something. A smell, a noise, strangled cries or—’

			‘A rustling sound!’

			Darling’s eyes narrowed, the dangerous smile was replaced by a sly expression. ‘There was nothing in the Frenchman’s report about rustling.’

			‘Well, it’s not important anyway.’

			‘Maybe it is, who knows? Go on, sir.’ The commander smiled again, holding his pen and notebook at the ready.

			‘The flight attendant made an announcement and . . . then there was a rustling. Like static noise. What do you call it, grey noise or something?’

			‘Let’s leave it at rustling.’

			‘Si.’ Tommaso drank some water, his hand shaking slightly, because the memory was coming back with full force. The chain around his wrist swung back and forth. The French trauma expert they’d sent to tend to him straight after his first interrogation had warned him that the images might haunt him for a long time, and that he should consider counselling. He hadn’t believed it at first, but thanks to the British man he felt fear for the first time. Horror. He was standing in the cubicle again, seeing himself winking at his reflection while hundreds of people lost their lives outside that door. ‘There was silence afterwards,’ he whispered. 

			‘First the rustling, then the dying?’

			‘I think so. Si.’

			Darling’s mouth twisted as he wrote. ‘How illuminating. It could be that you heard a malfunction coming from the radio signal or remote control, or the trigger for the release of the gases.’

			Tommaso was relieved that the agent believed him. He had been imagining himself in British custody, in a small, narrow cell that reminded him of the airplane toilet – and the anti-terror laws on that island were a good deal more stringent than the French ones. ‘Just forget that nonsense with the accusations,’ he murmured. 

			‘Oh, that?’ smiled Darling amicably. ‘That was an interrogation technique, sir. I was making you stressed. That releases adrenalin which jump-starts the body.’ He tapped his temple. ‘And the mind too. You know, “man is a rational animal who always loses his temper when he is called upon to act in accordance with the dictates of reason”. I made you lose your temper in order to jog your memory. Please accept my apologies. But your new clue will help my French colleagues to make progress too. Anyway, there seems to have been a central mechanism that supplied the gas. The air conditioning, I suppose.’

			‘But the Arab—’

			‘The man’s steel flask contained nothing but pure oxygen. Mr Tremante, you are probably still alive because of a coincidence the terrorists hadn’t considered.’ He took the glass, held it to his lips and finished the water. 

			‘How did the terrorists get into the cockpit? Is that clear yet?’

			Darling shrugged his shoulders. ‘The cockpit was too badly damaged in the collision to draw conclusions as to the exact sequence of events. It’s clear that the door was open and that, contrary to the regulations of Air France, a flight attendant was with the pilot. Perhaps she was blackmailed into opening it, but it’s up to the French to find that out. They should have no difficulty once the black box is found. However, I’m on the lookout for the tiny details that might get missed.’ 

			Suddenly Tommaso remembered the stuffy air in the toilet. ‘The fresh air supply was broken!’

			‘Sorry?’

			Suddenly it was clear to him why he was sitting in a cosy hotel instead of lying in the morgue – or having been reduced to ashes – with the rest of the passengers. ‘In the toilet! The ventilation wasn’t working, air wasn’t coming in or out!’

			‘That must have been it, sir.’ Darling put his glass on the table. ‘Now that we’ve got your grey cells up and running, do you remember anything else? You’re aware, of course, that it’s a question of the smallest details.’

			Tommaso rubbed at a spot over his left ear, as though it might stimulate his memory. Yet all he could see were the faces of the dead. Darling seemed to have prompted the trauma with his crappy mind games. ‘No. I’m sorry.’ Tommaso still couldn’t believe he owed his life to something as banal as a broken ventilating system. ‘To a broken ventilating system and a horrifically strong coffee,’ he murmured to himself. 

			‘Coffee, sir?’ Darling had stood up unnoticed and placed a card on the table. 

			‘Si.’ He pocketed it, adding it to the set of a dozen investigators’ business cards. ‘Apparently I accidentally got a coffee that was meant for another passenger. I’ve never drunk anything as strong as that before. And I’m Italian! It was as though someone had filled a coffee pot with espresso. It was the final straw for my tummy.’ 

