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  WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 19, 2012




  Outside temperature, 3°C. No wind. No rain in the forecast. Perfect conditions. A.m.




  8:21 a.m.




  He saw her coming. Her pink cap shone like a beacon in the early slate-grey light of the winter day. She was alone, as she was every morning. Only the dog trotting next to her, a dark, lithe

  shadow among the leafless bushes. Her route was always the same. She walked down Lahnstrasse, past the playground, then crossed the wooden footbridge over the Westerbach, turned right, and followed

  the paved path along the stream until it branched off to the left towards the school, which was the furthest point on her morning walk. From there she headed back via Dörnweg, which cut

  straight through the fields, then turned left after about a kilometre and crossed the wooden bridge to her house.




  The dog did his business on the grass in the playground near the swings, and she conscientiously scooped up the poo and tossed the bag into the rubbish bin on the corner.




  She walked past him not twenty metres away but didn’t notice him. From his hiding place, he watched her cross the bridge, its wood glistening with dew, and vanish beyond the trees. He

  had prepared himself to wait about half an hour, and was lying comfortably on his stomach under the dark-green rain poncho. If necessary, he could lie there for hours. Patience was one of his

  strong points. The stream, only a thin rivulet in the summer, rushed and gurgled past his feet. Two crows hopped round him curiously, stared at him, and then lost interest. The cold was seeping

  through his thermal trousers. A dove cooed in the bare branches of the oak tree above him. A young woman jogged past on the other side of the stream, light on her feet, perhaps exhilarated by the

  music she was listening to in her earphones. In the distance, he heard the rattle of a local train and the melodious triad of a school bell.




  Among the sombre grey, brown and black colours of winter, he discerned a flash of pink. She was coming. His heart rate quickened as he looked through the telescopic sight. He calmed his

  breathing and slowly moved the fingers of his right hand. She turned onto the path that curved towards the bridge. Her dog was trotting about a metre behind her.




  His finger was on the trigger. He scanned the area to his left and right, but there was no one in sight. Except her. She followed the bend in the path and presented the left side of her face

  to him, exactly as he had planned.




  He would lose a bit of the rifle’s precision by using a silencer, but at a distance of less than eighty metres, that was no problem. The sound of the gunshot would have attracted too

  much unwanted attention. He breathed in and out, totally relaxed and focused. His field of vision contracted, settling on the target. He smoothly squeezed the trigger. The recoil that he’d

  anticipated jolted his collarbone. Only a fraction of a second later, the Remington Core-Lokt .30-06 round burst her skull. She sank silently to the ground. Bull’s-eye.




  The ejected cartridge lay steaming on the damp ground. He picked it up and stuck it into his jacket pocket. His knees were a little stiff after the time he’d spent lying on the ground

  in the cold. With a few movements, he stripped down the rifle and stowed it in his sports bag. He folded up the poncho and stuffed it in the bag as well. After he had checked that no one was round,

  he left the bushes, walked across the playground, and headed off towards the Wiesenbad pool, where he had parked his car. It was 9:13 a.m. when he drove out of the car park and turned left onto the

  motorway.




  





  AT THE SAME TIME . . .




  Chief Detective Inspector Pia Kirchhoff was on leave. As of Thursday of the previous week, until 15 January 2013. Four whole weeks! Her last really long holiday was almost four

  years ago. In 2009, she and Christoph had gone to South Africa, and since then, they’d only had time for brief trips, but now they were flying almost to the other side of the globe, to

  Ecuador, and from there by ship to the Galápagos Islands. Christoph had often been hired as a guide by the organizer of the exclusive cruises, and Pia would be going along for the first time

  – as his wife.




