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For Chiara




There can be no long-term politics without an ethical principle.


ANDRÉ GLUCKSMANN







There are a few more stories, let me tell you . . .


SEYMOUR HERSH IN AN INTERVIEW
WITH SÜDDEUTSCHE ZEITUNG           







Prologue


Adam Baudy didn’t see the fire until they had reached the outskirts of Kirchzarten. A glow, a narrow streak of light on the pasture between the road and the forest, flames flickering sluggishly at the break of day. The fire was dying out; they had come too late.


The command vehicle ahead of him slowed and turned onto the farm track. Baudy followed. Where the fire raged, the last corner upright toppled to the ground, sending a cloud of sparks flying into the air, a swarm of frenzied red insects extinguished moments later in the dark grey of the morning. Nothing remained of Riedinger’s wooden shed but embers and ashes.


“You can open your eyes, sweetheart,” Baudy said, taking his phone from its cradle. As he dialled Martin Andersen’s number, it struck him that already he’d forgotten what the shed looked like. He’d been passing this way every day for decades and he hadn’t consciously looked at it once. He wondered how hard you had to look to see everything that existed. The important things and the unimportant ones.


It went straight to voicemail. “Call me back,” Baudy said.


“It’s already out, the fire,” Lina said.


“Yes, thank goodness.”


The headlights of the first fire engine loomed in his rear-view mirror. On either side the blue light picked out a few metres of field from the dawn gloom. Baudy suppressed a yawn. He felt tired for the first time that morning. Whenever he had Lina he didn’t sleep much. He would lie awake for ages, thinking how she’d soon be gone again.


“Papa, was there someone inside?” Lina whispered.


Baudy turned to look at her. Lina had leaned forwards in her booster seat to catch a glimpse of the fire. He gave her a reassuring smile. “No.”


“What about any animals?”


“No animals either.”


“Maybe two or three mice.”


“They move so quickly, they don’t hang around when there’s a fire. They scuttle away, sweetie.”


Lina looked at him. “So what was in there?”


“Just a bit of hay.”


Baudy checked the time: a quarter past five. Riedinger had rung the emergency services fifteen minutes ago. Thirteen minutes ago Freiburg had notified the Kirchzarten volunteer brigade via the radio alarm. Ten minutes ago, with Lina in his arms, he’d left the apartment, “without brushing our teeth?” Three minutes ago they’d set off from the fire station. The blaze must have started at about a quarter to five. It took half an hour to die out and the little old wooden shed, which he’d never consciously looked at, no longer existed.


“Are we going back to your home now?” Lina said.


“Soon. Have another little sleep.”


His mobile rang. “No fuel, no gas bottles, no fertiliser,” Martin Andersen said. He’d been on the phone to Riedinger. Baudy peered at the command vehicle. Andersen had stuck his hand out of the window and was giving the thumbs up.


“O.K.,” Baudy said.


They pulled over onto the verge soon afterwards. Baudy turned around again, pulled the blanket over Lina and stroked her cheek. “Papa’s got to do some work now, sweetheart.”


“It’s a shame hay can’t run away,” Lina said quietly.


*


Baudy waited beside the command vehicle until the two fire engines had come to a stop, and then gave the order to get out. His voice was deep and hoarse with tiredness. While the sixteen men took up positions between the vehicles, he went to within ten metres of where the fire had burned. He wasn’t wearing a respiratory mask; they didn’t have to worry about carbon dioxide as the fire had been too small and they were in the open air. Baudy checked for odours as he breathed in through his nose. No petrol. In the centre of the scorched area a slim flame darted upwards, unable to find sustenance, and was then extinguished. Ten square metres of embers and a few fire pockets. “Two B hoses,” he said, without turning around.


Lew Gubnik and the leader of the second squad relayed the order.


Baudy could now make out the contour of the belt of trees fifty metres away, behind which ran the B31. A slender band of darkness and silence. Above the trees flashed the warning lights of the Rosskopf wind turbines, like four synchronised stars. In the north-east he saw a flickering blue light. A third fire engine: their colleagues from Zarten.


Slowly he walked forwards. No people, no animals, Riediger had told the control room, and Martin Andersen too. Only a few old tools and some hay. The unused wooden shed had stood in the middle of a pasture, and nobody lived within two hundred metres of it. But you could never tell. If you couldn’t see what you passed every day for forty years, then anything was possible.


Baudy stopped when he could feel the heat of the embers. No casualties, no fatalities, that was the important thing. He let his eyes wander across the burnt area. Again he checked for the smell of petrol, or of any other accelerant. Then he stepped aside and gave the signal to start operating the hoses.


Smoke rose into the air, the embers hissed.


Once they’d dealt with the fire pockets they could all go home. He would take Lina to kindergarten in Freiburg, sit with a cup of coffee in the carpentry workshop and finish Gubnik’s strange casket. This had been a short, safe operation. But he wasn’t feeling the usual satisfaction of having won the battle. Maybe because he was so tired, or because there had been no battle.


“Fire under control!” Gubnik called out. A few of the men laughed and Baudy joined in.


*


Then the squad from Zarten arrived. Baudy raised a hand and waved at the driver’s cab. All that was missing were the police. He wondered what might have caused the fire. A cigarette butt? The hay spontaneously combusting? Or was it arson? But who would set light to a hay shed? He thought about the asylum seekers in Keltenbuck, all those Dutch at the campsite, the American students camping in the Grosse Tal. About Riedinger, who was capable of anything.


The first rays of sun flared on the horizon. From one moment to the next the light in the east became friendlier. It occurred to Baudy that this was the least worst time for a fire. A new day was breaking. A seed of hope, even in the face of the devastation wrought by fire.


He took a few steps into the heat beyond Gubnik and young Paul Feul on the first hose. Baudy heard Gubnik curse. They needn’t have come, not with three engines and two dozen men. The fire was out and there was no other building far and wide that needed protecting. A few buckets of water would have sufficed. Baudy smiled. Lew Gubnik, the Russian-German, had put on a fair bit of weight in Breisgau and regretted every movement that wasn’t strictly necessary.


Karl, head of the Zarten squad, appeared beside him. “Was anyone in there?”


“No.”


“Horses? Cattle?”


“No.”


Karl nodded. “Do you need us?”