			‘But you drank it anyway?’

			‘It was delicious,’ Tommaso said quietly. ‘I couldn’t complain on the taste front. It was only the effect that was grim. But then again it wasn’t – it did save my life after all.’

			‘What a coincidence.’ Darling put on his sunglasses again and offered his hand to Tommaso: dry, strong and warm in comparison to Tommaso’s own clammy, cool skin. ‘All the best then, sir. If any more details occur to you, don’t hesitate to call me. On behalf of MI6 I’d like to thank you for your cooperation.’

			‘Don’t mention it.’ Tommaso stayed sitting and didn’t look up as the agent went out the door, leaving him alone with the images of the dead. 

			He turned on the television and flicked through the numerous specials about the disaster. 

			The more destruction he saw and the more details there were, the less he could get his head around it. Families wiped out, young and old. Good people. His own memories were mixing with the photographs shown. The mother with her son, the sky marshal, the Arab, the flight attendant . . . It was becoming harder and harder to bear the pictures. 

			‘Why did I survive?’ he whispered and turned off the television. He didn’t want to see any more of it. ‘Why me?’ 

			He didn’t react to the shrill ring of the telephone. 

			Lake Cospuden, Leipzig, Germany 

			Konstantin jumped from the upper deck onto the marina and ran after the pair of thieves, who noticed that they were being followed almost immediately and started running faster. The soles of their trainers thudded dully on the wooden planks. 

			None of the visitors on the marina got in the men’s way. Instead, they made room for them to avoid getting mixed up in it all. 

			Konstantin felt light: the three Red Russians were having an effect. He was better off being careful because overestimating your abilities under the influence was a quick route to disaster. 

			He jumped over small obstacles, taut ropes and boxes without any trouble. In his free time he did parkour, an extremely unusual and demanding sport, and this chase was like a training session. 

			The thieves had reached dry land and were running to a parked motorbike. 

			Time for a shortcut. Konstantin’s eyes narrowed briefly and he planned his route, then he jumped unceremoniously from the jetty onto a boat, slid across the deck, from which he leaped onto a pedalo, whose passengers cried out in alarm, fired himself off and dived onto the closest moored sailing boat, pulling himself up by the railings. From there he crossed over onto a smaller boat. There were a few more boats in such a convenient formation that he was able to use them like floating stepping stones, even though he almost fell over several times. Luckily, so many people were out on the water that the boats, although only just about level, were close enough together. 

			With a tremendous leap he reached land and stood in front of the thieves’ motorbike as they looked at him in bewilderment. He had reached it at almost the same time as they had because he had taken the direct route, while the thieves had run along the whole promenade. ‘Hand over the lenses.’ Konstantin might have been breathing faster, but he hadn’t really exerted himself. His right ankle was throbbing just a bit: one of the leaps hadn’t been completely clean. 

			‘Piss off!’ The stronger of the two flexed his muscles threateningly. 

			‘I’d rather not. I’m waiting until the police come and nick you.’

			The men shook their heads with something bordering on sympathy, put down the stolen goods, pulled the expandable batons from their trouser pockets – and charged. The practised way they went about it made it clear to him that this was not their first time doing this. Probably martial arts experts. Or bouncers.

			Before either of them could even raise an arm, Konstantin did a sidestep, kicked the stronger one in the left knee and used his heel to kick the right one in a follow-up move. There was an audible snap, the joint broke, and the man doubled over screaming. 

			‘I’m going to kill you!’ His mate tried to hit Konstantin with the baton, but Konstantin escaped the blows with quick, precisely calculated dodges, until he finally seized and snapped the remaining thief’s wrist. Konstantin used the force the man had put into moving to perform kaiten nage, a technique from aikido. 

			What looked to an observer like balletic, easy twirling movements and steps, ended in the opponent being thrown down onto the pavement. The baton rolled away. 

			The attacker struggled to his feet and hesitated, thinking what to do next: should he make himself scarce or attack again? He already looked pretty battered; blood ran from a scrape on his elbow and from his right cheek. 

			‘Be smart and stay there until the police arrive,’ Konstantin advised him quietly, crossing his arms across his chest. Applause broke out on the marina. 

