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How oft when men are at the point of death

Have they been merry! which their keepers call

A lightning before death.

William Shakespeare

Romeo and Juliet

No man knows till he has suffered from the night
how sweet and dear to his heart and eye the morning can be.

Bram Stoker

Dracula         



 


 


The existence of near-death experiences is not disputed; their nature is. Many who experience an NDE are left with an overwhelming belief in an afterlife and lose all fear of death. Science views these experiences as powerful and convincing hallucinations triggered by the near-death release of highly potent neurochemicals and intense electrical activity in the brain.


Whatever the cause, whatever their true nature, near-death experiences leave those who undergo them profoundly changed.





Prologue
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The sky that day, he would later remember, had been the colour of pewter. When he thought back on it, that was what he would remember, the lack of colour in the sky, the lack of colour in everything. And that he hadn’t noticed at the time.


Winter had been half-hearted. That day.


‘So why, exactly, are we talking to this guy more than any of the other neighbours?’ asked Anna Wolff as she and Fabel got out of the unmarked police BMW. ‘Schalthoff has no record . . . never been so much as a suspect for anything and has no dodgy connections that we can find. I just don’t get why you get a vibe from him. What is it – some kind of hunch?’


‘No such thing as hunches, Anna,’ said Fabel. ‘Just your unconscious processing information your conscious hasn’t got round to putting together. I know something about this guy . . . I just don’t know what that something is. Yet.’


‘Okay . . .’ Anna stretched out the word. ‘That makes it clear . . .’


‘Bear with me.’


They crossed Grosse Brunnenstrasse and made their way to the apartment building. Like unseen fingers turning pages, an ill-tempered breeze peeled back the damp leaves clinging to the path and tugged at the flyers stapled to bare-armed street-side trees. The face Fabel had got to know so well – big eyes and tousled blond hair above a guileless grin – smiled out from the picture on the flyers. It was that smile, the innocence behind the smile, that had motivated what seemed like the whole population of Altona to join in the hunt for the missing boy. The neighbourhood was full of the flyers: small banners of hope that little Timo Voss would be found alive and well. Everyone was looking to find Timo alive and well. But not Fabel. His job was, and always had been, to find the dead and the guilty, not the living and the innocent. Fabel knew he was looking at the face of a ghost.


‘How do you want to handle this?’ asked Anna.


‘Let’s play it by ear. I want to see if we can jangle a nerve. He was just that little bit too scripted the last time.’


As they reached the apartment building, a small woman, coat- and scarf-bundled against the weather, emerged from the main entrance and barged between them. Anna caught the door before it closed, saving them from having to press the entry buzzer.


‘It’ll be a nice surprise for him.’ She smiled.


‘Second floor,’ Fabel said and he led the way up a stairwell that smelled faintly of disinfectant. When they reached the apartment they wanted, Fabel noticed that the landing, too, seemed to have been recently cleaned. Bass echoes of pop music, drifting down from one of the floors above, haunted the stairwell.


When he pressed the doorbell it made an angry sound, like a bee trapped in a jar. Fabel waited a moment then, when no one answered, he rapped loudly on the door and called out: ‘Herr Schalthoff?’


‘Maybe he’s out,’ said Anna when there was still no answer. ‘Or working a shift.’ But Fabel waited, leaning in to the door and listening.


‘I hear movement,’ he said quietly. He was about to knock again when the door swung open to reveal a man in his late thirties. Jost Schalthoff, who Fabel knew had worked since leaving school for Hamburg City Council, was still dressed in his work overalls. He was medium height and had an open, pleasant, friendly type of face. Likeable. The kind of face you instinctively trusted.


It was you, you sick murdering fuck.


The thought fell into Fabel’s head the instant Schalthoff opened the door. Little Timo Voss trusted that face of yours but all he was to you was something to be used and disposed of. You took him off the street, did what you wanted and then you killed him. And in the same instant of clarity, Fabel knew that if they searched Schalthoff’s apartment, they would find little Timo.


Fabel could not pinpoint what it had been about Schalthoff’s expression that had not been there the first time he had interviewed the council worker. Whatever it was it had instantly triggered his total certainty – something in his expression, something vague and fleeting, in that instant when Schalthoff, who had thought himself now in the clear, saw the police once more at his door. Something more than just guilt.


‘We’re following up our Timo Voss inquiry, Herr Schalthoff. We have a few more questions, if you don’t mind.’ Fabel showed his ID and smiled, keeping his tone light and matter-of-fact; Schalthoff tilted his head slightly, his expression dutifully serious. And all the time Fabel knew Schalthoff was the killer, and that Schalthoff knew he knew.


‘Of course.’ The council worker held open the door and the two Murder Commission officers entered. ‘Anything I can do to help. Terrible business . . . just terrible.’


With the door closed behind them, the music from the apartment above was muted to a vague bassline beat. Schalthoff led the two police officers along a short hall to the living room. Fabel scanned as he walked: three doors. Two doors open: small bathroom and toilet, boxroom-cum-bedroom. One door closed, presumably the main bedroom. As he passed the bathroom, Fabel thought he picked up a hint of the same disinfectant odour he had smelled in the stairwell and on the landing.


Two doors open. One door closed.


The living room was clean and tidy and extended into an open-plan kitchen. A picture caught Fabel’s eye; it hung on the wall of the hall, just where it opened out into the living area. It was an expensive-looking print of an oil painting, mainly in blacks, dark blues and reds that seemed to combine the abstract with the representational. A hooded and cloaked figure of indeterminate gender stood on the shores of a river. Behind the figure, a riot of shapes and colours suggested some fierce conflagration consuming a city; in the foreground, the figure and the blaze behind it were reflected in the dark, glittering water. The painting had been signed: Charon.


The picture looked a little out of place in the apartment – all the furniture was modern and tasteful without being expensive: a well-filled bookcase beneath the window; coffee table; couch and two armchairs. All clean lines. The kitchen counters were uncluttered and populated only by a kettle, toaster and counter-top microwave. Everything functional. Everything in its place. With the exception of the dark print hanging in the hall, Schalthoff’s apartment spoke of someone controlled; someone who sought reassurance in efficiency and order. Someone not given to untidiness. To chaos.


But Jan Fabel, who had headed the Hamburg Murder Commission for fifteen years and had become the Federal Republic’s leading investigator of serial killings, knew it was a sham: a carefully constructed fence to enclose the dark, irresistible chaos that churned and roiled deep inside Schalthoff. Something that had to be contained.


One door closed.


