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For my parents and Viktor Larenz




The Meeting




Out of the mouths of babes and sucklings hast thou


ordained strength because of thine enemies,


that thou mightest still the enemy and the avenger.


Psalms 8:2
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When Robert Stern agreed to attend this unusual meeting a few hours earlier, he hadn’t known he was making a rendezvous with death. He’d been even less aware that death would barely come up to his chest, be wearing jeans and trainers, and enter his life with a smile on this derelict industrial estate.


‘No, she isn’t here yet, and I’m beginning to lose patience.’


Stern, staring through his car’s streaming windscreen at the broken windows of the old factory a hundred metres away, silently cursed his secretary. She had forgotten to cancel the date with his father, who was fuming on the other line.


‘Call Carina and ask her where the hell she’s got to!’


He punched a button on the leather-covered steering wheel. A crackle of static, then he heard his old man coughing over the loudspeaker. Seventy-nine and still a chain smoker. He had even lit up while waiting to be put through.


‘I’m sorry, Dad,’ said Stern. ‘I know we were having supper tonight, but we’ll have to make it Sunday instead. I’ve been called to a completely unexpected meeting.’


Please come – you must. I don’t know what to do.


He had never heard Carina sound so anxious on the phone before. If she was play-acting, she deserved an Oscar.


‘Maybe I should pay you five hundred euros an hour like your clients,’ his father snarled. ‘Then I might get to see you sometime.’


Stern sighed. He looked in on his father regularly, but there was no point in mentioning that now. Nothing had ever taught him how to win an argument with his father, neither his scores of courtroom successes nor the lost battles of his wrecked marriage. As soon as he locked horns with the old man he felt like a child with a bad school report, not forty-five-year-old Robert Stern, senior partner of Langendorf, Stern & Dankwitz, Berlin’s leading defence lawyer.


‘To be honest, Dad,’ he said, trying to inject some levity into the conversation, ‘I haven’t the faintest idea where I am at present. If I didn’t know better, I’d say I was somewhere in Chechnya. My satnav had a hard time getting me here.’


He turned on the car’s headlights. They illuminated an expanse of unpaved forecourt piled high with steel girders, rusty cable drums and other industrial waste. Paints and varnishes had once been manufactured here, to judge by the stacks of empty metal drums. Seen against the dilapidated, brick-built factory building with the half-demolished chimney, they looked like props in a post-apocalyptic movie.


‘Let’s hope that gizmo of yours can find its way to my funeral when the time comes,’ the old man said between coughs. Stern wondered if this embitterment was hereditary. He’d had the makings of it himself for ten years or more.


Since Felix.


Stern’s traumatic experiences in the neonatal ward had brought him closer to his father outwardly as well. He had aged before his time. The man who used to spend every spare minute on the basketball court, improving his shooting, could scarcely hit his office wastepaper basket with an empty Coke can.


Most people who met him were deceived by Stern’s tall, slim figure and broad shoulders. The truth was, his perfectly cut suits concealed a physique that had gone to seed, the dark smudges below his eyes were camouflaged by a naturally swarthy complexion, and skilful haircutting prevented the sparse patches above his temples from showing through. It took the better part of an hour to scrub the fatigue from his face each morning, and he left the bathroom feeling more and more of a sham. Like the sort of showy designer furniture the hidden defects of which don’t become apparent until they’re exposed to the merciless overhead lights in your living room.


There was a click on the line.


‘Sorry, I’ll be right back.’ Stern escaped any further paternal reproaches by taking his secretary’s return call.


‘Let me guess: she cancelled the appointment?’ That would be typical of her. Carina Freitag was a reliable and efficient nurse, professionally speaking, but the structuring of her personal commitments was as chaotic, erratic and uncoordinated as her love life. Although their relationship had broken up after only a few weeks three years ago, they still phoned each other regularly and even met for an occasional coffee. Both forms of contact tended to end in a row.


‘No, afraid I couldn’t get through to her.’


‘OK, thanks.’ Stern flinched as the autumn gale spattered the windscreen with a sudden flurry of rain. He started the car and turned on the wipers, his eye briefly caught by a russet-coloured maple leaf stuck to the glass beyond their reach. Then, looking back over his shoulder, he slowly reversed the car, its tyres crunching on the loose chippings.


‘If Carina calls, tell her I couldn’t wait any—’ Stern broke off just as he faced the front and was about to engage first gear. Whatever was racing straight towards him, emergency lights flashing, it certainly wasn’t Carina’s decrepit little car. The ambulance was making its way along the approach road as fast as the potholes permitted.


For one brief moment Stern genuinely thought the driver meant to ram him. Then the ambulance veered off and came to a stop beside his car.


He switched back to the other line after telling his secretary goodbye. ‘Dad? I’ll have to sign off, the person I’m meeting has just arrived,’ he said, but his father had already hung up. A gust of wind blew the Mercedes saloon’s heavy door as he opened it and got out.


What the hell is she doing with an ambulance?