  She sat down on the edge of the bed and dreamily looked at the narrow gold ring on her finger. The official at the register office was a bit miffed when Christoph put the ring on her left hand,

  but she had explained that the left side was closest to the heart, after all, so they had decided to wear their wedding rings on their left hands. That was only half the truth, because there were

  also other quite pragmatic reasons for this decision. For one thing, in her first marriage to Henning, she had worn her wedding ring on her right hand, as is customary in Germany. She wasn’t

  excessively superstitious, but she didn’t want to be reminded of her divorce or tempt fate unnecessarily. And second – and this was the main reason for her decision – it was

  extremely painful if someone gave her a firm handshake and almost crushed her finger with the ring.




  She and Christoph had secretly and quietly been married on Friday at the register office in Höchst, which was located in the garden pavilion of the Bolongaro Palace. Without inviting

  friends, family or witnesses and without telling a soul. They weren’t going to announce their marriage until after they returned from South America, and then they’d throw a big party

  next summer at Birkenhof.




  Pia tore herself away from gazing at the ring and went back to trying to stuff the piles of clothes on the bed into two suitcases as efficiently as possible. They wouldn’t need thick

  jumpers and jackets. Instead, they were taking summer clothes. T-shirts, shorts, swimsuits. She was also delighted to be escaping winter and all the Christmas festivities, which had never much

  appealed to her. Instead, she would lie in the sun on the deck of a cruise ship, reading a book or simply loafing for once. Of course, Christoph would have a lot to do, but he’d have free

  time, too, and the nights would be their own. Maybe they’d send postcards to their parents and her sister and brother – yes, especially to him and his arrogant wife – and tell

  them that they’d got married. Pia could still hear the disapproving comment of her sister-in-law, Sylvia, when she learned of her divorce from Henning. A woman over thirty has a better

  chance of being struck by lightning than of finding another man, Sylvia had pessimistically prophesied. Pia had in fact been struck by lightning one sunny morning in June six years before, in

  the elephant paddock of Opel Zoo. And that was when she and Dr Christoph Sander, the director of the zoo, had met for the first time and instantly fallen in love. For the past four years,

  they’d been living together at Birkenhof in Unterliederbach, and quite soon had concluded that they wanted to do so until they died.




  The mobile phone on the kitchen table rang. Pia ran downstairs to the kitchen and looked at the display before she took the call. ‘I’m on holiday,’ she said. ‘Actually,

  I’m about to head out the door.’




  ‘“Actually” is an extraordinarily vague word,’ replied Oliver von Bodenstein, her boss, who occasionally had the nerve-racking habit of being too literal and nitpicky.

  ‘I’m very sorry to bother you, but I have a problem.’




  ‘Uh-oh.’




  ‘We have a body, and it’s close to your neighbourhood,’ Bodenstein went on. ‘I’m in the middle of an urgent matter. Cem is out of town, and Kathrin is off sick.

  Could you possibly run over there and take care of the formalities for me? Kröger and his people are already on the way. I’ll be there to take over as soon as I’m done

  here.’




  Pia quickly went over her to-do list in her mind. She was on schedule and had made all the arrangements necessary for a three-week absence. She could finish packing in half an hour. She knew

  Bodenstein wouldn’t ask her unless he really needed her help. She could put in a couple of hours without going into panic mode.




  ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Where do I have to go?’




  ‘Thank you, Pia, I really appreciate it.’ She could hear the relief in his voice. ‘It’s in Niederhöchstadt. The best way is to turn off the dual carriageway towards

  Steinbach. After about eight hundred metres, there’s a road across the field on your right. Turn there. Our colleagues are already on the scene.’




  ‘Got it. See you later.’ Pia ended the call, pulled off her wedding ring, and put it in a kitchen drawer.




  As usual, Pia had no idea what to expect at the site where the body was found. When she called to say that she was on her way, the detective on watch had simply told her that a

  female body had been discovered in Niederhöchstadt. Near the exit to the town, she turned right onto a paved road through the fields; from far off, she could see several patrol cars and an

  ambulance. As she came closer, she recognized the blue VW van of the evidence team and other, unmarked vehicles. She parked on a small patch of grass in front of a thicket, grabbed her beige down

  jacket from the back seat, and got out.