‘Can I get you a coffee, or something?’ Schalthoff made an open-handed gesture of hospitality.


‘We’re good . . .’ said Anna.


‘Actually, I could do with a cup of tea,’ said Fabel. ‘It’s so chilly out. If it’s not too much trouble.’ He cast an eye over the books in the bookcase: horror, the supernatural, a lot of Gothic classics. A brochure for the Altona Jewish Cemetery, which was a monument maintained by the city department Schalthoff worked for, sat on top of the bookcase.


‘Not at all,’ said Schalthoff smiling. ‘Tea, you say?’


‘If you have it,’ said Fabel. When their host turned to go into the kitchen area, Fabel shot a look at Anna. She caught it and nodded: Fabel was trying to keep Schalthoff occupied.


One door closed.


One door closed but unlocked: all Fabel would have to do was go back into the hall, turn the handle and push. But he had no warrant. And other than an instinct and an opinion that Schalthoff’s choice of art and literature jarred with his taste in interior design, Fabel had no probable cause. And that made the insubstantial panel bedroom door as secure as a moat and drawbridge.


Fabel watched as the council technician busied himself in the kitchen. In an unconscious gesture, Schalthoff wiped his palms on his overalls before taking a pale blue teapot from one of the cupboards and rinsing it out under the hot tap. Then he reached up to open one of the wall-mounted units to take out a cup. The pause had been less than momentary: a microsecond of hesitation as his hand had passed one of the drawers.


What’s in the drawer, Jost? thought Fabel. What is it you don’t want us to see? Again, Fabel cursed his lack of a warrant.


‘I hope we didn’t catch you on the way out.’ Anna stepped towards the kitchen part of the open-plan living area, placing herself between Schalthoff and a clear view of the hallway.


‘Not at all, I—’


‘Do you mind if I use your bathroom?’ Fabel interrupted him. It worked. The council worker looked off balance for a sliver of a second, frowned, then wiped clean his expression with a courteous smile. Again, there had been so much squeezed into that sliver of a second.


‘No . . . please go ahead,’ he said. ‘It’s at the far end of the hall, nearest the door. To your right.’


Fabel nodded and went back into the hall. The heartbeat pulse from the upstairs music stopped for a moment, before kicking into a different rhythm. Behind him, he could hear Anna affecting a chatty tone.


‘There’s not a lot we need to ask you,’ she said. ‘You knew little Timo, I believe?’


‘No . . . who told you that?’ Schalthoff’s tone was even. ‘I hadn’t heard of him until he went missing. It’s sad, really, when you think how close by he lived – just around the corner, really. That’s city life, I suppose. Anonymous.’


Fabel knew Anna wouldn’t be able to stall him for long. He passed the bathroom, then checked over his shoulder to make sure Schalthoff was still in the kitchen and that Fabel was out of his line of sight before taking the few steps further along the hall to his goal.


He stood before the closed door. If he opened it and found Timo’s body, it would be a legally invalid search. For the search to be admissible, he would have to lie and say he thought he had heard a noise, had probable cause to believe Timo was alive and captive behind the door. Except Fabel knew he wouldn’t lie.


But if his gut feeling about Schalthoff was right and he and Anna left without looking behind that closed door, there would always be the chance they’d be leaving a still-alive Timo to his fate. He listened. No sounds from behind the door, but he could hear Schalthoff and Anna in the living room: small talk, but now the faintest chord of impatience in Schalthoff’s tone.


He placed his hand on the handle.


Please let me be wrong. Please don’t let it be me who finds it.


He opened the door.


There was no hint of anything amiss. No captive child, alive or dead. Like the rest of the apartment, the bedroom was clean, tidy, uncluttered; on the spartan side of functional. Bland decoration.


But like the print hanging in the hall and the books on the shelves, there was one discordant note in the bedroom: the wardrobe. Too big for the room, it loomed dark in the corner that got least light, as if trying to hide its bulk in the shadow. Massive, wood-hewn and dark-varnished, it was furniture of the rustic, traditional German kind. In an apartment fitted out with modern, light pieces, the heavy wardrobe looked completely out of place, like a dark forest ghost lost and hiding in the wrong century.


Fabel listened again and could hear Anna talking, dominating the conversation; keeping their reluctant host occupied. But he could only hear Schalthoff as low tones that became lost in the throb of music from an unseen apartment.


A small room. It wouldn’t take much searching. And Fabel knew he would search the wardrobe last.


He dropped quietly to his knees and looked under the bed. Nothing. There was nowhere else for a body to be hidden, apart from the out-of-place wardrobe that loomed dark in the corner.


Please let me be wrong. Don’t let it be me who finds it.


Three steps took him over to the wardrobe. This was where the chaos was contained, Fabel knew. This was where Schalthoff had hidden Timo’s body.


The wardrobe had double doors and Fabel placed his hand on the brass handle of the right door. Turned it.


The door creaked and he checked its opening with his other hand, standing stock-still and listening for the sound of an irate Schalthoff coming along the hall. Instead all he heard was the continuous heartbeat thudding from a flat upstairs and a universe away, and Anna’s voice as she continued to stall the wardrobe’s owner in the living room.


He gently eased the door fully open.


Please don’t let it be me who finds it.


Fabel sighed and wasn’t sure if it was out of relief or disappointment: there was no chaos in the dark of the wardrobe, just two suits, a pea coat and three casual jackets hanging neatly. He eased the clothes apart and checked the bottom of the wardrobe: three pairs of shoes, one of work-type boots.


He opened the other side and saw two pairs of jeans hanging inappropriately neatly from hangers; another pair of boots beneath them. Nothing else. No chaos, no horror. No Timo.


Fabel closed the wardrobe doors. It was then he noticed the box.


It was an unsealed cardboard box – the kind movers used – squeezed into the space between the wardrobe and the corner wall. He leaned down, lifted one side of the lid and reached in.


Oh God no. Oh Jesus God no . . .


Fabel stood up abruptly, staggered back. He caught the back of his calf on the corner of the bed, stumbled and landed heavily on the floor. What he had felt inside the box lingered as a phantom on the palm of his hand.


You sick fuck. You sick murdering fuck.


There was shouting from the living room. Through his disgust, his fury, his revulsion, Fabel vaguely guessed that they had heard his stumble and Anna had lost the battle to keep Schalthoff occupied. He didn’t care. In that moment he was no longer Fabel the policeman, he was Fabel the father. He just wanted to get to Schalthoff, to grab him, to smash his fist into his face.