Carina opened the driver’s door and jumped out, landing in a puddle, but she seemed heedless of the muddy splashes on her white nurse’s uniform. Her long, russet hair was gathered into a severe ponytail. She looked so good that Stern was tempted to take her in his arms, but something in her expression deterred him.


‘I’m in big trouble,’ she said, producing a packet of cigarettes. ‘I think I’ve really messed up this time.’


‘Why all the drama?’ Stern asked. ‘Why not meet at my office instead of on this … this bomb site?’


No longer in the comfort of his car, he could feel the unpleasant chill of the freshening October wind. He hunched his shoulders and shivered.


‘Let’s not waste any time, Robert. I only borrowed this bus – I have to return it as soon as possible.’


‘All right, but if you’ve messed up, can’t we discuss it in more civilized surroundings?’


‘No, no, no.’ Carina shook her head and made a dismissive gesture. ‘You don’t understand – this isn’t about me.’


She strode briskly around the ambulance, opened the rear door and pointed inside.


‘Your client is lying down here.’


Stern gave her a searching, sidelong look. To a man of his experience, the sight of a bank robber with gunshot wounds, or a victim of gang warfare or some other shady character in urgent and, above all, anonymous need of his help would have been nothing new. What puzzled him was where Carina came into the equation.


When she said no more he climbed aboard. His attention was immediately drawn to the figure lying motionless on the stretcher.


‘What is this?’ He swung round and looked back at Carina, who had remained standing outside the vehicle and was lighting a cigarette – something she seldom did, and only when extremely nervous. ‘You’ve brought a boy out here. Why?’


‘He’ll tell you himself.’


‘The little shrimp doesn’t look as if …’ he’s capable of talking, Stern was going to say, because the pale-faced youngster appeared almost lifeless. When he turned round again, however, the boy had sat up with his legs dangling over the side of the stretcher.


‘I’m not a little shrimp,’ he protested. ‘I’m ten! My birthday was two days ago.’


Beneath his cord jacket the boy wore a black T-shirt with a death’s-head transfer. To Stern his brand-new patchwork jeans looked far too big for him, but what did he know? Maybe it was fashionable for kids that age to turn up their trouser legs and draw on their sneakers with a felt-tip pen.


‘Are you a lawyer?’ the boy asked rather hoarsely. He seemed to have trouble speaking, as if he hadn’t drunk anything for a long time.


‘Yes, I am. A defence lawyer, to be precise.’


‘Good.’ The boy’s smile revealed two rows of surprisingly white and regular teeth. His long lashes and rosebud mouth would have been enough to melt any granny’s heart without the addition of a gap-toothed grin.


‘That’s fine,’ he said. He got off the stretcher, briefly turning his back on Stern as he did so. His curly light-brown hair was shoulder length and freshly washed. Seen from behind, he could have passed for a girl. Beneath the hair Stern noticed a plaster the size of a credit card on the back of his neck.


The boy was still smiling when he turned round.


‘I’m Simon. Simon Sachs.’


He held out a slender little hand. Stern hesitated for an instant, then shook it.


‘And I’m Robert Stern.’


‘I know. Carina showed me a photo of you – she keeps it in her handbag. She says you’re the best.’


‘Thanks a lot,’ Stern mumbled rather awkwardly. As far as he could recall, this was the longest conversation he’d had with a child for years. ‘What can I do for you?’ he asked just as awkwardly.


‘I need a lawyer.’


‘I see.’ Stern turned his head and shot an enquiring glance at Carina, who was impassively smoking her cigarette.


Why was she doing this to him? Why had she dragged him out to a demolition site and introduced him to a ten-year-old? She knew how hopeless he was with children and how he had avoided them ever since tragedy had destroyed his marriage and then nearly him.


‘What makes you think you need a lawyer?’ he asked, suppressing his annoyance with an effort. This absurd situation might at least provide an amusing topic of conversation during breaks between court appearances.


He pointed to the plaster on Simon’s neck. ‘Is it because of that? Did someone attack you in the playground?’


‘No, it isn’t that.’


‘What, then?’


‘I’m a murderer.’


‘What?’ Stern had paused before asking the question, firmly convinced that a ten-year-old couldn’t have said that. He kept looking from Simon to Carina and back like a spectator at a tennis match. But only until the boy said it again loud and clear.


‘I need a lawyer. I’m a murderer.’


A dog barked somewhere in the distance. The sound mingled with the incessant hum from the nearby dual carriageway, but Stern was as deaf to it as he was to the raindrops beating an irregular tattoo on the ambulance’s roof.


‘OK, so you think you’ve killed someone,’ he said after another moment’s disconcerted silence.


‘Yes.’


‘May I ask who?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Ah, so you don’t know.’ Stern gave a mirthless laugh. ‘And you probably don’t know how, why or where it happened either, because the whole thing is a silly practical joke, and—’


‘With an axe.’ Simon whispered the words, though for a moment it sounded like he’d shouted them.


‘What did you say?’


‘With an axe. A man. I hit him on the head with it. That’s all I can remember. It was a long time ago.’