“No,” Baudy said for the third time, holding out his hand. “But thanks for coming.” Karl nodded. The two men didn’t like each other. Too many fights as children, and later often running after the same girl. When neither invited the other to their wedding or Christenings, it was too late to change anything. But none of this had any bearing on joint operations; then it was as if the fights and the girls had never existed.


“There’s somebody over there,” Gubnik said.


Baudy now saw a man in the grey morning light. He was standing about thirty metres away, staring at the ashes.


Hannes Riedinger.


Baudy approached him. He wanted to tell Riedinger about the seed of hope, even if it was only a shed that had burned down. Everybody needed some hope, didn’t they?


Riedinger’s wrinkled, unwelcoming face glistened with sweat. “A little bit of hay doesn’t go up in flames that easily,” he said.


Baudy nodded. “Not at night.”


The charred planks crackled, the hissing of the embers was not so loud now. A few metres away Gubnik was muttering.


“It looked like someone had opened the gates to hell,” Riedinger said, as if talking to himself.


Baudy looked at him. “Are you sure it was just hay in there?”


Riedinger nodded curtly.


“No fertiliser? Gas bottles, fuel, quicklime?”


“How often do I have to say it?”


Baudy remembered that Riedinger lived alone. His wife had done a runner, the children had moved abroad and the neighbours avoided him. He’d driven them all away. “Well?”


“No.”


In spite of the darkness he could see the severity, the ruthlessness in Riedinger’s eyes. Baudy jerked his head towards Gubnik and Paul Feul to signal that he had to get back to work.


“A little bit of hay doesn’t go up in flames that easily,” he heard Riedinger say behind him.


*


Shortly afterwards Baudy gave the order to reel in the second B hose. Only Gubnik and Feul remained at the site of the fire, the others were gathered around the manifold or by the fire engine, chatting about the Tour de France as they watched Gubnik and Feul. Baudy could see the blue lights of a patrol car in the distance. Officers from Freiburg South. The Kirchzarten police were still asleep; their shift began at half past seven.


Baudy got into the command vehicle and switched on the blue lights to help the police locate them. Then he went back to his Passat and gently opened the rear door. Lina’s eyes were closed. He waited for a moment to see whether she really was asleep or just playing her old Am-I-Asleep? game, from when there wasn’t a “his home” and a “her home”. By now Lina would have grinned if she were still awake.


Only the kindergarten run left, and after that he’d have to be without her for another fortnight.


“Water off,” he heard Gubnik shout.


He shut the door. “Water off,” he ordered. The hose slackened. Baudy glanced at Riedinger, who was staring at the scorched ground, hands in pockets. His home, her home. The idea that they had some things in common made him uneasy.


“Josef, the infrared camera.”


“Is there any point looking for more fire pockets?” said Josef, the longest-serving Kirchzarten volunteer. Most people became more cautious as they grew older and more experienced, but Josef had become more reckless.


“The camera,” Baudy repeated. Josef nodded and went to the fire engine. The men at the manifold were discussing Jan Ullrich’s unsuccessful challenge on the Col du Tourmalet a week earlier. Their voices had got louder.


“Quiet!” Gubnik grunted, but nobody apart from Baudy seemed to hear him. Gubnik had raised one hand and turned his head to the side, as if listening for something. “Quiet, you arseholes!” he yelled and dropped his hand.


The voices fell silent.


Baudy took a few steps towards Gubnik. Now he could hear it too. A sound like water on stone. But the shed wasn’t made of stone and the hoses were off. “Does the shed have a cellar?” he called out to Riedinger.


“No.”


“Josef?” Baudy said.


Josef, who was a few metres away from Gubnik, already had the camera to his eye. “Nothing.”


Gubnik let go of the hose, took off his helmet and stepped onto the ashes. Seized by a sudden fear, Baudy called out, “Stop, Gubby!”


Gubnik stopped mid-stride.


“Put your helmet back on, for God’s sake!”


Gubnik grimaced, saluted him and put on his helmet at an angle. Baudy heard Paul Feul giggle.


No fire pockets, but water on stone, he thought. As he went over to Josef he gave the order to get the second B hose ready again.


“It’s all out,’ Josef said. “Not a straw smouldering.”


“Underneath, perhaps?”


“What do you mean underneath, if there’s no cellar?”


Baudy took the camera and twice scanned the area of the fire, but found nothing. Plenty of grey, no white. There really wasn’t a single straw smouldering.


“Listen,” Gubnik muttered.


Now other sounds mingled – earth, stones, sand, all falling. “The ground’s giving way.”


Then they saw it too. Roughly in the middle of where the fire had burned, the damp ashes began to move, and all of a sudden a metre-square hole appeared. “Get away from there!” Baudy said, yanking Gubnik back onto the grass. Their eyes met. Gubnik nodded in satisfaction, as if to say: Maybe there is more to be done here. He plodded back to Feul by the first hose.


“I see something,” Josef said, the camera at his eye. “Diagonally beneath the hole.”


“Engine one, first and second hose at the ready!” Baudy instructed. “Josef?”


“It’s spreading. Something’s burning down there.”


Gubnik and Feul aimed the first B hose. A few metres away the second squad got into position. Baudy gave the order to engage. Water shot from the hoses.


“There’s no cellar there,” said Riedinger, who’d gone closer.


“Stay where you are!” Baudy barked. By the time he turned back more holes had appeared. He couldn’t hear a thing; the rushing of water drowned out all other sounds.


“Shit, something’s burning underneath,” Josef said again. Seconds later a few sparks flew out of one of the holes.


“Everyone back!” Baudy ordered. Those manning the hoses as well as Josef, Riedinger and Baudy all retreated a few steps. He turned and instructed Martin Andersen to recall the Zarten team, just in case. Dark shapes emerged from the Freiburg South patrol car, which had just arrived. The strip of light on the horizon was now orange and had spread across the sky.


Baudy looked back at the site of the fire.


“Something’s really brewing down there,” Josef said.


Baudy put the whistle to his mouth to give the danger signal. At that moment came an ear-splitting detonation and a fountain of flames, rocks and earth erupted from the ashes. Paul Feul let out a shrill scream, Gubnik began to curse wildly and Baudy held his breath. Stones and earth peppered the ground, particles of ash danced in the air.


Then there was silence.


Nobody moved a muscle; everybody appeared to be waiting.


“Martin, take Lina away!” Baudy yelled without turning around. Barely five seconds later the engine of the Passat sprung to life.