He rushed out of the room and down the hall, his mind racing, the phantom sensation of soft curls on a dead child’s head burning the palm of his hand.


Anna wasn’t arguing, she was yelling. Schalthoff was yelling.


As he got to the end of the hall, Fabel unbuttoned his jacket and reached for where his service automatic rested on his hip.


It all happened in what could have only been a couple of seconds, yet time slowed, stretched. Fabel reached the living room end of the hall and his first thought was Where did the gun come from? Then he remembered the drawer. That was what was in the drawer. Not a trophy taken from a murdered child, not some incriminating evidence hastily concealed: a gun. Schalthoff had got around Anna and now stood facing her, his back at an angle to Fabel. The killer’s arms were stretched out before him, a revolver iron-clasped in his hands. Fabel could see his profile: drained of colour, features distorted in a tug of war between terror and fury. Anna had one hand raised towards him as if halting traffic, the other held out from her body, poised to go for her sidearm, but frozen in Schalthoff’s aim.


They shouted at each other: Schalthoff existential rage; Anna professional commands. Fabel stayed silent, for the moment unseen, reaching for his gun.


It was then that Anna noticed Fabel.


Schalthoff turned to follow her gaze.


Fabel heard three shots, deafeningly loud in the confines of the apartment. Two in quick succession, then a third that sounded different.


The whole world shifted on its axis. Tilted. Shook.


Fabel was on his back.


The universe became the junction of wall and plaster ceiling where the hall entered the living room. He heard screaming and another shot. There was no pain. All there was was the strangest sensation that something heavy and immovable had been dropped onto his chest, stopping his lungs from filling with air. And he was afraid. So afraid. He was afraid because he could not breathe; he was afraid because he could not feel any pain; he was afraid of the pain that was to come.


He’s shot me dead. The thought, and the anger with which it burned, penetrated his fear. I’ve let everyone down because I let the bastard shoot me dead.


There was no more yelling. Even the bass beat from the apartment above stopped abruptly. They must have heard the shots.


From where he lay, Fabel could see the print on the wall beside and above him. In the midst of his fear and anger a realization dawned on him: Charon isn’t the artist’s name, it’s who the figure is.


Anna was above him, looking down on him, blocking out his universe of wall and plaster ceiling. Her face was filled with fear, panic, and that made Fabel sad. He remembered when she had first joined the Murder Commission, how she had been so edgy and defiant and difficult to manage. So young. He remembered how she had dealt with Paul Lindemann’s death on duty, so many years before, and it filled Fabel with a deep sorrow and anger at his own clumsiness realizing that she would now have to deal with his own death. She was talking loudly and urgently to Fabel, tearing at his shirt, pressing down on his chest and adding to the stifling weight.


She was crying. Fabel had never seen Anna Wolff cry.


He thought of Gabi, his daughter. And Susanne. He should have married Susanne. He should have asked her.


He tried to speak. He tried to say Little Timo is in the bedroom. Don’t forget little Timo. But he had no words. No breath.


Then it came: the pain Fabel had feared. It consumed him, travelled through every nerve in his body like an electric current: white-hot, jangling. He looked pleadingly at Anna, unable to speak, unable to move anything but his eyes. She was using her free hand to make a call on her cell phone, speaking urgently, desperately; choking on her grief and panic. But Fabel couldn’t hear what she was saying because the pain now rang in his ears, seared through his head, burned every millimetre of his body, impossibly increasing in intensity. And anyway, it was too late.


Jan Fabel had already begun to die.
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As Jan Fabel lay dying from his wounds, two things, and two things alone, filled his universe. Pain and fear. His pain reassured him he was still alive. His fear screamed at him that death was imminent.


Then the pain began to fade. There was a moment of intense cold, as if every window and door had been thrown open and winter had claimed the whole apartment. Then nothing.


Fabel knew that the damage to his body was still there, that every nerve would be jangle-hot, but the connection had been switched off: not yet severed, just switched off. The fear persisted, but only for a moment; then even that, too, was gone. He was removed from the machineries of fear and pain, which he now realized were in his body, not his mind. Fabel knew that with each moment his connection to his body was becoming fainter, more tenuous, less important. He was no longer defined by his physical presence.


I am dying, he thought without fear or sadness, rancour or concern. And at that moment he became aware of the slow, dark turning of the Earth beneath him.


He was leaving now.


He saw Anna’s sad, frightened face start to fade; the picture and the plaster ceiling beyond it fall into shadow. Everything went dark, but not a dark like any he had ever known, not a dark without colour. The full spectrum danced across his vision in gentle glows and vivid flashes.


The world was gone. The world, he now realized, had never truly been there, had never been truly real. This was real, whatever this was. Everything he had ever experienced in life had been dulled, muted, out of focus. Now he was experiencing true reality, where everything was sharper, clearer, brighter. He was bodiless, free from form; all around him, in him, through him, the colours grew more intense, more varied: he now saw colours beyond the spectrum, colours he had not known existed. He saw deep within himself; he saw with eyeless clarity the inconceivable beauty of his own existence – spirals of light and energy of which he was made, an endless coiling that was not just himself, but all the generations that had gone before him. He remembered memories that were not his, but had gone into his making. He sank deep into the warm, fathomless ocean of his own consciousness and saw answers to everything that had ever eluded him.


Things happened, thoughts came, visions revealed themselves simultaneously, yet without confusion. There was no sequence because Fabel was, he realized, beyond chronology, outside Time, and everything he experienced was instantaneous.


Fabel, without bodily sensation, to whom a body now seemed an unnatural and distant concept, could somehow sense that he had started to move, and that he was accelerating to a great speed. The light and colours around him became distorted and stretched and he became aware that he was travelling through a tunnel of no substance. A bright light, that would have dazzled had he still had eyes, seemed to fill everything. Jan Fabel felt a euphoria he had never before experienced. A deep, profound, total, indescribable joy.


In that same instant, and without a sense of motion, he found himself elevated above and looking down on Grosse Brunnenstrasse. The rain-damp road glistened and sparkled with overlapping blue flashes from the cluster of police cars and the ambulance that had pulled up outside the apartment building. There was sudden activity as a group of paramedics and police burst out of the main entrance and rushed a wheeled stretcher over to the open doors of the ambulance. An Emergency Service doctor trotted alongside the stretcher, leaning across it and working on the body of a blond man in his late forties. An oxygen mask obscured the patient’s face, his shirt had been ripped open and the bright white of the wound pads bloomed dark red as he bled out. Fabel observed the scene with dispassion, disinterest: the body on the trolley had been his, but he now had nothing to do with it, had no further use for it. He watched as they loaded the trolley into the ambulance and Anna Wolff, who had been running behind, clambered in after it.