‘What do you mean, a long time ago?’ Stern blinked nervously. ‘When was it?’


‘The twenty-eighth of October.’


Stern glanced at his watch. ‘That’s today,’ he said, looking mystified. ‘You just said it happened a long time ago, so when was it? Make up your mind.’


He wished he always had such easy witnesses to cross-examine – ten-year-olds who contradicted themselves within a minute of taking the oath. He was soon disabused.


‘You don’t understand.’ Simon shook his head sadly. ‘I killed a man. Right here!’


‘Here?’ Stern repeated. Bewildered, he watched the boy push gently past him, get out of the ambulance and survey his surroundings with interest. As far as Stern could tell, his attention was focused on a derelict shed beside a clump of trees some hundred metres away.


‘Yes,’ Simon said, taking Carina’s hand, ‘this is it. This is where I killed a man. On the twenty-eighth of October. Fifteen years ago.’
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Stern climbed out of the ambulance and asked Simon to wait for a moment. Then he grabbed Carina roughly by the wrist and led her behind his car. The rain had eased somewhat, but the day had grown darker, windier and, above all, chillier. Neither she in her thin nurse’s uniform nor he in his dark three-piece suit was suitably dressed for such lousy weather, but unlike him Carina didn’t look cold at all.


‘Quick question,’ he whispered, although Simon was too far away to hear him above the sound of the wind and the dual carriageway’s monotonous, surf-like roar. ‘Which of you is the crazier?’


‘Simon is a patient of mine in Neurology,’ said Carina, as though that explained everything.


‘He might do better in a psychiatric ward,’ Stern hissed. ‘What was all that nonsense about a murder fifteen years ago? Can’t he count, or is he schizophrenic?’


Stern opened the boot with his car key’s remote control and turned on the interior light, dispelling some of the gloom.


‘He has a cerebral tumour.’ Carina demonstrated its size by forming a ring with her thumb and forefinger. ‘They give him a few more weeks. Maybe only days.’


‘Good God, and it has those side effects?’ Stern took an umbrella from the boot.


‘No. I’m to blame.’


‘You?’


He looked up with the brand-new designer brolly in his hand. The way it worked escaped him. He couldn’t even find the button that opened it.


‘I told you, I messed up. The boy is highly intelligent, incredibly sensitive and remarkably well-educated for his age. Which is almost miraculous, if you ask me, considering his background. He was rescued from his anti-social mother’s squalid flat at the age of four – they found him half-starved in the bathtub with a dead rat for company. Then he was put in a home, where he stood out from the rest because he liked reading encyclopedias more than playing with kids of his own age. The supervisor thought it only natural that a child who did so much thinking should have a permanent headache, but then they discovered this thing in his brain. Simon has been a patient on my ward ever since. He doesn’t have a soul to care for him apart from the hospital staff. Well, only me, really.’


Carina was also feeling cold now. Her lips had begun to tremble.


‘I don’t see what you’re getting at.’


‘It was Simon’s birthday two days ago, and I wanted to give him a special treat. I mean, he’s only ten but his experience of life and his illness have made him so much more mature than other children of his age. I thought he was old enough.’


‘Old enough for what? What did you give him?’ Stern, who had finally abandoned his attempt to open the umbrella, was pointing it at her chest like a gun.


‘Simon is afraid of dying, so I arranged a regression for him.’


‘A what?’ said Stern, although he had recently seen something about it on television.


It was, of course, typical of Carina to subscribe to such an esoteric fad. People of all ages seemed to be fascinated by the notion of having been on earth before. This hankering after the supernatural provided fertile soil from which shady therapists could sprout like weeds and charge substantial fees for ‘regressions’: journeys into the antenatal past during which their clients discovered, usually under hypnosis, that they had occupied the throne of France or been burned at the stake six centuries ago.


‘Don’t look at me like that. I know what you think of these things. You won’t even read your horoscope.’


‘How could you expose a little boy to such mumbo-jumbo?’


Stern was genuinely horrified. The television programme had warned of the possibility of severe mental damage. Many unstable personalities couldn’t cope when a charlatan persuaded them that their current psychological problems stemmed from some unresolved conflict in a previous existence.


‘I only wanted to show him that it isn’t all over – when you die, I mean – and that he mustn’t be sad to have lived for such a short time because life goes on.’


‘Tell me you’re joking.’


She shook her head. ‘I took him to Dr Tiefensee. He’s a qualified psychologist and gives courses at the university. Not a charlatan, whatever you may think.’


‘What happened?’


‘He hypnotized the boy. Not a great deal happened, actually. Simon couldn’t remember much under hypnosis. He just said he was in a dark cellar and could hear voices. Voices saying nasty things.’


Stern grimaced with discomfort. The cold creeping up his back was becoming steadily more unpleasant, but that wasn’t his only reason for wanting to get away as soon as possible. Somewhere in the distance a freight train was rumbling past. Carina was whispering now, just as he himself had at the start of their conversation.