“What is that arsehole storing down there?” Gubnik growled.


Baudy was gripped by a sudden panic. He blew his whistle and shouted, “Retreat! Get back!”


The entire ground on which the shed had stood caved in, flames shot metres into the air. The blast from another explosion threw Baudy backwards. He got to his feet again, all but deaf. With Paul Feul screaming on one side and Josef on the other he staggered to the fire engines. In the light of the flames he could see that the men from the second hose were running back to the engines, with Riedinger and the police officers somewhere in the chaos too. There was frenzied shouting up ahead, a number of voices yelling all at once. He couldn’t make out what they were saying. Baudy opened and closed his mouth but it got no better.


A few metres away the red manifold lay on the ground, the two hoses dancing about freestyle. “Water off!” he cried. Nobody appeared to react, but the water stopped a second afterwards. He changed direction and sprinted over to one of the hoses. Then he noticed that Gubnik wasn’t amongst the men. Baudy stopped and called out, “Gubby?” Two more explosions, and someone pulled him to the ground. Riedinger’s words shot through his mind: the gates to hell.


Then he heard a sound that was far too quiet to be coming from outside his head: a high-pitched, desperate whimper.


“Adam,” Josef said beside him.


Baudy tried to stop the whimpering. But it wasn’t coming from him.


“Adam,” Josef said again. His eyes were fixed on the burnt-out hole from which bright flames were jetting upwards. Baudy spun around. Beside the fire Gubnik was on all fours, as if trying to peer into the cellar that didn’t exist. Individual flames seemed to be making a grab for him, wrapping around his torso. He was no longer wearing his helmet; his hair was on fire. Feebly he moved a leg to the side and raised his backside. But he couldn’t get up. His body swayed back and forth as if on a listing ship. His arms gave way.


Again Baudy called his name. A whimper in response. Baudy leaped forwards, but Josef was quicker, planting himself in front. Four or five hands grabbed Baudy and held him fast.


At that moment Gubnik toppled forwards and vanished into the sea of flames.


*


Barely an hour later everything was over. The cellar was half under water. The remnants of wooden crates, bent pieces of metal, splintered wood and charred planks floated on the black surface. Gubnik’s body in a red protective suit, only the helmet missing.


Baudy turned away.


He went to his men sitting by the fire engines. The sun was now above the horizon. The seed of hope that had brought death.


Officers from Kripo – the criminal police – the constabulary and the fire service kept arriving. On the farm track one of Freiburg’s fire chiefs was in conversation with Almenbroich, the head of Kripo, and Martin Andersen, Baudy’s deputy. A local politician whose name he could never remember, the mayor of Kirchzarten, a public prosecutor and Heinrich Täschle, the chief of the local police station, were with them too. The first reporters, photographers and camera teams had by now appeared on the scene. A Special Support unit kept them behind the cordons. The spokeswoman from police H.Q. was with them, wearing a high-visibility jacket with PRESSE POLIZEI on the back. Officers from Freiburg’s professional fire service and a handful of men in white disposable suits were standing or kneeling around the site of the fire. He couldn’t see Hannes Riedinger. Maybe Kripo had taken him away.


Baudy thought of Lew Gubnik’s last words. What is that arsehole storing down there? The black water concealed the answer.


He stopped in front of his men. They all looked at him, even Paul Feul, who lay on his side curled up like a foetus. “Have you got his helmet?”


“No,” Josef replied. He was wearing a bandage over his right temple. Dried blood stuck to his cheek below it. He explained what had happened: Gubnik had stumbled and lost his helmet. On his knees he’d turned around and obviously hadn’t been able to see for a few moments. Then he had crawled in the wrong direction. A few men yelled out warnings, but Gubnik hadn’t heard them.


“What are they doing here?” Josef said, gesturing with his head.


Baudy looked up. The fire chief, the head of Kripo, the local politician, the mayor. Professional fire service, crime scene investigation department and an army of uniformed police and Kripo officers.


There it was again, Gubnik’s question.


He shrugged. He didn’t have the energy to think about it.


“Let’s fetch him,” he said.


*


The undertakers put Gubnik’s corpse into a metal coffin. One of his friends said, “Don’t forget, Gubby, we’re going bowling on Wednesday,” which elicited a smattering of laughter. Banter and laughter would help drive his grisly image from their minds. His face had been burned to a cinder.


Baudy followed the undertakers to the hearse. He thought of Gubnik’s casket sitting half-finished in the workshop. What was he going to do with it now? He couldn’t throw the thing away.


The undertakers lifted the coffin into the hearse and closed the door. Gubnik’s body had been impounded. His last operation was to end in forensics.


Baudy stepped back. He had wanted to say a few words of farewell. But he could only think of the clichés he churned out during operations: “Everything’s going to be alright”, “Heads up, it’s not that bad” and “Courage, men, tomorrow is another day”.


So he said nothing.


*


Later Baudy was approached by Berthold Meiering, the mayor of Zarten and a Swabian Allgäuer by birth. Beads of sweat stood on his bald head and his eyes strayed in every direction. After Baudy had filled him in on the situation, Meiering said that, as far as he was concerned, Baudy was in no way to blame for the death of his “comrade”, a view shared by Baudy’s “colleagues”, if the mayor had understood them correctly. His round, fleshy face was ashen. There was empathy in Meiering’s voice.


Baudy shuddered as he considered the mayor’s words. He began to suspect that the key criteria of his twenty years in the volunteer fire service – analysis, facts and loyalty – no longer counted. Now it was about interpretation, interests, recriminations. Despite this, Baudy felt that Meiering’s empathy had been genuine.


He nodded.


“And please, Adam, not a word to the media. They have to talk to the police spokeswoman.”


They looked each other in the eye. Once more Gubnik’s question hung in the air, and once more Baudy had no wish to contemplate an answer. But now he felt the question taking root in his head. Not because he was especially interested in the answer, but because as time went on this question would be all that remained of Gubnik. A question and a half-finished casket.


Meiering put his hand to his head. “Your eyebrows.”


“Yes?”


“They’re singed.”


Baudy nodded. At least his hearing had returned to normal.


Martin Andersen, who seemed to be everywhere at the moment, came to whisper in his ear that his wife had taken Lina back to their place. Lina was O.K., he said, she hadn’t registered much. “Come past when you’re finished here.” Baudy nodded and Andersen left.


“Kripo want a word,” Meiering said.