He remembered, as if remembering a story, how he had once been in the business of investigating deaths, had attended countless murder scenes, and he now wondered vaguely how many of the dead had looked down on him with the same dispassionate curiosity while he had stood over their remains.


Fabel drifted up, further above the scene. He was now high above Altona and was surprised to see how close Schalthoff’s apartment had been to his own in Ottensen. Higher. He now saw the whole of Altona and beyond, his sense of sight sharper, further-reaching and more detailed than it had been in life. His vision took in everything around him, in all directions. He was now above the Palmaille and he could see all Hamburg. So much water. Hamburg’s element glistered in the night: the lakes of the Binnen and Aussen Alsters; the dark serpent writhe of the River Elbe through the city; the deep harbours of Finkenwerder. He watched the lights glittering along the Reeperbahn, across Sankt Pauli. He could see in all directions at the same time and the whole dark city – from Blankenese to Altengamme; Sinstorf to Wohldorf – sparkled with hard, sharp obsidian clarity.


Fabel understood why he was here, temporarily back from that other place that wasn’t a place or a time. He had loved this city so much. He had come to say goodbye.


Suddenly, his view extended even further, reaching out across the low, dark, velvet land beyond the city and taking in the scattered small constellations of illuminated towns and villages.


Again there was a sense of rapid and accelerating motion, of colour and light. Hamburg was no longer below him. Once more, nothing of the world he had known remained. He knew he was back in that place where the laws of physics were completely altered and again Time rushed by and Time stood still. The moment he occupied was both fleeting and eternal.


He was accelerating towards the light that was more than a light. It was the purest white, yet he could distinguish every colour that combined in it. He moved ever faster, yet as he travelled, his entire life played out for him. All of it, every encounter, every sight, sound, smell, touch. He rewitnessed everything he had ever done, everyone he had ever known, every wrong and every right.


As the light grew close, Jan Fabel again felt the most profound joy. It suffused him, filled his being. Dying was beautiful. The most beautiful part of life, he realized, was its end.


His father was waiting for him. His grandparents.


Paul Lindemann, the young officer he had lost to a gunman’s bullet and who had haunted his dreams ever since, was there too; but unlike in the dreams, Paul’s forehead was unblemished by a bullet wound. Fabel saw little Timo Voss, whose knowing smile made Fabel feel that it was he who was the child and Timo the carrier of great wisdom. There were countless others long gone and Fabel recognized some of them as those he had come to know so well, but only after their deaths: the victims of the murders he had investigated. They all welcomed him, and without speaking – without the machinery of speech – Fabel told them how happy he was to have joined them. And all the time the light that was more than a light grew brighter, warmer, more joyous.


Something burst deep inside him: a hot, burning intense explosion. A vast shadow, like the beat of some broad dark wing, flickered across the light.


‘What is happening?’ he asked his father.


‘It’s not time yet. Don’t worry, son. It’s just that it’s not your time yet . . .’


Another burst. This time it came with a surge of intense, searing pain. The light around him dimmed once more. Those who waited for him became shades.


Again. Another searing pain.


Everything around him was gone. A dark rushing. A falling back into the world.


He was back in Hamburg.


Once more Jan Fabel looked down on his body. He knew where he was: the Emergency Room of the Asklepios Hospital in Altona. From somewhere near the ceiling, he watched as a team of four worked on his body. Three stood back as the fourth applied the defibrillator paddles to his chest.


Another burst of dark energy and pain as the current arced up and reconnected him to his body.


The scene he looked down on dulled. The superhuman clarity and range of his vision were gone. The peace and joy he had felt dimmed.


Jan Fabel sank back into the darkness of life.





Part One



Two years later
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His first thought when he woke was that his wife had left the curtains open, as she preferred to do. His second was that the night sky beyond the window must have been clear of cloud, because a toppled slab of grey-white moonlight lay angled across the carpet beyond his bed. His waking had been into confusion and he raised himself on one elbow and took in the moonlit room, analysing an unfamiliar geometry of shadows, trying to remember if he knew this room, where it was, what he was doing in it.


He struggled to make sense of the dark rectangle in the shadows on the far wall. A painting? And out of the darkness next to his bed, numbers glowed a malevolent red: 01:44. What was this place?


The panic fell from him. He remembered. I remember it all. I remember everything and I remember that I will soon forget.


The glowing numbers came from a clock. That’s how clocks were made, now. The painting on the wall wasn’t a painting but a television set. These days, they could make them as thin as a picture frame.


These days.


He remembered everything. He remembered that his wife could not have left the curtains open because she had died twenty years before. Her face at age thirty, fifty, seventy returned clear in his recall.


He remembered who he was, Georg Schmidt, retired bookseller from Ottensen.


He remembered that he should have died so long ago; that he was old, so very old, and the great weight of his age pulled at him as he eased himself up into a sitting position. He had been dreaming. His dream had been that he was young again and inhabited a world of weaker gravity, where movements were careless, automatic and without thought. Then he realized he hadn’t dreamt that: it had been yesterday and he had been awake. His unravelling mind had deceived him into believing he was young again, took fragments of memories and turned them inside out, making him believe the past was the present. He remembered that too: that the palace of memories he had built over nearly a century of life was crumbling, falling in on itself.


And he remembered that moments like this, times in the here-and-now, were becoming rarer, less frequent, less sustained. He had to cling on to each such moment. He had to cling to them because he had an important task to complete before the last threads of his memory finally unwound.


He focused. He brought every part of his mind into that single moment; seized his clarity of thought and clung on to it. He knew where he was: the Alte Mühle Seniors’ Home in Altona. Where they kept the old hidden from the young, and today hidden from yesterday.


I am Georg Schmidt, he told himself. I am Georg Schmidt and was there in 1932. I saw it all happen but no one would believe me. I am Georg Schmidt, I live in the Alte Mühle old people’s home and my only friend here is Helmut Wohlmann. I am Georg Schmidt and I play chequers with my friend Helmut Wohlmann every evening and we talk about the old days.


I am Georg Schmidt and I will soon be dead. But, before I die, I must kill Helmut Wohlmann.
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Frankenstein sat in the cell, in the dark, the night-time ritual sounds of confined men and their keepers resounding through the concrete, steel and brick of the prison. He sat unmoving, a massive, malevolent shadow; something yet darker in the darkness. He had the cell to himself, isolated both from those who would do him harm and those whom he would harm.