‘Tiefensee initially failed to rouse Simon from his hypnotic trance. He had fallen into a deep sleep, and when he woke up he told us what he told you just now. He thinks he used to be a murderer.’


Stern felt an urge to wipe his hands on his hair, but it, too, was wet with rain.


‘The whole idea is nonsense, Carina, and you know it. All I’m wondering is, what’s it got to do with me?’


‘Simon has a profound sense of right and wrong. He insists on going to the police.’


‘That’s right, I do.’


They both swung round. The boy had stolen up behind them unobserved. The wind was stirring the mass of curls on his forehead. Stern wondered why he had any hair at all. He must surely have had to undergo chemotherapy.


‘I’m a murderer, and that’s wrong. I want to turn myself in, but I won’t say a thing unless my lawyer’s present.’


Carina smiled sadly. ‘He picked that up from television, and you’re the only defence lawyer I know.’


Stern avoided her eye. Instead, he stared at the muddy ground as if his hand-sewn Oxfords could tell him how to respond to this lunacy.


‘Well?’ he heard Simon say.


‘Well what?’ Stern raised his head and looked straight at the boy, surprised to see that he was smiling again.


‘Are you my lawyer now? I can pay you.’


Rather awkwardly, Simon fished a little purse out of the pocket of his jeans.


‘I’ve got some money, you see.’


Stern shook his head. Almost imperceptibly at first, then more and more violently.


‘I have,’ Simon insisted. ‘Honestly.’


‘No,’ said Stern, glaring at Carina now. ‘This is all beside the point, am I right? You didn’t get me out here as a lawyer, did you?’


Now it was her turn to stare at the ground.


‘No, I didn’t,’ she admitted quietly.


With a sigh, Stern tossed the unopened umbrella back into the boot of the car. Pushing a briefcase aside, he opened the first-aid locker and removed a torch. He checked the beam by shining it on the tumbledown shed Simon had indicated earlier.


‘All right, let’s get this over with.’


He patted Simon’s head with his free hand, unable to believe that he was really saying this to a ten-year-old boy:


‘Show me exactly where you say you killed this man.’
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Simon led them around the back of the shed. A two-storey building must have occupied the site many years ago, but it had been destroyed by fire. All that now jutted into the overcast evening sky were isolated sections of soot-stained brickwork resembling mutilated hands.


‘You see? There’s nothing here.’


Stern played the beam of his torch slowly over the ruins.


‘But it must be somewhere here,’ said Simon. He might have been talking about a lost glove, not a dead body. He too had come armed with a light source: a little plastic rod that emitted a fluorescent glow when you bent it.


‘From his box of magic tricks,’ Carina had explained to Stern. The boy had evidently been given some normal birthday presents as well as the regression.


‘I think it was down there,’ Simon said excitedly, stepping forward.


Following the direction of his outstretched arm, Stern shone his torch at the old stairwell. They could see only the entrance to the cellar now.


‘We can’t go down there, it’s too dangerous.’


‘Why not?’ the boy demanded, scrambling over a pile of loose bricks.


‘Stay here, sweetheart, it could all cave in.’ Carina sounded uncharacteristically anxious. During her brief affair with Robert Stern she’d been the soul of exuberance, almost as if she were trying to compensate for his permanent melancholy with a superabundance of joie de vivre. Now she was agitated, as if Simon were behaving like a disobedient dog let off the leash. He plodded on.


‘Look, we can get down there!’ he cried suddenly. The other two were still protesting when his curly head disappeared behind a reinforced concrete pillar.


‘Simon!’ called Carina. Stern blundered after them across the rubble-strewn floor, nearly twisting his ankle a couple of times and tearing his trousers on a rusty piece of wire. By the time he reached the entrance to the cellar, the boy had made his way down some twenty charred wooden stairs and turned a corner.


‘Come out of there at once!’ Stern shouted, immediately cursing his ill-considered choice of words. The memory triggered by them was worse than anything that could happen to him here, he realized.


Come out of there, darling, please! I can help you …


That wasn’t the only lie he’d called to Sophie through the locked bathroom door. In vain. They’d tried everything for four long years – every technique and form of treatment – until at last they received the longed-for phone call from the fertility clinic. Positive. Pregnant. On that day, over a decade ago, it seemed to him that a higher power had totally reoriented the compass needle of his life. It had suddenly pointed to happiness in its purest form, but only, alas, for as long as it took him to transform the ceiling of the new nursery into a night sky with stick-on fluorescent stars and go shopping for baby clothes with Sophie. Felix never wore them. He was cremated in the sleepsuit the nurses had dressed him in.


‘Simon?’ Carina called the boy’s name so loudly, it jolted him out of his dark reverie.


Simon’s muffled voice came drifting up from below. ‘I think there’s something here!’


Stern swore. He tested the first step with his foot. ‘It’s no use, I’ll have to go down there.’


Those words, too, reminded him of the worst moment in his life. The moment when Sophie took refuge in the patients’ bathroom with their dead baby in her arms and wouldn’t give it up. ‘Sudden infant death syndrome’ was the diagnosis she refused to accept. Two days after giving birth.