“Yes.”


“And headquarters wants a report.”


“They’ll get one.”


“This one’s too big for Kirchzarten, Adam. Freiburg’s going to deal with it.”


Baudy nodded, then shuddered again. “It’s Kirchzarten, not Kirchzarten,” he said.


“What?”


“You said Kirchzarten.”


Meiering didn’t respond.


“Here we say Kirchzarten,” Baudy said again, softly.


“O.K. Thanks.”


The two men watched the professional fire fighters begin to pump the water away from the site. The level sank rapidly. For a moment Baudy thought he could see Gubnik’s yellow helmet bobbing on the surface, but he wasn’t sure.


“What’s that smell?” Meiering said in sudden exasperation.


Baudy breathed in deeply. It smelled as it usually did after a fire. Then he detected some other, very faint odours. Vinegar. Honey. Something else he couldn’t identify.


This one’s too big for Kirchzarten. Freiburg’s going to deal with it.


“What was that arsehole storing down there?” he said.


“Weapons,” Meiering whispered, as if hoping no-one else would hear.




I


The Hellish Legions




1


A time of firsts, Louise Bonì thought as she took a bottle from her shoulder bag and lay down on the grass. The first overtime, the first visit to Kirchzarten, the first dead bodies. Last night the first serious crisis, a few days ago the first sex with Anatol, a week ago her first row with Rolf Bermann. The first nightmares, the first doubts about whether she’d make it. Her return to normal life was accompanied by premières.


She undid the screwcap and gulped down half the bottle. Almost forty-three and life – this life – was starting afresh.


Not an altogether pleasant thought.


She looked over at Schneider, who’d been standing motionless at the edge of the scorched area for some minutes, his gaze fixed on the forest or the hills beyond. Handsome, dull Schneider, lost without Bermann as ever. Like five months ago, in the snow near Münzenried, on the day Natchaya and Areewan died.


Since her return, she thought, everything was happening for the first time and yet all of it led straight back to the life before her time at the Kanzan-an. She put the bottle to her lips, finished it, opened a second and drank half of that. She could drink as much water as she liked, but she was still thirsty.


Thirsty and sleepless.


At three o’clock that morning she had been at the till of a Freiburg petrol station, packing four bottles of high-percentage alcohol into a bag. Back home she’d set the bottles on the coffee table in front of her. Right, she said, if you really want to drink, then go ahead! Do you want vodka? Bourbon? Have what you fancy! Vodka? Yes? Go on, then, drink! Drink what you want!


Yes, yes, yes, the demons in her head called out.


No, Louise cried. Not tonight!


Instead she’d left her apartment and driven to a deserted police headquarters. She was still without an office, a desk or a telephone. So she sat in Almenbroich’s office, because he had the most comfortable chair, was the head of Kripo and supported his officers through their battles with their demons.


But that morning Almenbroich hadn’t come into the office. The control centre had notified him at home and he’d driven straight to Kirchzarten.


Her gaze wandered across the site of the fire. At this stage she knew very little; Bermann hadn’t let her come until late afternoon. Weapons in a cellar nobody had known about, beneath a wooden shed nobody had used, in the field of a farmer nobody liked.


And a dead fireman.


She hadn’t yet read any eyewitness statements, nor had she taken part in the first meeting of the “Weapons” investigation team earlier that evening. Cautious Bermann. He wanted to integrate her back into normal life slowly. We mustn’t expect too much of her, he’d said last week in front of the assembled team. She’s been away for quite a while. She was ill. But now she’s better again. That’s right, isn’t it, Luis? You’re better again?


To begin with he’d toyed with the idea of seconding her to a different section. How about vice, Luis, wouldn’t the vice squad be right for you? Wouldn’t that be good? Or youth crime? Rubbish, she’d said.


They’d agreed that she would remain in Bermann’s D11 squad, but at first only “helping out”, as he’d put it. He hadn’t said what he meant by “helping out”.


She emptied the second bottle and put it in her bag. She would have liked to stay away a while longer. Far away from the world and life, from outside influences and feeling like an outsider. On the other hand, returning a changed woman was exciting. Detecting curiosity in every glance, in every voice, and sometimes surprise. And occasionally, in Bermann and other men, even a peculiar intensity that she hadn’t sparked for centuries.


It was impossible to ignore the six kilos she’d lost, or the four months in the fresh air.


Schneider came alive again. He turned to her and pointed towards Freiburg. Shall we go? His face was lit up by the last rays of the sun. A friendly, empty, clothing-catalogue face you couldn’t take your eyes off until you realised that it might be forever devoid of any spirit.


She shook her head. We’re staying. Waiting for the ghost to reappear.


*


Half an hour went by. The sun disappeared behind the hills. Schneider was in the car; she could hear him talking on his mobile. One of the Kirchzarten patrol cars drove past slowly. Heinrich Täschle, chief at the local station, was also doing overtime. She’d seen him that afternoon, but hadn’t had the opportunity to meet him. A tall, somewhat gauche police inspector in his fifties, he’d been born in Kirchzarten, gone to school in Kirchzarten and got married in Kirchzarten. Täschle had hurried along beside Bermann warily, holding his cap. Later, from his car, he’d watched Kripo comb his field centimetre by centimetre. The old rivalry between the constabulary and the criminal police. He’d left around seven o’clock, since when he’d driven past three or four times.


Eric Satie rang out on her mobile. It took Bonì a while to find it amongst the empty plastic bottles in her bag. It was a new phone, so far she’d only saved a few numbers. This was not one of them. Wilhelm Brenner, a firearms expert at the forensics laboratory. “I heard you were back. How was life with the Buddhists?”


“Like life with Buddhists.”


“What, do you meditate every day?” Bonì laughed politely. “You’ll have to tell me about it sometime.”


“Yes.” For a moment she imagined that such an opportunity would actually arise, and she smiled to herself. Had she become naïve at the Kanzan-an? Or was she simply not in the habit of hearing everyday platitudes?


Schneider came and squatted beside her. If she could judge its reddish hue in the evening sunset, his face bore a shimmer of embarrassment or nervousness. She mouthed the word “forensics”. Schneider held out his hand for her mobile, but the gesture lacked conviction.


He was right, officially she was only “helping out”.


Louise flashed him a menacing smile and Schneider withdrew his hand.