Jochen Hübner knew he was a monster. He saw his monstrosity reflected in the mirror, in the expressions of those he caught looking at him; a flash of unease or fear in quickly averted eyes. He was a walking nightmare. The stuff of Gothic tales.


And like most Gothic monsters, he was man-made. Or at least in part man-made. The truth he had learned was that you become that which others hold you to be, that which others tell you you are. Nature may have shaped him, but it had been people who had defined him. A tiny abnormality within – the smallest of growths on the smallest of glands – had been mirrored in huge abnormality without. It had made him monstrous to others, an object to be feared. Mankind had made him: indirectly through its fear and loathing of his appearance, directly through its botched medical science, trying to cure one problem and creating another.


They called him Frankenstein. All called him it behind his back; few had been foolish enough to call him that to his face. Hübner knew that in the book and the movies Frankenstein was the creator, not the creation, but people were stupid. In any case, the insult had no sting: he was Frankenstein’s monster. He relished the fear in the eyes of others when they saw him. Especially the fear in the eyes of women. He would never have women’s love, would never want women’s love, but he could have their fear and their pain. Feed on it. It had been the feeding on it that had brought him to this place.


But soon he would be out of here; he would be free and amongst the women. Amongst their sweet, sweet fear and pain. He would drink it like wine.


Escape had been an obsession when he had first been sent here to Hamburg-Fuhlsbüttel, it had consumed him and he spent every waking hour looking for weaknesses and flaws in the prison’s security, scheming and planning flight. But then, as time had passed and he had seen that escape was impossible, the obsession had faded to a concept he carried around with him like a concealed rope ladder, ready to take out and unravel when the opportunity arose.


But it never did.


Even the concept, the idea of escape, had started to fade and he had turned his attentions to becoming master of his new and inevitable reality. Frankenstein set about intimidating and dominating the other inmates, even some of the guards, his size and brutal appearance often enough in themselves to maintain his status. And when more than psychology was needed, he had proven himself capable of a viciousness that shocked even these hardened men of violence. He adapted, but never fully accepted.


He had become involved in activities, had begun to read several hours a day, had even started to take part in social therapy sessions in the faint hope that feigned reform might shorten his term. And it was at the social therapy sessions, in the most unlikely of settings and in the most unlikely of forms, that he found the means of escape. His guardian.


In each social therapy session, one discrete element at a time, it had all been explained to him. The opportunity, the means, the risk. And the risk was huge: before he got his liberty, he would have to pass through a portal more secure than any prison gate. He would have to die, or at least be brought to the very edge of death. And once there, he had to be brought back to life, to consciousness. It had to be timed precisely, to the second; any delay meant he might not be revived, or revived into a brain-damaged, useless state.


It was an acceptable risk: death or moronism was preferable to spending the rest of his life here; both would render him insensible to his surroundings. He knew that if he stayed here any longer, there was no doubt that he would kill one of the others and remove even the remotest possibility of release, or one of the others, or a group of the others, would find the guts to kill him.


He sat and thought of all these things and imagined himself dead. If the plan didn’t work and he died, at least there would be peace.


The sounds of prison night-time routine subsided and he turned his attention inward, to his body, his being. He focused on his breathing, counting each breath, fixing his mind on the simplest mechanism of life. One of the social therapy team had taught him meditation skills: a strategy for taking time out from rage. But that was not what he used them for: instead he used meditation to focus all that he was, concentrate the darkness, make denser the malevolence within him. And, most of all, he trained himself to become awake; not to stir from sleep, but to snap out of it in a heartbeat.


He counted his breaths.


When he had his chance, he would have to become fully alert in an instant. He would have to be capable of acting with speed and accuracy the moment they revived him; success depended on him catching them unawares.


Then, and only then, would he be able to feed on the fear of women – and avenge himself on the man who put him here.


They would all learn what it was to suffer.
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Jan Fabel sat in his car with the engine running, staring at the black-overalled back, emblazoned with the word BEREITSCHAFTSPOLIZEI, of the young policewoman who had stopped the traffic. Every now and then she would check over her shoulder to see how far the tailback stretched. She was small, perhaps only 160 centimetres tall, but formless and genderless under the bulked-up, borrowed authority of body armour and uniform. Her riot gear helmet hung hooked on her waistband and she wore a standard service cap, her hair gathered back and tied neatly behind her head in plaits. But woven through the plaits was a narrow, bright red ribbon: a discreet badge of individuality that for some reason cheered Fabel. He had always noticed small things like that – but now he noticed them for their own sake, not just as fragments of a hidden history or telltales of a concealed personality. No longer just as clues.


‘Do you want me to tell her to let us through?’ asked Anna Wolff, without impatience. Even now, two years on from the shooting, Anna was different around Fabel: quieter, more cautious, less impatient; every interaction wrapped up in a tangle of unspoken thoughts. He knew, without it ever being given voice, that she felt a responsibility, a guilt even, for what had happened. There was no need, he wanted to tell her; and he would. Since the shooting, he had found that he no longer let things go unsaid. At first it had unsettled those around him, who had found him changed. People had been patient with him, indulgent, understanding, sympathetic. But with the same frankness he had told them he didn’t need their sympathy.


There had been post-trauma counselling. Psychiatric assessments. He had made clear he hadn’t needed that, either. And there had been months of gruelling physical therapy, which he had needed. Really needed.


When he had first come back there had even been a long talk with Police President Hugo Steinbach. Steinbach, who had since retired, had been sincere in his concern for his junior officer. There had been talk of a move to another department and again Fabel’s frankness had startled: he had told Steinbach that he knew full well that the Police President didn’t really want him to move – nor could afford for him to move – from the Murder Commission; that he understood Steinbach was genuinely concerned, but also simply going through the stipulated Human Resources motions. Fabel had explained that he wasn’t some kind of tortured soul, which people seemed to expect him to be, because of the shooting or because he had spent a decade and a half dealing with death. He was content. And he declared himself more than able to return to dealing with the dead.


It had never been mentioned again. By Steinbach or his successor.


Fabel would tell Anna to stop feeling bad about what happened, all right, but later. Later, when the moment was right.