‘I’m coming with you,’ said Carina.


‘Don’t be silly.’ Stern took another cautious step. The stairs had supported Simon. He would have to see whether they could support more than twice the boy’s weight. ‘We’ve only got one torch and someone’ll have to call for help if we aren’t back in a couple of minutes.’


The rotten treads creaked at every step like the rigging of a ship. Stern wasn’t sure if his sense of balance was playing tricks, but the stairs seemed to sway more violently the lower he got.


‘Simon?’ He must have called the boy’s name at least five times, but the only response was a metallic clang some distance away. It sounded like someone hitting a central heating pipe with a spanner.


Before long he was standing at the foot of the stairs. He looked around with his heart pounding. It was now so dark outside, he couldn’t even make out Carina’s silhouette at the top of the stairwell. He shone his torch over the underground chamber on his right. Two passages led off it, both ankle-deep in stagnant water.


Incredible of the boy to venture into this industrial swamp of his own free will.


Stern opted for the left-hand passage because the other was obstructed by an overturned fuse box.


‘Where are you?’ he called. The water closed around his ankles like an icy hand.


Simon still didn’t answer, but at least he made a sign of life: he coughed. The sound came from not far away but beyond the range of Stern’s torch.


I’m going to catch my death, he thought. He could feel his trouser legs absorbing the moisture like blotting paper. Just as he made out a wooden partition some ten metres away, his mobile rang.


‘Where’s he got to?’ Carina called. She sounded almost hysterical.


‘Not sure. He’s in the next passage, I think.’


‘What’s he been saying?’


‘Nothing. He’s coughing.’


‘Oh my God, get him out of there!’ Her voice broke with agitation.


‘What do you think I’m trying to do?’


‘You don’t understand. The tumour. That’s what happens!’


‘What do you mean? What happens?’


He heard Simon cough again. Closer at hand this time.


‘Bronchial spasms are a prelude to unconsciousness. He could pass out at any minute!’ Carina was shouting so loudly, her voice reached him direct as well as over the phone.


And he’ll fall face down in the water and suffocate. Like …


Stern set off at a run. In his mounting panic he failed to see the beam sagging down from the ceiling, so black and charred as to be almost invisible. He hit his head on it, but the shock was even worse than the pain. Thinking he’d been attacked, he threw up his arms defensively. By the time he realized his mistake it was too late. The torch flickered underwater for another two seconds, then died where he’d dropped it.


‘Damnation!’ He felt for the wall with his right hand and groped his way along step by step, trying not to lose his bearings in the darkness. That was the least of his worries, however, because he hadn’t changed direction. What concerned him far more was that Simon had not made another sound, not even a cough.


‘Hey, are you still there?’ he shouted. His ears clicked suddenly, and he had to ease the pressure on his eardrums by swallowing several times, like an airline passenger coming in to land. Then he heard another faint cough. Ahead of him. Beyond the wooden partition and around the corner. He had to get there – had to get to Simon in the side passage. Although slowed by the water, he was still going fast enough to trigger a disastrous chain reaction.


‘Simon? Can you hear … Heeelp!’


The last word was uttered as he fell. His foot had caught in an old telephone cable that had formed a sort of poacher’s snare in the stinking, stagnant water. He clutched at the wall beside him in an attempt to stop himself falling, only to break two fingernails on the damp mortar as he pitched forwards.


He must have reached the end of the underground passage, he realized, because he didn’t fall headlong into water. Instead, his outstretched hands were brought up short by an expanse of plywood or a door. With a groan – like, but far louder than the one caused by his foot on the first stair – it gave way beneath him. Panic-stricken, he saw himself plummeting down an old mine shaft or bottomless pit. Then his fall was brutally checked by solid, hard-packed mud. The only favourable part of this new situation was that the water hadn’t reached this corner of the cellar. On the other hand, unidentifiable objects dislodged from the ceiling and walls were falling on him.


Oh my God … Stern hardly dared touch the sizeable, roundish object that had just landed in his lap. His initial, nightmarish certainty was that, if he did run his hands over it, they would touch blue lips and a bloated face: the face of his dead son Felix.


But then, gradually, the darkness began to lift. He blinked, and it took him a moment or two to realize where the light was coming from. Not until she was standing right beside him did he see that it was Carina, whose mobile phone’s greenish display was dimly illuminating the underground chamber into which he’d blundered.


He saw the scream before he heard it. Carina opened her mouth, but there was an instant’s silence before her piercing cry reverberated around the cellar’s concrete walls.


Stern shut his eyes. Then, summoning up all his courage, he looked down at himself.


And almost vomited.


The head in his lap was attached, like the knob on the end of a curtain rod, to a partially skeletonized body. With a mixture of disbelief, disgust and utter horror, Stern registered the gaping cleft the axe had made in the victim’s skull.
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Tears welled up in Inspector Martin Engler’s eyes faster than he could blink them away. He groaned with his mouth shut, tilted his head back, and groped blindly around the interview room’s table until he found what he was looking for. At the last moment he tore open the pack, fished out a paper handkerchief and clamped it to his nose.