			Fritz Wutschke, the owner of the stolen lenses, approached with a towel pressed against the gash on his head, having changed into a shirt and shorts. ‘Thank you, Herr Korff,’ he said with relief. ‘What dickheads!’ He threw the thieves evil looks. ‘The police are coming now. I’ve called them.’

			‘Excellent, Herr Wutschke.’

			The older man quickly retrieved his photography bag. ‘I had no idea you were so fit, Herr Korff.’ 

			‘Do you mean for an undertaker?’ he finished with a grin, keeping an eye on the criminals. One was still lying on the ground holding his injured knee, the other was tense, licking his dry lips, probably waiting for the right time to make a run for it. 

			Wutschke laughed. ‘Busted.’

			‘It’s all down to exercise: parkour.’ Konstantin didn’t have a problem with his skills being called upon, but under other circumstances – if he had not had three Red Russians on an empty stomach – he would not have made such a big show of the chase. Bloody alcohol. 

			‘Parkour? I’ve never heard of it.’

			‘You take the shortest route from A to B and hurdle any of the obstacles as you go.’

			‘Ah.’ Wutschke looked impressed. ‘And what was the thing you pulled with that guy? It looked so elegant, bam, and then suddenly he was flying through the air!’

			‘Aikido. A Japanese martial art. Direct the opponent’s strength against him,’ he explained abruptly. ‘And that,’ he pointed to the stronger man’s injured knee, ‘was just a kick.’

			Wutschke laughed. ‘That guy was asking for it.’

			A police car pulled up, the officers got out and took notes on the facts of the case. The thieves were silent, refusing to make a statement. The police officers called an ambulance for the injured men to be on the safe side and then they let Konstantin and Mr Wutschke go. 

			‘There have been frequent break-ins at the marina these last few weeks. It looks like the culprits have been caught thanks to you. Again, thank you so much, Mr Korff,’ said Wutschke as they walked along the jetty. ‘The lenses are worth around 10,000 euro. Their loss would have been more than a little annoying. If I can do you a favour, just let me know.’ 

			‘No, don’t mention it. I’ll chalk it up to neighbourliness.’ Konstantin was heading back to the Vanitas. ‘You’d better go and get yourself checked out by a paramedic. Your head wound might need to be stapled together so that it doesn’t tear open.’ 

			‘Do you have experience of that too?’

			‘Anyone who does parkour falls from time to time. I know the inside of quite a few hospitals and doctor’s surgeries, Mr Wutschke.’ Konstantin waved as he walked away. ‘Good night.’

			Konstantin briefly considered mixing himself a fourth Red Russian. To celebrate. But he left it and went below deck because he still needed to pack. 

			As he was flying directly from Paris to Moscow, he took out a suitcase big enough for several days’ worth of clothes. He would pick up his special instruments for the reconstruction of Lilou de Girardin from Ars Moriendi the next morning. The private secretary, Caràra, had promised to source everything he needed, but there were a few tools Konstantin had made himself: an unsurpassable advantage and the reason for his reputation. 

			He took off his clothes in the houseboat’s small bathroom and checked his skull under the harsh neon lighting. It wasn’t a good idea to do parkour without warming up, but because the thieves would have got away otherwise, he hadn’t had much of a choice. 

			Konstantin probed his head. Not hot, not swollen. Good! 

			Feeling relieved, he went down the narrow corridor and opened the door to a tiny little room: two metres long, one metre wide, and there was nothing in it except his bed. 

			Konstantin climbed in, pulled the door shut and shot the thick bolt across. Only then did he open the little porthole a crack to listen to the waves lapping against the hull of the Vanitas. 

			Having the window ajar was a luxury he could never allow himself onshore. 

			Paris, France

			Konstantin was sitting in the pristine lobby of the Hôtel de Vendôme, surrounded by stucco and splendour and waiting for the marquis’ private secretary. He was reading Le Monde. He looked up every so often. 