He shook his head. ‘We’re in no hurry, Anna. One thing you can count on with the dead is they’re not going anywhere. Anyway . . .’ He nodded towards the fast-approaching reason for the delay: a column of heavily armoured police vehicles thundered towards them and through the junction, like a freight train at a level crossing, causing the small uniformed policewoman to take an involuntary step back. There were several buses laden with riot police, three armoured cars and a water cannon, the column topped and tailed by a blue and silver marked patrol car, blue lights flashing. It looked more like a military deployment than police activity.


‘I’m no longer sure if that’s the shit or it’s the fan,’ said Anna. ‘This is getting out of hand. You see Wandsbek on the TV last night?’


‘Yep.’ Fabel had: cars blazing; petrol bombs and police baton rounds arcing through the spring night air.


‘Battle zone. And we get stuck in the middle. But if it kicks off today, the May Day riots, Schanzenfest, Rote Flora, Wandsbek – none of that will be anything in comparison.’


‘Let’s hope it doesn’t. I live here. I don’t want to see Altona turned into a war zone.’ But it would, Fabel knew. The latest estimates were that there would be three thousand far-right extremists marching through the heart of traditionally left-wing Altona, with as many as eight thousand anti-fascists expected to mount a counter-demonstration. As Anna had pointed out, it would all end up with the Readiness Police in the middle and in the spotlight. The Polizei Hamburg’s public image was always the first casualty.


And here, in Altona, it all conjured up a distant memory. A very German kind of memory: distant but undimmed. A memory forbidden to be forgotten.


The column passed and once it was completely out of sight, the little policewoman turned and waved them on.


*


One thing Jan Fabel had learned over the years was that the dead waited to be found on pleasant late-spring days like this just as they did in the cold and rain. He had seen blood shimmer in summer sunlight and blot dark in winter snow. There was, he knew, no meteorology for violence. No season for murder.


He had lost count of the number of dead bodies he had seen over the years. There had been those that looked deceptively lifelike: as if sleeping, not dead. There had been the sad and pathetic, bodies foetus-coiled in terminal fear and pain. There had been the gut-turning: those pulled out of the Elbe after a week in the water, the foul-smelling flesh fragile and slick like overripe chicken. And then there were those like the one he now gazed down on: the fleshless; the jumbles of bones and the naked grins of skulls. For some reason, despite the skeleton and the skull being the universal symbols of death, Fabel could seldom connect them with anything human, dead or alive, as if their identities had fallen away from them with their flesh. They seemed more objects than anything once animate; anything once a person.


‘It’s a female, adult.’ Holger Brauner grunted as he clambered out of the excavated area. ‘Somewhere between sixteen and thirty.’


‘Any idea how long the remains have been here?’ asked Fabel. Brauner snapped off a latex glove and shook Fabel’s hand. The Murder Commission leader and the forensic pathologist had been friends for as long as they had been colleagues. Brauner had found time every day to visit Fabel in hospital in those first crucial weeks of recovery.


Brauner jutted his chin towards a building site across the road. ‘There’s a new development going up over there. They had to cut this trench here because they needed to reroute the water supply. Just half a metre either way and she may never have been discovered.’


Fabel nodded. The bones lay in a narrow trench that had been cut at an angle across one corner of the car park.


‘And I can be very specific about when the body was buried here.’ Brauner smiled broadly, which was his habit. Before the shooting, Fabel had always wondered how someone who dealt with the physical reality of death every day could be so cheerful. After the shooting, he understood it perfectly. ‘The car park was laid fifteen years ago, and this soil was infill, laid down in preparation. I suspect that the killer knew about the site, dug out the grave, put her in and once he’d covered her up, I reckon he smoothed it all out so no one would notice before finishing the job for him by laying the asphalt. So we have a very clear window . . . March to May 2000.’


‘What is it?’ Anna Wolff had clearly read Fabel’s expression.


‘She was twenty-five,’ said Fabel. ‘Just turned.’


‘I’d say there or thereabouts, maybe younger,’ Brauner said. ‘From the leg bones I’d estimate she was somewhere around one hundred and seventy to one hundred and seventy-five centimetres tall.’


‘One hundred and seventy-four.’


Now Brauner looked at Fabel with the same puzzlement as Anna. ‘You know who this is?’


Fabel nodded. ‘Was she killed by that?’ He jutted his chin towards where the skull was caved in on the left side.


‘No,’ said Brauner. ‘That’s fresh . . . damage from the digger’s shovel. Without soft tissue it will be impossible to pinpoint an exact cause of death, unless we find fractures or blade marks on the bones.’


‘Who is she, Jan?’ asked Anna.


‘Monika Krone. The first case I worked on in the Murder Commission. She was a post-grad literature student. An exceptional student . . . twenty-five years old, beautiful – strikingly beautiful – and fiercely intelligent. She had a great future ahead of her but she walked out of a university party and fell off the world. We never did get her killer. Or find her body, until now.’


‘It’s a bit early—’


‘It’s her.’ Fabel cut Anna off. ‘She went missing from the party on a Saturday night in March, 2000. The eighteenth of March. Like I said, just vanished clean off the face of the Earth.’


‘Suspects?’


‘Plenty – almost anyone who was at the party. But once we had a chronology worked out, we reckoned she’d been picked at random. Our only solid suspect was a serial rapist on the loose at the time – Jochen Hübner. When we caught Hübner we were hot for him for this, but there was nothing conclusive or even circumstantial to connect him to her disappearance. And there was no evidence that he had ever killed a victim.’


‘So why was he at the top of the list?’


‘The Sexual Crimes Commission had been after an unidentified serial rapist for a while. He’d been christened “Frankenstein” by the press.’


‘Frankenstein?’


‘If you ever came face to face with him, you’d understand. And trust me, you never want to come face to face with Jochen Hübner. It was actually his unusual appearance that got him caught in the end. Hübner was – is – a monster on the outside and on the inside. He’s an offender of breathtaking malice: his hatred of women was astonishing and the Sexual Crimes Commission had red-flagged “Frankenstein” to us as someone whose offending was clearly set to escalate – that it was simply a matter of time before he was going to kill a victim. When we identified Jochen Hübner as “Frankenstein”, it seemed reasonable that Monika Krone was that landmark victim marking his switch from serial rapist to serial killer.’


‘So do you still think it could have been him?’


‘I don’t know. Truth is, I have my doubts. Always did. He swore he didn’t do it and Hübner was the kind of sociopathic egoist to be proud of his work. Once he was caught, he admitted to all of the rapes, with relish. The lead SCC investigator was a woman and Hübner told her exactly what he had done to each victim in forensic detail – what each had said when they were begging. After his conviction she had to take a leave of absence.’


‘Sounds to me like it could easily have been him,’ said Anna.