Aacheeoo!


‘Sorry.’ The homicide detective blew his nose, and Stern wondered whether he hadn’t uttered an almost imperceptible ‘Arsehole!’ as he sneezed.


That would have figured. Having secured acquittals for several of Engler’s personal collars, Stern wasn’t exactly one of the inspector’s closest friends.


‘Ahem.’


The policeman seated beside Engler had cleared his throat. Stern glanced at him. An overweight individual with an enormous Adam’s apple jutting from beneath his double chin, he had introduced himself, on entering the windowless interview room, as Thomas Brandmann. No rank, no clue to his function. He hadn’t uttered another word, just emitted a guttural grunt every five minutes. Stern didn’t know what to make of him. Unlike Engler, who after over twenty years’ service was almost part of the murder squad’s furniture, this man mountain had never crossed his path before. His manner could have signified that he was heading the investigation. Or the exact opposite.


Engler held up a packet of aspirins. ‘Like one too? You look as if you could use one.’


‘No thanks.’ Stern instinctively fingered the painful, throbbing lump on his forehead. His brains were still scrambled after that fall in the cellar, and he resented the fact that, bloodshot eyes and runny nose apart, the inspector made a livelier impression than he did. Sessions on a sunbed and jogging in the woods were more beneficial than long nights at the computer in an office.


‘Right, then I’ll summarize.’


Engler picked up his notebook. Stern couldn’t hide a grin when Brandmann, who still hadn’t uttered a word, cleared his throat again.


‘You discovered the body around five-thirty this afternoon. A boy, Simon Sachs, led you to the spot, accompanied by Carina Freitag, a hospital nurse. The said boy is ten years old and suffering from a cerebral tumour. He is currently’ – Engler turned over a page – ‘undergoing treatment in the neurological ward of the Seehaus Clinic. He claims to have murdered the man himself in a previous life.’


‘Yes,’ said Stern, ‘fifteen years ago. I haven’t been counting, but I reckon I must have told you that a dozen times already.’


‘Possibly, but—’


Engler broke off in mid-sentence. To Stern’s surprise he tilted his head back again and compressed his nostrils between his thumb and forefinger.


‘Take no notice,’ he said in a Donald Duck voice. ‘Goddamned nosebleed. Always happens when I get a cold.’


‘You shouldn’t take aspirins, then.’


‘Thins the blood, I know. But where were we?’ Engler was still addressing the drab grey ceiling. ‘Ah yes … You may well have spouted this crazy yarn a dozen times, and each time I’ve wondered whether I ought to submit you to a drugs test.’


‘Feel free. If you want to violate a few more of my rights, be my guest.’ Stern held out an imaginary tray on his upturned palms. ‘I don’t get much fun out of life these days, but taking you and your outfit to court would certainly make an amusing change.’


‘Please don’t upset yourself, Herr Stern.’


Stern gave a start. Amazing, he thought. Engler’s hulking great companion can speak after all.


‘You aren’t under suspicion,’ Brandmann went on.


Stern seemed to hear an unspoken ‘yet’.


‘Just to dispel any doubt,’ he said, resisting the temptation to clear his own throat, ‘I may be a lawyer but I’m not insane. I don’t believe in reincarnation, the transmigration of souls, and all that hogwash, nor do I waste my spare time digging up skeletons. Speak to the boy, not me.’


Brandmann nodded. ‘We will as soon as he comes to.’


Simon had been found unconscious. As luck would have it, he hadn’t blacked out as suddenly as he had two years before, when the tumour in his frontal lobe first made itself felt. Then he had collapsed in the middle of the classroom after hitting his head on the teacher’s desk on his way to the blackboard. This time he’d managed to slide down the wall and wind up sitting with his back to it in the flooded side passage. He had fallen into a deep sleep but seemed all right in other respects.


Carina had driven him back to the clinic in the ambulance as quickly as possible, with the result that Stern was alone at the scene of the crime when Engler turned up with his people and the forensics team.


‘Better still,’ Stern advised, ‘get hold of the psychologist. Who knows what that man Tiefensee planted in the boy’s mind under hypnosis.’


‘Hey, good idea! The psychologist! Thanks, I’d never have thought of that in a thousand years.’


Engler grinned sarcastically. His nosebleed had stopped and he was once more looking Stern full in the face.


‘So you say the murdered man had been lying there for fifteen years?’


Stern groaned. ‘No, I don’t say so, the boy does. He may even be right.’


‘Why?’


‘Well, I’m no pathologist, but the cellar was damp and the body was in a dark wooden cubby hole like a coffin, where it wasn’t exposed to a direct supply of oxygen. For all that, some parts of the body were almost completely decomposed. They included the head, which I had the dubious pleasure of holding in my hands. And that means—’


‘That the victim wasn’t dumped there yesterday. Correct.’