			Next to the comfortable bench where he had sat down stood his harmless-looking aluminium suitcase, whose contents had already caused a fuss at Saarbrücken Airport. Less because anyone thought Konstantin might be an assassin, and more because the tools were so unusual they invited questions. He had had to show the staff his special permit and explain what he did for a living and what he needed the pliers, cannulas, clamps and other tools like that for. Whereupon the airport employees went pale and lost their initial curiosity. His aluminium suitcase ended up in the care of a flight attendant, from whom he would get his luggage back only after disembarking the aircraft. 

			By now it was a little after noon and there was a steady stream of people coming in and going out of the hotel’s impressive-looking entrance hall. 

			Although Konstantin was wearing a black suit with a black polo shirt, neither of which were cheap, he still looked extremely underdressed in this setting. The Vendôme was a very upmarket hotel with attentive staff and guests for whom money was never an object. 

			The luxury extended throughout the building. You could have a basketball game in his room. Everywhere smelled nice and he couldn’t find any dirt or dust anywhere, not even in the furthest corners of the cupboards. However pleased he was with the accommodation, Konstantin found it somewhat obscene that his client was paying so much money for a room. For one night. But with breakfast included. 

			Konstantin quickly skimmed the next page in his newspaper before turning it over so that all the photos of ambulances and paramedics, flames and smoking ruins disappeared. 

			He hadn’t been able to avoid learning further details about the disaster at Paris-Charles de Gaulle airport. Le Monde and the other French newspapers published specials on the incident and there was a lot of speculation about it. The authorities cloaked everything in secrecy and referred to the ongoing investigations. But it spoke volumes that the highest terror threat level had been imposed. 

			An attack. What else could it have been? Konstantin put the newspaper aside and looked towards the entrance, his thoughts circled around the attack. 

			Most newspapers also covered Lilou and her family: how tragic it all was, how beautiful the young woman had been, how many plans she’d had as a model, how dedicated to charity she had proven herself to be, and how she’d made her cold-hearted father a good person. 

			Konstantin had seen many shots of her and had to admit the journalists were right: Lilou de Girardin had been a beauty throughout her life.

			The time for the funeral was now confirmed, which he had also read in the paper: two weeks from now and actually not in a church, in a cathedral. 

			The cathedral. 

			In Notre Dame. In public, with countless photographers who would take photos of the dead girl. Of the incomparable Lilou. 

			The papers were assuming that all five bells in Notre Dame would be rung. Even the bell called Emmanuel, which only rang on the most significant feast days and on special occasions. 10,000 people could fit in the huge cathedral, but it was possible it would be a squeeze. 

			The weight of the responsibility he bore had become noticeably heavier since he’d known this information. He could even admit to feeling a certain nervousness, which would probably only wear off when he saw the body. Twenty-four hours, all going to plan. I don’t have any longer than that to do a good job. 

			A Mediterranean-looking man in a discreet, dark green suit came in and looked around, searching for something. As he turned his head, the end of his short ponytail didn’t move, as though his black hair was starched. His gaze fell on Konstantin. He smiled curtly, raised his arm and gave a subtle signal for Konstantin to follow him. Without even looking round again, he left the lobby of the Vendôme. 

			Was that Monsieur Caràra? Konstantin was astonished by his entrance. He watched through the glass frontage as the man got into the middle taxi in a row of five stationed outside the hotel. Konstantin remembered that the secretary had mentioned huge media interest. Ah. A diversionary tactic. 

			He stood up, put on his sunglasses, picked up his suitcase and stepped into the street. When he got to Caràra’s taxi, he bent down to the open window. He had noticed that there were two men in the backseat of each of the other cars. ‘I’m sorry, but are you Monsieur Caràra?’ he asked in French. 

			‘Yes. Get in, Monsieur Korff. I’ll explain everything on the way.’ He opened the door for him. 

			Konstantin took his place in the back seat. ‘I take it this is about evading the gutter press and keeping the location where Lilou is being kept under wraps?’

			He had barely sat down before the taxis drove off, one after another, forming a convoy that weaved in and out of traffic, constantly changing positions as they overtook each other. 

			‘That’s right, Monsieur.’ Caràra held out his hand to him. ‘Welcome to Paris.’ 

			Konstantin shook his hand. ‘Thanks.’ Then he looked out the rear window. If he wasn’t mistaken, some taxis were being followed by scooters and other cars. Us included. 