‘Perhaps.’


Fabel stared down at the bones in the shallow grave, white against the red-black of the earth, numbered orange forensic markers scattered around her like ancient grave goods. He knew who she was, knew she had lain beneath this grubby mini-market car park for fifteen years, her beauty and her flesh falling from her bones while the living had bustled back and forth with trolleys and carrier bags stuffed with groceries, had squabbled over parking spaces, had shouted at children to be quiet, had cursed as shopping bags had split and spilled, had conducted the meaningless rituals of life. He knew it was Monika Krone in the shallow grave before him, but somehow still could not connect the bones with the person.


The sun broke through from behind a cloud and Fabel turned his face to it.


‘I suppose we had better see the next of kin.’





6



The movie was not like the book.


Zombie sat alone in his row. He sat alone because, although this art house movie theatre in Rotherbaum was usually well-patronized, there was a limit to the audience in Hamburg for silent Expressionist movies; alone because he was sitting perhaps a little too close to the screen and should have been three or four rows further back. But this was a monument of a movie and he wanted it to fill his vision; for the slow-moving tectonic plates of Paul Wegener’s face, all sharp angles and flat planes, to command his eyes; alone because he didn’t want anyone to smell him.


Death, he knew, had a unique odour.


Zombie was not a nickname: a nickname was something given you by others and Zombie had no real connection to others, no solid connection to the world of the living, any more. He was compelled, by the imperatives of his continued but lifeless existence, to interact with others occasionally, but outside the forced ritual of work he kept those interactions to the absolute minimum. Zombie was not even a name: it was a description, a statement of taxonomy. Just like a shark was a fish, like a rat was a rodent, he was a zombie. He had died, but was unburied and did not yet belong with the dead; he was animate, but did not belong with the living. He continued to walk the Earth but was no longer connected to it. And all the time he sought meaning, to understand why he had been condemned to this state of conscious non-being.


He still had favoured places, however. Zombie liked to come to this cinema, he liked the dark and the quiet of his room, and, most of all, he liked to be around graveyards: the homesick pull every unwilling traveller feels.


He still remembered what it was to be alive, though; what it had been like to have had senses: the sight, smell, taste, touch and sound of the world.


When he had been a boy, his family had spent holidays in an aparthotel next to the sea at Cuxhaven. He remembered his excitement – the almost unbearable anticipation – as they had walked along the path to the dunes, and how the sea had promised itself through every sense before yielding to sight: the ozone fuming in the air, the path edged with windswept sand, the sound coming over the dunes of an unseen sea moving against the shore. That was what it had been like to be at the centre of a nexus of senses. To be alive.


He even remembered what it had been like to love; faint echoes of longing, desire, jealousy. The face of the woman he loved, the only woman he had ever loved, remained clear in his recall and the pain the memory brought was the closest thing to an acute feeling he still had.


It was these memories he used to disguise himself when he moved among the living, affecting the empty expression of vitality.


Zombie did still have senses, of a sort. He still saw the world, but it was through the lens of a dead eye, everything muted, dull, vapid. All his other senses were turned down even further: to the dead-but-walking Zombie the world was an insipid place devoid of taste or odour, except when he caught the occasional whiff of his own corruption, the stench of his rotting flesh seeping through his clothes.


So now he sat alone, in an otherwise empty row that was too close to the screen.


The movie was not like the book.


It was unsurprising that he watched a lot of films about the undead. Most were nonsensical: vampire movies, always camp and comical, had become vacuous teen romances. Zombie flicks in particular were stupid, crass and repetitious: the undead invariably stumbling about clumsily, soullessly, thoughtlessly; sinking blackening teeth into the flesh of the living and turning them to their own creed.


It wasn’t like that at all.


No one had ever thought of what it was really like to be dead but still animate, to be at the centre of the experience; what it was like to become the ultimate social outsider. Zombie still ate – vague feelings of hunger stirred occasionally but infrequently – but he ate without savour the food everyone else ate, not human flesh, as the movies would have it. In any case, he ate less than the living and was now stick-thin. People at work – his job one of the many routines he performed to create the illusion of life – said he was wasting away and needed to feed himself properly. But Zombie knew his emaciation wasn’t just the result of poor nutrition, it was because he was rotting away. Decaying from the inside out. But he couldn’t tell them that. Like when a colleague had joked about Zombie’s overuse of cologne, asking if he bathed in the stuff – Zombie could not tell him that it was to mask his corpse stench from the world.


In public Zombie affected the similitude of life: the absurd routines of the living. In private he dropped the pretence, lying for sleepless hours in his darkened room, unmoving, barely breathing, imagining the earthy, wormy rest denied him. But there were two things that persisted from his life: ghost habits. He read books. He watched movies. The films he watched were mainly classics, especially, like this one, classics of German Expressionism. Gothic. Films he watched to understand himself.


The medium of film in itself reflected his condition perfectly. Most of the movies he watched had been made in a time and by people long gone. He had got to know the players – Paul Wegener, Brigitte Helm, Conrad Veidt, Henrik Galeen, Elsa Lanchester, Lyda Salmonova, Olaf Fønss, Emil Jannings – as if they had been his contemporaries, his friends. Like him, they were all dead. Also like him, they were all still animate in death, moving around for his entertainment long after their demise. Monochrome ghosts imitating life across a screen.


But this movie was special: watching it was a quest for self-understanding. This film spoke so eloquently, so perfectly, about Zombie’s state of being-nonbeing.


The movie was not like the book.


Zombie had known that before coming to the cinema. He had read the book twice; he had seen the movie more times than he could count. He had enjoyed the book, considering Meyrink underappreciated, even the occasional – but only occasional – equal of Kafka. While the book had stimulated his mind, the movie stirred something deep inside every time he watched it. And he had long considered himself far beyond vital stirrings.


This cinema in Rotherbaum was different, specializing in classic, cult and art films. Unusually for Germany, it screened foreign films wherever possible with subtitles, rather than a dubbed soundtrack. It was important to him to hear the real voices of the actors, not that this movie had voices. This movie was silent, yet it sang to Zombie.


The Golem – How He Came into the World.


Mary Shelley had been inspired to write Frankenstein after a visit to Prague and hearing about the legend of the Golem; Wegener’s Expressionist on-screen performance as the giant automaton shaped from clay had similarly been the inspiration for every movie Frankenstein monster that followed. Zombie saw his own struggle reflected by Wegener’s lifeless, soulless man of mud seeking understanding in a world of the cruelly vital. A dead thing, devoid of a soul, condemned to play a lifeless part in a living world. And like Zombie, the Golem looked on the world of the living with a combination of longing and hatred.