Stern swung round in surprise. The man leaning against the door frame in a studiously casual pose had materialized without a sound. With his frosted black hair and tinted, gold-rimmed glasses, Christian Hertzlich looked more like an ageing tennis coach than a chief superintendent of police. Stern wondered how long Engler’s immediate superior had been listening to them sparring.


‘Thanks to modern forensic medicine, we shall very soon learn the approximate date of death,’ said Hertzlich. ‘But no matter whether the man died five, fifteen or even fifty years ago’ – he took a step forwards – ‘one thing’s for sure: the boy can’t have killed him.’


‘My view precisely. Is that all?’ Stern stood up, shot his cuff and ostentatiously glanced at his watch. It was nearly half past ten.


‘Of course you’re free to go. In any case, I have a far more urgent matter to discuss with these gentlemen.’


Hertzlich had been holding a folder clamped beneath his arm the whole time. He presented it to his subordinates like a trophy.


‘There’s been a truly surprising new development.’
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Martin Engler waited until the lawyer had closed the door behind him. Then, unable to control his annoyance any longer, he got to his feet so abruptly his chair fell over backwards.


‘What was all that crap?’


Brandmann cleared his throat. He actually seemed about to say something, but Hertzlich got in first. He deposited the folder face down on the table.


‘What do you mean? It went perfectly.’


‘The hell it did, sir,’ Engler retorted. ‘That’s no way to conduct an interview. I’m not doing it again, not ever.’


‘Why so hot under the collar?’


‘Because I made myself look ridiculous. Nobody falls for the good-cop bad-cop routine any longer, least of all a lawyer of Robert Stern’s calibre.’


Hertzlich looked down at his highly polished Oxfords. He shook his head in surprise.


‘I thought you’d grasped our methodology, Engler.’


Methodology … What garbage! Engler was seething with rage.


Since Inspector Brandmann had joined them, barely a week had gone by without him having to take part in at least one seminar on psychological interviewing techniques. The youthful giant had been loaned to them three weeks earlier by the Federal Police Bureau, under the auspices of a training programme for which he worked as a psychological profiler. He was officially assigned to Engler’s team as an adviser, but it very much looked as if his status had just been upgraded to that of special investigator. At all events, Engler was even compelled to tolerate his presence during interrogations.


‘I’m bound to say the chief superintendent is right.’ Brandmann’s amiable tone only made the prevailing tension worse. ‘Everything went according to plan.’ He cleared his throat. ‘First, we frayed Stern’s nerves by keeping him waiting. Then my silence prevented him from knowing which side I was on. That, incidentally, is the difference between our own technique and the obsolete tactic you’ve just described, Inspector Engler.’


Brandmann paused for effect. Engler wondered why he had to add such a stupid grin to his lecture.


‘Just because I didn’t play the so-called good cop, Stern’s nervousness turned to bewilderment and he tried to get at you. When he failed he lost his temper.’


‘OK, perhaps I would have got him to talk in the end if that’s what we’d been aiming at. All I ask myself is, what’s the point of all this?’


‘Angry men make mistakes,’ said Hertzlich. ‘Besides, we needed Stern to experience mood swings in order to evaluate his optical reflexes.’


Optical reflex analysis. Eye-tracking. Pupillometry. New-fangled crap, all of it. For the past week, the bleak interview room had been wired for experimental purposes. One of three concealed cameras was focused on the faces of those being questioned. In theory, guilty parties gave themselves away by increased blinking, pupillary contractions and changes in angle of vision. In practice, Engler accepted that these were significant but believed that an experienced interrogator had no need of any technological refinements to tell when someone was lying.


‘We can only pray that Stern never discovers we were filming him secretly.’ Engler pointed to the wall behind him. ‘He’s one of the ablest lawyers in the city.’


‘And a potential murderer,’ said Hertzlich.


‘You don’t believe that yourself.’ Engler swallowed, trying briefly to remember if there was a late-night chemist on his route home. He badly needed some kind of spray to anaesthetize his throat. ‘The man’s got an IQ higher than Mount Everest. He wouldn’t be stupid enough to lead us to the remains of a man he’d murdered himself.’


‘It could be a clever ploy.’


The chief superintendent raised his heavy tinted glasses a few centimetres and massaged the marks they’d left on the bridge of his shiny nose. Engler couldn’t recall ever having looked straight into his boss’s eyes. It was rumoured in the building that he even went to bed in those monstrous shades.


‘Or perhaps he’s simply flipped,’ Hertzlich mused aloud in Brandmann’s direction. ‘At all events, his story of the reincarnated boy doesn’t sound very kosher to me.’


‘He does make an emotionally unstable impression,’ the psychological profiler agreed.


Engler rolled his eyes. ’I’ll say it again: we’re wasting our time on the wrong man.’


Hertzlich turned to him with an air of surprise. ‘I thought you disliked him.’


‘I do. Stern may be an arsehole, but he’s no murderer.’


‘What makes you say that?’