Brenner had examined the first of the destroyed weapons and identified some manufacturers’ markings as well as model numbers: model 57 pistols, the Yugoslav licensed version of the Russian 7.62-millimetre Tokarev; small model 61 submachine guns, the Yugoslav licensed version of the Czechoslovak Škorpion; Kalashnikovs without model numbers, but the manufacturing style suggested that these were also Yugoslav licensed versions of the Russian original.


“Yugoslav,” Louise told Schneider.


“Yes,” Brenner said.


“The weapons?” Schneider asked.


She nodded.


“Rottweil,” Brenner and Schneider said simultaneously.


Brenner added “early nineties” and Schneider “last year”. The weapons find in a garage in Rottweil the previous year could be disregarded. Gun freaks apparently preparing themselves for World War Three had stockpiled submachine guns, machine guns, pistols and other munitions. But more interesting was Rottweil in the early 1990s, when the Baden-Württemberg Criminal Investigation Bureau came across a ring of Croatian arms dealers. If she remembered correctly, some of those weapons had come from Yugoslavia.


Brenner promised to find out the types and models of those weapons back then.


“Have you counted the stuff yet?” she said.


“Yes. Twenty-four boxes.”


“And?” Schneider whispered.


“They haven’t counted yet.”


“Who are you talking to?” Brenner asked.


“Schneider.”


“Schneider, Schneider . . . Which one’s he again?”


“The good-looking one. When will we get the official report?”


Schneider frowned, Brenner sighed. “In a fortnight.”


“You lot haven’t got any quicker during my time with the Buddhists.”


“Oh yes, we have. It’s just that we’ve slowed down again since you came back.”


She smiled and said goodbye.


Schneider’s knees creaked as he got up, and it struck her that, against expectation, the ugliness of ageing was beginning to rage beneath his handsome exterior. He was in his late forties, not a problem from the outside, just from within.


Just then she glimpsed the ghost standing absolutely still, barely twenty metres behind Schneider in the twilight, and staring at her.


The day of motionless men.


*


She’d been expecting to see Baudy, the commander of the Kirchzarten volunteer fire brigade, but it was Riedinger, the farmer. That’s O.K. too, she thought.


When they arrived at the scene of the fire that afternoon, Riedinger was standing at the edge of the belt of woodland, surveying the activity. Bermann said he’d been questioned all day long, by Kripo, C.S.I., the fire brigade, the mayor, the public prosecutor, the press and “wassisname, Däschle”. Riedinger had worked himself up into such a fury that no-one dared approach him anymore. He’d threatened one of the reporters and insulted a uniformed officer. She was about to go and talk to him when Bermann held her back. “You’re only helping out here, Luis,” he said, staring at her with this new intensity. The male gaze. Ludicrous as it was, Bonì took it as further proof that she had changed. That she’d ridden out the storm and that she would be able to survive every future minute, hour and day.


Looking now at Hannes Riedinger, she decided against approaching him straightaway; she would wait a while longer, show him she was relaxed. She gave him a polite smile.


“So what’s Brenner saying?” Schneider asked.


“Tell me first what Riedinger’s saying.”


“Why Riedinger?”


“When did he notice the fire?”


Schneider snorted indignantly.


Riedinger explained that he’d got up at around half past four, seen to the cows and put the dog on the tether. As he was heading back to the farmhouse he caught sight of the first flames in the darkness. He climbed onto his tractor, but when he had gone fifty or sixty metres he realised that he wouldn’t be able to put out the fire alone, and certainly not without water. So he turned back and rang the fire brigade. He then returned to the shed with a few buckets of water, but by now the flames were already several metres high. As if someone had opened the gates to hell.


“He said that?”


Schneider nodded. “Now tell me about Brenner.”


As she summarised her telephone conversation she realised she’d forgotten to ask Brenner about munitions and explosives. Whether the fire could have triggered the explosion. Louise looked at Schneider.


“How did the stuff go up then?”


She sighed and gave a shrug.


Schneider went to the Kripo car to pass on Brenner’s information to Rolf Bermann. Louise noticed that Riedinger was still staring at her. A small and insignificant shed burning down – the gates of hell? She knew almost nothing about Riedinger, apart from the fact that nobody liked him and he lived alone. That he could see the gates of hell in the blaze of a wooden shed. Not much in the way of information. But if you considered that Kirchzarten was inhabited by the affluent, educated, wholesome middle class, then perhaps it was enough.


“Rolf says it’s time to return to H.Q., so let’s go,” Schneider said on his way back.


“What else did he say?”


“That Löbinger and D23 are on board too.”


“I mean about the fire and the weapons.”


Schneider hesitated.


“Come on, Heinz.”


Schneider crouched beside her. Although he’d been on duty for fourteen hours, the knot of his tie was still impeccable and there wasn’t a speck of dust or a blade of grass to be seen on his light-brown corduroy suit. Insects landed on other people, but not on Heinz Schneider. Not even the high summer temperatures seemed to bother him. Louise thought of Hollerer – unshaven, stained police coat, crumbs down his front.


The round, white face beside the shadowy, bloody snow at night.


There were firsts still to come – paying Hollerer a visit, going to Niksch’s grave.


Louise tried to focus on Schneider. Twice today, he said, Bermann had pointed out that a disproportionate number of arsonists came from the ranks of the professional or volunteer fire brigades. It was possible that one of the Kirchzarten volunteers had set the shed on fire. She nodded pensively. The ideal target for a pyromaniac. The fire couldn’t have spread or injured anyone.


Schneider stood up and his joints creaked again. “Can we go now?” He froze. “There’s someone standing . . .”


“Riedinger.” Louise got up and slung the bag over her shoulder.


“How long’s he been there?”


“A few minutes. Come on, let’s have a little chat!”


Schneider held her back. Riedinger was dangerous. A man the neighbours avoided, who’d unleashed his dogs on asylum seekers and Dutch campers because they’d set foot on his land. Who’d beaten his wife and children, driven away his employees and sold the lion’s share of his land for financial reasons. Who was facing ruin.


Stories told to him by Berthold Meiering, the mayor of Kirchzarten.


“Just be careful, Luis.”


“Is he an alcoholic?”


Shocked, Schneider looked away.


She grinned. “Come on,” she said.


*


Riedinger was barely taller than she was, but twice as broad. His expression was cagey, his eyes clear, the irises bright. No, not an alcoholic. This thought comforted her, but she couldn’t have said why.