Paul Wegener totally convinced as the Golem: the actor himself had been a giant of a man, nearly two metres tall, and with the additional height of the Golem’s huge block boots he towered above the rest of the cast. A monument brought to life.


On the screen, the Rabbi completed the anthropomorphosis of his clay statue by rolling up the sacred word, placing it in the talisman and pushing it into the huge barrel chest of the clay man. Golem opened his eyes. Pale eyes in a grey face moulded from Vltava mud darted from side to side, taking in a world in which they did not belong. A confused birth into a lifeless existence.


It had been like that for Zombie. Waking up in a hospital after he had died, no one believing him when he told them he was still dead, the medicines they gave him, the therapy they insisted on useless. Tools for use on the living.


They had sent Zombie to see a psychiatrist, who had told him about Cotard’s Delusion, explaining how, because of trauma, brain injury or lesion, otherwise perfectly rational people believed themselves to be dead. It was made worse in Zombie’s case, the psychiatrist had explained, because he had had a near-death experience, which compounded his belief that he had really died.


The psychiatrist had tried to convince Zombie that he was delusional, that he was really still alive. The more the psychiatrist sought to explain, the more Zombie protested, until it became clear that he could perhaps end up losing his job or, worse still, be locked away in an institution for his own safety. Cotard’s delusionals often tried to destroy their ‘corpses’ to liberate the ghost trapped within. So for the first of many times, Zombie faked it: pretending to make progress and accept that he was really alive.


But he knew he was dead, and he had spent months seeking an answer as to why he was being denied his rest. Then it came to him. A slow, hot ember that became the only thing vital and real within him: the need for revenge. He remembered what had been done to him; how he had died. He remembered the knife in his chest that ended his life and he remembered the hands that had held it. This crime, this injustice, had gone unpunished and until he set it right, Zombie would be forced to walk the world as a corpse.


He watched the movie. As the Golem strode, inexorable, relentless, through the jagged-edged architecture of an Expressionist Prague, the guilty and the unjust were crushed between his massive, unfeeling hands.


This, Zombie realized, was what he needed to create: a Golem of his own to do his bidding. An unstoppable weapon of vengeance.
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The parents were both dead.


Henk Hermann returned Fabel’s call to the Murder Commission and told him that Paul Krone had died of a heart attack in 2006, and his wife of cancer two years later.


Fabel remembered them both so very clearly. Herr and Frau Krone had been in their fifties and as unremarkable as it was possible to be, but their earnest, almost beseechingly attentive faces from fifteen years ago – desperately focused on Fabel’s every word as he had gone through the routine questions and procedures of interviewing next of kin – were burned in perfect detail in his memory. He had sought to reassure, to encourage hope. Back then, Fabel had still believed that the faces of the missing were not yet the faces of the dead; had not yet come to recognize the telltale elements that distinguished a runaway from a victim, the misplaced from the misused. Back then, he had held all possibilities in his head until a body was found.


Monika Krone’s parents were both intelligent, both professionals – he an engineer, she a physics schoolteacher – but they had become innocently, artlessly, desperately helpless in that most primal of crises: a child lost. Fabel had never found their twenty-five-year-old daughter, alive or dead. He had visited them each week, then each month. Then other cases had intruded, other victims’ families had turned pleading faces to Fabel.


Fabel remembered their faces, all right. He also remembered a third face, a sad ghost sitting between them who, no matter what she did from then on, would always haunt her parents, be a daily reminder of their pain and loss.


‘There was a sister . . .’ said Fabel.


‘Yep . . . I’m on to it. She’s a science teacher,’ said Henk. ‘I’m digging for a home address or the school she teaches at and I’ll call you back or text the details to you as soon as I’ve got them. I think she still lives and works in Altona.’


The school was in Eckernförder Strasse.


Spring was now yielding to summer and the sky was cloudless. As Anna drove them both across town to the school, Fabel had watched the sun-etched Wilhelmine architecture of Altona slide through the viewing screen of his passenger window. There were police everywhere, black knots of overalls and vehicles gathered at intersections like shadows in the bright sun. Some roads had already been closed off in preparation for the parade. He knew that the route – the hotly debated, protested and negotiated route – would bring the far-right marchers past both the memorial to fallen German soldiers and the memorial to the victims of Altona Bloody Sunday. The original route had been an almost identical path to that taken by the Brownshirts on Bloody Sunday in 1932, but the Polizei Hamburg’s objections had been heeded by the city council and a compromise solution found. Even with that, the route was punctuated with potential flashpoints.


It was an undecided thing, that which was yet to unfold that day in Altona. What Fabel had come to believe after he had been shot two years before, was that every day was full of limitless possibilities. Everything could happen and the destiny that seemed certain one moment could change drastically because of the slightest alteration of course: just one decision, a moment’s hesitation, or a choosing to go right instead of left and everything changes.


The day he had been shot was an example: there had been a succession of decisions and choices that led to just one of an infinite number of possibilities. If Fabel had stayed in the living room and Anna had gone along the hall, if he had asked Schalthoff what was in the drawer, if he had not asked for tea and the killer had not had reason to go into the kitchen – all of these things had been possibilities left unearthed; pasts and futures left undiscovered. And today, as Fabel watched Altona brace itself, he realized that there were countless possible outcomes to the day.


At the moment, none of them looked good.


On arrival at the school, Fabel and Anna were conducted to a waiting room and informed that Frau Krone was just finishing a class and would be with them shortly. The waiting room was the usual combination of the functional and the brightly informal that tried, but always failed, to look less institutional. Fabel stood at the noticeboard on the wall, examining the hopeful, earnest and purposefully cheerful scraps of other lives: debating societies, environmental projects, after-school activities. Anna sat somewhat stiffly, gazing out of the window.


‘You look nervous.’ Fabel turned to her. ‘Bring back memories?’


‘You don’t know how right you are. This reminds me so much of my old school. You’ve no idea how many times I was stuck waiting for the School Director in a room just like this.’


‘I can imagine . . .’ Fabel smiled. ‘A born troublemaker, I’ll bet.’


‘This sister we’re seeing,’ asked Anna, ‘did she have anything significant to say at the time of Monika Krone’s disappearance?’


‘Nothing that helped much. The focus was on her because she is the last known confirmed contact with Monika. Monika phoned her an hour after she had left the party.’
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