			‘The marquis rented five taxis and had them occupied by some drivers and colleagues. The GPS transmitters are switched off,’ explained the secretary, as the convoy suddenly forked in different directions on a broad street. ‘We’re also going to be changing cars soon. Nobody will find out where we’re headed.’

			Konstantin noticed an orange Vespa doggedly clinging to their tail. A woman was driving while the man behind her held a camera with a huge lens raised in the air like a weapon. ‘We’re still not alone.’

			Caràra smiled. ‘Soon though.’ He instructed the driver to slow down as they turned onto a four-lane roundabout. Konstantin was now witness to the difference between a Frenchman and a German: he knew no fear for his car. 

			The driver switched lanes, letting the car drift towards the centre of the colourful tin maelstrom and back out again so that Konstantin lost sight of the Vespa. The car went round and round; inside, middle, outside and back again. 

			Suddenly, among the melee of gloss paint and car shapes, Konstantin thought he recognised a familiar face behind a windscreen, which stared back at him with as much surprise as he felt. But the other man’s car had already disappeared. 

			What is he doing here? His surprise soon gave way to unease. Is it because of the job I’ve been given? Did he follow me? No, then he would also have . . . in Leipzig . . . 

			Their driver suddenly stepped on the accelerator, cut up two cars and stormed out off the roundabout, turning right immediately. 

			The Vespa did not reappear.

			‘Sorry, Monsieur Korff. But you did—’

			‘I fully understand.’ Konstantin nodded. ‘I don’t suppose you’ll tell me where we’re going?’

			‘No. It’s not the best area. Somewhere in the banlieue.’ Caràra kept looking around. He remained alert. ‘The press isn’t reckoning on that. As I said before: a photo of the deceased demoiselle in her current state would be unbearable.’ 

			The journey flew by and ended in a backstreet where a second car was waiting for them: a powerful black Peugeot limousine. 

			Caràra got out. ‘I’ll drive, Monsieur. Please sit in the front.’

			Konstantin followed him. It’s like before. He grinned, put his case behind the seat and swung himself into the car. They set off immediately, only this time it was less fast and reckless. 

			As Konstantin didn’t know Paris well, he didn’t have the faintest idea where they were. Occasional signs for tourist attractions were some help, but even these were becoming fewer and further between. 

			And the surroundings were becoming drearier: grey multi-storeys, oceans of rubbish bins, old cars, scorch marks on the pavement, many young people who looked like the children of immigrants. 

			The ghetto of Paris. Konstantin pondered the fact that parkour had become popular here as occupational therapy for young people, so that they didn’t slip into crime. 

			‘Did you find the report I sent you useful, Monsieur Korff?’ Caràra’s voice interrupted his thoughts. 

			‘Yes, thank you very much. But I’ll only be able to assess the condition of the corpse properly when I see it.’ 

			The report mentioned two harmless breaks in the right-hand ribs, as well as contusions that were probably not lethal, but had been suffered post-mortem. 

			Lilou had likely been flung from her seat by the impact of the A380. The break to the bridge of the nose as well as the right cheekbone wouldn’t be pretty. They meant ugly bruises. As soon as he had removed the blood from the blood vessels, they would need to be concealed with tricks and chemistry. 

			‘There was a lot of talk of fire in the news, but there was nothing about burns in the report.’

			To his relief, Caràra confirmed this. ‘Demoiselle Lilou was in the front part, where the first-class cabin was. The flames didn’t touch her. That would have torn the marquis, and especially his wife, apart.’ He drove past a group of youths who threw empty cans at the Peugeot and shouted after them. The smart car didn’t provoke admiration in this area at all. ‘By now you’ll have realised the responsibility we have given you, Monsieur Korff. The family has great faith in you.’ 

			‘I know.’

			Caràra seemed to be thinking. ‘Is it true that saying goodbye is so important?’

			‘Well . . . definitely in the case of Madame Girardin; the mind gets a chance to process the loss, rather than having to deal with it in the abstract.’ Konstantin could recall many poignant scenes that he had witnessed as an undertaker. Some people dealt quietly with the pain of loss, others screamed and sobbed by the coffin. Only rarely did he find a reaction over the top or unpleasant. ‘It would certainly be better if Madame said goodbye to her child away from the public eye. In a neutral place and not just in the cathedral.’ 