Schneider introduced Bonì as a “colleague” and said they had a few more questions. Riedinger told them he didn’t want to answer any more questions, he’d been answering questions all day. “I’ve got some different questions,” Louise said.


Schneider looked at her in surprise; Riedinger spat to the side.


“Where are your children?”


Riedinger laughed angrily.


“Your wife, your employees? Why’s there nobody here anymore?”


“Luis,” Schneider warned.


“These sorts of questions, Herr Riedinger.”


Riedinger had stopped laughing. His round cheeks had turned red, his eyes were smaller. Something about him or inside him seemed to be vibrating. Schneider’s hand grabbed Louise’s arm and pulled her back. She realised that both men thought she was trying to provoke Riedinger, and that he was on the verge of hitting her. She held up a hand and made a dismissive gesture. Sometimes when she was speaking she found it hard to coordinate the old, gruff Louise and the new, more relaxed one. Then the old Louise formulated thoughts that passed through the head of the new one.


“These sorts of questions,” she repeated, feeling exhausted all of a sudden. But Riedinger had already turned his back on her and was heading into the darkness.


*


Schneider said nothing until they were in the tunnel on the B31. Then he muttered, “What kind of questions . . . Are we psychiatrists? Come on, we’re police officers . . .” Louise had no desire to enter into this conversation. She thought of Riedinger back there in the darkness, furious, but with nobody left to hit. Louise was convinced that somewhere in his head was the information they needed, to make some initial progress. It was his shed, his pasture, and it was not as if these had only recently come into his possession. Even if he really had known nothing about the weapons store, he was the link between the cellar and those who’d used it.


She wished she could speak to Reiner Lederle about this. Engage in some brainstorming without running the risk of being declared mad. But Lederle was in a cancer rehab centre somewhere in Franconia. Five months ago he’d told her he was going to win the battle. But he hadn’t. The cancer had come back in another place. A few days before her return he’d had a tumour removed from his gall bladder, along with his gall bladder itself.


*


She was still thinking of Lederle as she climbed the stairs behind Schneider to the third floor of police headquarters. In the corridor the sound of their footsteps was swallowed by the low ceiling. Schneider seemed careful to be always one metre ahead of her. Outside Bermann’s office he straightened his tie and collar, as if the few hours in her company had sullied his appearance.


Almenbroich was perched on the edge of Bermann’s desk. He looked overtired. From the breakfast table straight to Kirchzarten, back to Freiburg for the mid-morning weekly management meeting, then out to Kirchzarten again, and all this in 36-degree heat. But he gave Louise a fleeting smile as she came in. The severity with which he’d packed her off on sick leave almost six months earlier had given way to a discreet leniency. Almenbroich also seemed to be reacting to the changes to and within her. But she couldn’t tell whether this was in his capacity as a man, or as a caring boss.


Bermann was sitting on his chair, swivelling from side to side. Anselm Löbinger, head of the organised crime section, stood at the washbasin. He grinned at Louise in the mirror.


“Is that sorted out then?” Almenbroich said, standing up.


Bermann nodded and Löbinger said, “Yes.” Anger was written across Bermann’s face, but not Löbinger’s. Ever since it had become known that the head of Division One was retiring at the end of the year, they’d become rivals – both had applied for the post. Being the boss of Division One meant serving as deputy head of Kripo; running five sections, including two key ones, the serious crime squad and national security; and promotion to detective chief superintendent in salary bracket A13. It was worth the fight. The position was advertised throughout the entire administrative district, but Almenbroich had of course tailored the job profile to Bermann and Löbinger – experience in running a section, heading up task forces and cooperation with the French police, and someone under the age of fifty. He wanted one of those two, but he hadn’t indicated which. It was making communication difficult.


Almenbroich went to the door. “See you then,” he said, and left the room.


Löbinger, a compact man in his early forties, with narrow glasses, dried his hands and turned to Bermann. “Neither of us got what we wanted. Let’s make the best of it.”


Bermann gave an apathetic nod. “Tomorrow,” he said.


*


For Bermann, “tomorrow” began the moment Anselm Löbinger had gone. “Rottweil 1992,” he said. “Look at everything the Criminal Investigation Bureau collected. Get in touch with Pilbrich, he was head of the investigation team at the time. Check the names of everyone that was involved in any way.” He was squinting with concentration and there was power and assertiveness in his movements. We’ll nail them, promised his expression, gestures and poise. Schneider hung on his every word, as did Louise. “Defendants, lawyers, witnesses, suspects, relatives, the whole lot of them. Do you understand?”


They nodded.


Bermann propped himself on his desk. “Is something wrong? Have I missed anything? Heinz?”


Schneider fiddled with the knot of his tie.


“What do you mean?”


“He doesn’t want me to help him,” Louise said.


Schneider looked at Bermann, opened his mouth, then shut it again. Bermann leaned back and crossed his arms. “What happened?”


Schneider told him about the questions Bonì had fired at Riedinger. He raised his hands, shook his head. “What sort of questions are those?”


“Buddhist questions,” Bermann explained.


“You two haven’t changed,” Louise said.


Bermann yawned pointedly. “Well, we haven’t been on a withdrawal treatment programme, have we?”


*


Bermann solved the problem rapidly and with astonishing composure. Schneider would investigate Rottweil in 1992 with a different colleague, Louise the fire in Riedinger’s shed with another officer. Were there suspects amongst the fire brigade? Had there been any unexplained fires in Kirchzarten over the past few years? “You know what I mean.”


She nodded. “Two large fires in the past two years. The Dold sawmill in Buchenbach, one year ago. An old farmhouse with a pottery in Falkenstieg, two years ago. The Dold fire was down to a technical fault, the one in Falkenstieg because of a problem with the insulation.”


Bermann raised his eyebrows. “She hasn’t forgotten,” he said, without taking his eyes off her.


“That’s enough, Rolf.”


“Of what?”


“You know very well what.”


Bermann looked at Schneider. “Would you go and get us something to drink, Heinz?” As Schneider left the room, the two of them listened to his footsteps recede into the distance. Then Bermann swivelled his chair in Bonì’s direction and looked her up and down. After a while he said, “O.K.” She waited, but he said nothing more. From the calm expression in his eyes she thought she could infer that he meant it seriously.


Bermann’s O.K.s.