‘Twenty-three years’ experience. I’ve got a nose for these things.’


‘And we can all see and hear how well it’s functioning.’


Hertzlich was the only one who laughed at his little joke, and Engler had to concede that Brandmann hadn’t yet crawled all the way up the chief superintendent’s fundamental orifice. He did not, unfortunately, get to explain why he considered Robert Stern incapable of slaughtering a man with an axe because he was suddenly afflicted with another torrential nosebleed. His paper handkerchief turned crimson and he was once more compelled to tilt his head back.


‘Oh not again …’


Hertzlich eyed him suspiciously. ‘Earlier on I thought these nosebleeds were part of the show. Are you up to heading this investigation?’


‘Yes, yes, it’s only a slight cold. No problem.’


Engler tore two clean strips off his handkerchief, rolled them into balls and plugged his nostrils with them.


‘I’m fine.’


‘Excellent. Then round up your team and come to my office in ten minutes.’


Engler glanced at the clock and groaned inwardly. It was a quarter to eleven. Quite apart from his own state of health, Charlie urgently needed his walkies. The poor dog had been shut up in his cramped little flat for over ten hours.


‘Don’t look like that, Engler, it won’t take long. Read the file, then you’ll understand why I want you to keep after Stern and give him a hard time.’


Engler took the folder from the table.


‘Why?’ he called after Hertzlich, who was just leaving the interview room. ‘What’s in it?


‘The name of an old acquaintance.’


Hertzlich turned.


‘We know who the dead man is.’
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Stern was greeted by a mournful voice on the answerphone in his hall when he came home shortly after 11 p.m. the following night. Carina had tried to contact him several times in the previous twenty-four hours but had left only one message. She had also been interviewed, and that morning the hospital’s medical director had suspended her until further notice.


‘Simon is doing well. He’s asking for you. But I’m afraid you now have two clients in need of a lawyer,’ she said in a weary attempt to be humorous. ‘Can they really charge me with kidnapping because I took Simon out of the hospital?’ She gave a nervous laugh before hanging up.


Stern pressed 7 twice to delete the message. He would call her back tomorrow, Saturday, if at all. He really wanted nothing more to do with the whole business. He had enough on his plate already.


Clamping the mail under his arm, he went into the living room without removing his overcoat. He surveyed the room after turning on the overhead light. It looked as if a well-organized gang of thieves had turned up with a van and driven off with all the decent furniture and anything of value. He stood there without moving for a moment longer, then turned off the light again. Its unforgiving glare reminded him of the bleak room in which Engler and Brandmann had questioned him last night. After all that had happened in the past week, the sight of his neglected home was more tolerable in semi-darkness.


Stern’s footsteps on the cherrywood parquet re-echoed from the bare walls as he made his way over to the sofa past an overturned chair and a desiccated pot plant. No bookshelves or curtains, cupboards or carpets, just an unshaded silver-grey lamp standing askew beside the sofa. Even if it had been on, it wouldn’t have illuminated the cavernous room properly because three of its four bulbs were missing. What usually functioned as Stern’s light source was the decrepit old valve TV in front of the empty fireplace.


He sat down on the sofa, picked up the remote control and shut his eyes as the screen filled with snow and white noise.


Ten years, he thought. He ran his hand over the bare expanse of rough leather beside him, feeling for the burn hole the sparkler had made at that New Year’s party. Sophie had been laughing so much she’d dropped it. Over ten years ago. She was two weeks late at the time.


Unlike him, Sophie had managed to escape from herself after Felix’s death by taking refuge in a second marriage. It had produced two children to date – twins. The little girls were surely the only reason why Sophie hadn’t drowned in her own depression.


Unlike me.


Stern severed the skein of memory by opening his eyes again. He removed the cork from the neck of the half-empty bottle of red wine that had been languishing on the floor for days. It tasted horrible, but it fulfilled its function. He never expected visitors, so there was nothing in the fridge. Even if one of his colleagues did turn up unannounced, he wouldn’t let them in.


There was a good reason why he regularly employed a security firm to fit all his doors and windows with the latest burglar-proofing devices. He was well aware that the technicians thought him crazy because there was nothing worth stealing.


But he wasn’t afraid of burglars, only of observers: of people who might see through his carefully constructed façade of expensive suits, shiny cars and smart offices with a view of the Brandenburg Gate. If they did, they would discern the empty husk that was Robert Stern’s soul.


He took another swig from the bottle, clumsily spilling some wine on his white shirt. As he looked down wearily at the spreading stain, he was involuntarily reminded of the birthmark. Sophie had been the first to notice it on the baby’s shoulder when holding him in her arms, freshly bathed and denuded of the warm blanket in which he’d been wrapped immediately after his birth. They’d been worried at first that it might be a malignant skin condition, but the doctors had reassured them. ‘It looks like a map of Italy,’ said Sophie, laughing as she rubbed Felix with baby oil, and they’d made a solemn resolution to spend their first family holiday in Venice. In the event, they got no further than the woodland cemetery where the urn was buried.
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