			‘Ah, you’ve acquainted yourself with the situation.’ Caràra took a turning and they arrived in a deserted area, with big and small warehouses standing in a row. ‘What you can see here is the failed attempt to locate businesses in this neighbourhood to give the young people a chance to get some training.’ 

			Konstantin looked at the abandoned buildings.

			‘It wasn’t the young people’s fault. The businesses pocketed the state support and then shut down. Crooks.’ Caràra’s disappointment and anger were plain to see. 

			They drove into the yard of a company that had specialised in air conditioning technology. Two guards, concealed in the shadow of the building, stood near the doorway; broadly built men in a mixture of camouflage gear and leather as well as plastic anoraks. 

			‘We’re here, Monsieur Korff.’ Caràra guided the Peugeot into a part of the yard not visible from the street, then parked and got out. 

			Konstantin picked up his suitcase and followed the secretary through a door, past two more guards and down into a cellar. A dull whirring betrayed the fact that somewhere in the middle of the building a generator was running. 

			‘The building belongs to the marquis,’ explained Caràra on the way. ‘He bought the whole complex and is going to set up a school soon. The demoiselle suggested it while she was alive.’ 

			Konstantin remembered what the papers had said about the tycoon’s positive transformation because of his daughter. Hopefully his altruism will last. 

			Caràra pushed open a heavy door. Cool air hit them. Approximately five degrees. Just right for storing corpses. He switched on the light. 

			The darkness was dispelled by blazing neon light and a tiled room materialised in front of them. 

			A trestle table made from aluminium was built into the wall, with all of the tools and chemicals that Konstantin had asked for lined up on it. There was a table in the centre, and on it there was a plastic bag waiting to be opened. 

			There was also suction equipment for bodily fluids as well as a surgical lamp, a hand basin, even a shower and a bathtub. And someone had also got a temporary wardrobe ready for him where the usual work clothes of a thanatologist were hanging. On another table someone had laid out the deceased’s clothes along with personal effects and jewellery. 

			The coffin was ready too. 

			As far as shape went, it was a plain model; varnished in white, embellished with gold leaf and minimalist carvings. The upper third of the lid could be opened to allow the dead girl to be seen. 

			‘Is everything to your satisfaction, Monsieur? The marquis would like you to know that he regrets the conditions under which you have to carry out this important job, but security is unfortunately the priority.’ Caràra had stayed by the door while Konstantin had walked across the room. 

			‘Yes.’ He took off his black sports jacket and hung it on a hanger. He was mainly hoping that the pathologists had refrained from removing Lilou’s brain to examine it, which would result in a bald skull, ugly scars and incisions on the forehead. It hadn’t been in the report, but sometimes people forgot to list every task undertaken, especially when there were no results. ‘You can wait outside.’

			Caràra nodded gratefully. ‘If you’d like a coffee, or something to eat, come upstairs. We have everything there.’ He went out, pulling the heavy door shut behind him with some force. 

			The bang resonated softly and then there was silence, even the lamps weren’t humming any more. 

			Konstantin knew this silence. And he liked it: the silence and the peace of his work. 

			He got changed, put on the purple gloves and set out the utensils he needed to preserve Demoiselle Lilou’s beauty. Or give it back to her. 

			He hadn’t spent months with a cosmetic surgeon learning to mould the shape of a face for nothing. He was lucky in that he didn’t need to consider the patient’s potential pain, nerve pathways and the like. All that mattered was the result. 

			Konstantin placed his aluminium case on the implement table, opened it and put his own instruments next to the others. 

			Finally he got out the mp3-player, fastened it to the back of his belt and inserted the little buds in his ears. Right away the soothing tones of Lambda rang out, which helped him to focus his thoughts as he approached the table and contemplated the white plastic bag through which Demoiselle Lilou’s rough outline was visible. 

			Konstantin took a deep breath, grasping the zip firmly between thumb and forefinger. ‘Bonjour, ma belle.’

			He pulled it down. 
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