Just as at the Opfinger See a few months ago, to Louise it sounded as if this O.K. concealed a whole string of other words too. Words such as, We’re delighted you’re back. You were at rock bottom and now you’re back. Respect. You’ll get your chance. All the best for the time afterwards.


Words like that.


She nodded. “O.K.”


*


Schneider brought Coke and crackers from the vending machine outside the cafeteria. As they ate and drank, Bermann gave a resumé of the investigation team’s preliminary meeting that evening, which had been more of a quarrel over who was in charge. Operations had notified the serious crime squad in the morning, then Bermann assembled and dispatched his team. Afterwards, Löbinger called Almenbroich in Kirchzarten. This amount of weapons, he argued, pointed to organised crime and therefore his section was responsible. On Almenbroich’s instructions, the investigation team was to be jointly led by Bermann and Löbinger, and would consist of an equal number of officers from each section, plus a firearms expert and someone from C.S.I.


“And Täschle?” Louise said.


“Who?” Bermann said.


“The chief of Kirchzarten station.”


“Oh, come on. It’s too big for them.”


“He knows the place and the people.”


“Luis, they clock off at five in the afternoon. How’s that going to work?”


After Schneider had called him earlier with an update, Bermann had rung Wilhelm Brenner at the forensics laboratory himself. From now on, he said amicably, Brenner would report in to him alone. If he was taking a piss, Brenner would notify Löbinger, and if Löbinger happened to be taking a piss too, Schneider. Louise smiled. “What if all three of you need to take a piss at the same time?”


Bermann grinned.


Brenner didn’t have an answer as to the cause of the fire either. No accelerants such as petrol had been used. One possibility was that the hay had combusted spontaneously, the cause of many fires on farms. In this case it was unlikely as the fire had broken out in the early morning, when it was cooler.


“How did the weapons go up in smoke?”


“That’s the big question.”


“Were there explosives down there too?”


“That’s what we’re assuming.”


Crime scene officers identified yellow residues on several stones which they assumed had been catapulted from the cellar into the field. And for a while after the blaze a number of detectives as well as fire officers said they could detect the faint odours of vinegar, honey and wax. Both the yellow residue and the smells suggested Semtex.


Another question yet to be answered was whether thermal updrafts produced during the fire could have caused the detonators and thus the explosives to blow up. Brenner thought that Semtex reacted to thermals as well as pressure surges, but he wasn’t totally sure. He would check with an expert at Stuttgart police H.Q. the next day. It was also theoretically possible that a stone or plank might have fallen directly on top of a detonator and triggered the explosion.


“And there’s one other possibility, of course,” Bermann said hesitantly. Louise nodded. Not very likely, not very plausible, but a possibility all the same. Maybe the fire and the explosions were linked. Maybe someone had set fire to Riedinger’s shed in order to blow up the weapons.


*


With that, the decimated investigation team’s unofficial conversation was at an end. They took the lift to the ground floor. “Rottweil 1992 was Croats,” Bermann said, more to himself. “Rottweil 2002, arms obsessives.” And Kirchzarten 2003? Louise thought. Former Yugoslavs, gun freaks, neo-Nazis, Islamic fundamentalists? None of whom were pleasant prospects.


They came out of the lift and headed for the main entrance. Louise held her card to the reader, Schneider opened the security gate. They waved to Gregori, the porter. “Where’s your car, Luis?” Bermann said as they stepped outside.


“I walked.”


“I’ll give you a lift home.”


“Thanks, but I’d rather walk.”


“Fine.” Bermann touched her bare arm. “See you at seven tomorrow morning, but beforehand, read . . .”


“Seven?”


Bermann nodded. Because of the heat the daily meetings were scheduled for seven in the morning and seven in the evening. “Oh yes, and after the meeting I’m going to need you for an hour or two.”


“Why?”


“We’re going on a drive . . . somewhere.”


“Somewhere?” she said.


Bermann nodded and looked at her arm where he’d touched it, then at the writing on her T-shirt: PLEASE MARRY ME OR AT LEAST TAKE ME OUT TO LUNCH. He looked up. “Hard facts, Luis, it’s all part of the job.”


“And what’s that supposed to mean?”


“Tomorrow, Luis.”


*


She got home at eleven. No post, no messages on her answerphone. The bottles were still on the table by the sofa, as if they’d been waiting for her.


From the work surface in the kitchen she picked up the activity schedule she’d drawn up the week before and scanned it. Maybe she would find something you could do at eleven at night, which would help combat not just the craving for a drink, but also the fear of Bermann’s menacing “Tomorrow, Luis”. She could eliminate cinema, the theatre, museums, church, Italian videos or a trip over to Schauinsland, and taking a walk hadn’t helped. Going to Enni’s for some sushi, calling Richard Landen, visiting Hollerer in Konstanz, going to Niksch’s grave and reviving old friendships were out of the question too. Sex was a more viable option, as were the gym, jogging or a nightclub. Visiting Mama in Provence or Papa in Kehl – only in an emergency. Reading, listening to music or meditation would be no use. Tidying the apartment, cleaning the apartment, rearranging the apartment? Not again. Looking for a new apartment, looking for a second-hand car . . .


She put on her coat. You could look for second-hand cars at night too.
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Once again she drove in the darkness to police H.Q. Once again she sat in Almenbroich’s chair and hoped he would come, at the same time hoping he wouldn’t. She set his alarm clock for half past six. Seconds later she was fast asleep.


*


When she was woken by Almenbroich’s cold hand on her shoulder it was a quarter past six. “If I’d known,” he said, “I’d have brought croissants.” There were little yellow balls in the corners of his eyes. His face was pale and streaked with red blood vessels. He looked depressingly tired and feeble. But what she really needed at the moment was a strong boss.


“Not hungry,” she said, getting up. “Sorry.”


As he slumped into the chair Almenbroich waved away her apology. He wasn’t sleeping much, he said, because it was hardly cooling down at night, and when the air finally did become fresher he couldn’t sleep because he was too cold. He tried a feeble smile.


She felt the urge to lay her hand on his cheek. Kripo bosses needed a bit of comfort now and then too.


His face was as cold as his hand.


Almenbroich looked at her in surprise, but not unhappily – an exhausted old man who’d aged years in a few weeks of intense heat, receiving a little unexpected comfort.


“Is it really hard?” he said after a while.


“Sometimes.”


“Very admirable. How do you manage it?”


Louise took away her hand and sat on the armrest. “I tell myself: Not today. I’m not going to drink today, under no circumstances. I’ve no idea what tomorrow will be like, but today I’m not going to drink.”


“Like a mantra?”


“Sort of.”


“And you say it every day?”


She nodded.


“Well, it seems to help,” he said.


“Along with a few other techniques.”


“Really admirable.”


They looked at each other for a while in silence. Louise wondered if Almenbroich knew where Bermann was taking her later. Did she want to ask him, and perhaps find out now? She stood up. “The worst thing is the self-pity.”


“From you that’s hard to believe.”


She smiled, even though she couldn’t be sure exactly what he meant by the comment.


“Have you seen your Buddhist expert again?”


“My . . .” She could feel herself blush. “No.”


“Maybe you ought to.”


“Maybe.” She was about to leave but Almenbroich pointed to the visitor’s chair on the other side of his desk. Louise sat down. He rested his elbows on the armrests and the fingertips of either hand formed a triangle. The last time she’d seen this gesture he’d sent her on sick leave.


Another first that took her back to the time before the Kanzan-an. Although she’d led a completely different life for four months, every day since seemed to be connected to her life before, as if it had merely continued.


But this was about the case rather than her illness. “Pay careful attention . . .” Almenbroich said almost guardedly, and then he paused. “Pay careful attention to who gets involved with the investigation. Keep an eye on the investigation team and anyone else hovering around the case, or trying to. Don’t get me wrong, it’s . . .”


“I’m not getting you at all.”


“O.K., let me put it another way. My impression is that too many people are interested in our work.”


“What sort of people?”


“Well, for example, the Baden-Württemberg Criminal Investigation Bureau showed a keen interest rather too early for my liking.” He looked her in the eye and waited.


She didn’t think it particularly unusual for the Bureau to have stepped in at this stage. Had the weapons cache been larger they would have taken over the case by now anyway. She raised her eyebrows.


“Yesterday evening a permanent secretary called me to ask how the investigation was going.”


Louise didn’t find that especially strange either. Permanent secretaries loved making calls, often to people who didn’t want to talk to them.


“And then there was a call from F.I.S. asking that we provide them with the official forensics report and the results of the inquiry into how the weapons came to Germany.”


Bonì nodded. This was surprising. Kripo and the Foreign Intelligence Service rarely had anything to do with each other. The Service sat in its fortress in Pullach and looked after Afghanistan, Chechnya, Iraq, Al-Qaida . . . not Freiburg or Kirchzarten. Cooperation between the authorities, especially the Criminal Investigation Bureau and the Foreign Intelligence Service, had gradually improved since August Hanning had been made boss of the latter a few years earlier. He aimed for openness and more cooperation, and hoped to improve the image of F.I.S. But he was in a minority, especially since the Service’s move to Berlin had been made definite.


“That was one thing,” Almenbroich continued. “The other is that they’re passing us information. The Bureau is suggesting that neo-Nazis from Munich are stockpiling large quantities of weapons – possibly in Baden. The permanent secretary says that although the threat from the extreme right has been significantly checked, it hasn’t yet been defeated. He has information that Baden-Württemberg neo-Nazis may be planning an attack. And according to F.I.S., U.S. intelligence has intimated that neo-Nazis in southern Germany have been buying weapons with American money.”


“All very possible.”


Almenbroich nodded. “Nonetheless—” At that moment the clock started beeping and he flinched. “What’s that?”


“Your alarm clock.”


He grabbed it. “How do you turn the damn thing off?”


“Hit the top.”


Almenbroich did as instructed and put the clock down with a grin. “Nonetheless,” he said again.


But he couldn’t give concrete reasons for his unease. Somewhere between the external heat and the internal cold, a strange feeling was lurking inside his body which said: How nice that they’re showing an interest in our work and giving us tips. But it’s very odd. Everyone wants something and to get what they want they’re all sending us in the same direction. But, said the feeling, are they just trying to prevent us from going in a different direction? He smiled grimly. “Am I being paranoid?”


“A little.”


“Perhaps you’re right. Ten years with national security have left their mark.”


It hadn’t occurred to Louise that Almenbroich had himself once been a national security officer. All national security officers were paranoid, and that was a good thing. Almenbroich had run the section for five years before it was liquidated in April 2000. After 9/11 it had been revived as D13, but by that time Almenbroich was already head of Kripo.


He got up and walked around the desk. “Nonetheless,” Louise said, “I’ll keep my eyes open.” Now she too was struck by a peculiar feeling: Almenbroich was hiding something from her. He knew more than he’d let on.


But that was inconceivable. All the others, yes, but upright, dour Almenbroich? Never.


He grasped the door handle. “If you think it was neo-Nazis, then focus on neo-Nazis. If you don’t think it was them then go down the other route, no matter what Rolf or Anselm say. Only one thing counts: the truth.” He smiled. “The good old truth. The older you get the better you understand that it’s all we’ve got. It’s at the heart of everything, the most important asset for any enlightened society. Unfortunately it’s the most uncomfortable one too, which is why we like to avoid it. But ultimately, Louise, everything’s about the truth. From the truth of birth to the truth of death. Our lives in-between are more meaningful, more fulfilled and more Christian if they’re lived in accordance with the truth.”


She frowned. “I suppose.”


Almenbroich laughed and put his other hand on her back. She winced; the hand was even colder than before. “But why me and not Rolf? I’ve got less influence, and no-one who speaks up for me.”


There it was, the self-pity. She knew she would keep talking. Another little helping of self-pity. Voicing her grievances to Almenbroich for seconds, minutes, hours. Lock the door then talk about the days, weeks, months and years past, when everything, everything just went wrong. Did Almenbroich know that her ex-husband had cheated on her with half of Baden-Württemberg? That her brother Germain had died in a car crash in 1983? That her parents had waged real war against each other between their marriage and divorce? No? She’d tell him everything. All this and everything else.


Four months in the tranquillity of a Zen monastery had been good for self-discipline, but they hadn’t done anything for the self-pity.


She cleared her throat but said nothing.


“Rolf respects authority. You don’t.” Almenbroich smiled. “That can be a good thing sometimes.”


He opened the door, but Louise didn’t move. Seeing as she was in her self-pitying mode . . . “One more thing,” she said, and she put the question that had been bothering her since the evening before: Where was Rolf Bermann driving her?


Almenbroich closed the door. He knew the answer.
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