  ‘Hello, Ms Kirchhoff,’ a young uniformed colleague standing at the cordon greeted her. ‘You’ll have to go round behind the bushes to your right.’




  ‘Good morning and thank you,’ she replied, and followed the path he’d indicated. The bushes created a little grove in the midst of the open field. As Pia went round the corner,

  the first person she encountered was Chief Detective Inspector Christian Kröger, head of the evidence team of Hofheim Kommissariat-11.




  ‘Pia!’ Kröger shouted in amazement. ‘What the hell are you doing here? You’re on—’




  ‘Holiday,’ she said with a smile. ‘Oliver asked me to get started out here for him. As soon as he arrives, I’m gone. What have we got?’




  ‘Nasty business,’ said Kröger. ‘A woman was shot in the head. In broad daylight and less than a kilometre from Eschborn police station.’




  ‘When did it happen?’ Pia asked.




  ‘Shortly before nine, apparently,’ said Kröger. ‘A cyclist saw her collapse. Bam, just like that. He didn’t hear a gunshot. But the ME thinks she was shot with a

  rifle, fired from some distance away.’




  ‘Shit. Is Henning here yet? I didn’t see his car.’




  ‘No, fortunately we’ve got a new guy. Ever since your ex clawed his way to the top medical job, he hasn’t had time for any outside jobs.’ Kröger grinned.

  ‘Which is fine with me.’




  He harboured a deep dislike for Henning Kirchhoff, and the feeling was mutual. The two often were as touchy as vying prima donnas, though it never affected the thoroughness of their work. That

  was the only reason everyone else put up with their childish wrangling as they questioned each other’s competence. Their verbal battles at various crime scenes had long been legendary.




  After Professor Thomas Kronlage retired the previous summer, Henning became director of the Institute of Forensic Medicine. The university had wanted to consider outside applicants, but

  Henning’s qualifications in the field of forensic anthropology were so valuable that it had given him the director’s post so it wouldn’t lose him.




  ‘What’s the new guy’s name?’ Pia asked.




  ‘I forget,’ muttered Kröger. ‘Sorry.’




  The man in the white overalls who was squatting next to the body slipped back his hood and stood up. Not that young, Pia saw, but his shaved head and thick moustache made it difficult to guess

  his age. A bald head did make a man look older than he really was.




  ‘Dr Frederick Lemmer.’ The medical examiner took off his right glove and held out his hand. ‘Pleased to meet you.’




  ‘Same here,’ Pia replied, shaking his hand. ‘I’m Pia Kirchhoff from K-Eleven in Hofheim.’




  The site where a dead body has been discovered was no place for polite conversation, so Pia let the brief introduction suffice. She prepared herself for the sight that awaited her and stepped

  closer to the body. The knitted pink cap and the white hair of the victim formed surreal splotches of colour against the grey asphalt, brown mud and a blackish pool of blood.




  ‘Schindler’s List,’ Pia muttered.




  ‘Pardon me?’ Dr Lemmer enquired somewhat testily.




  ‘The movie with Liam Neeson and Ben Kingsley,’ Pia said.




  The ME grasped at once what she was referring to and smiled. ‘You’re right. It does look a bit like that. The film was in black-and-white, and only the girl’s coat was

  red.’




  ‘I’m a visual person. For me, the first impression of a crime scene is always important,’ Pia explained. She put on latex gloves and squatted down. Lemmer did the same. In her

  many years at K-11, Pia had learned to preserve an internal distance. That was the only way to bear looking at gruesomely mutilated and disfigured corpses.




  ‘The bullet penetrated the left temple.’ Dr Lemmer pointed to the clean entry wound on the victim’s head. ‘When it exited, it blew off almost the whole right side of the

  skull. Typical of a large-calibre semi-jacketed round. In my opinion, the murder weapon was a rifle, and the shot was fired from a long distance.’




  ‘And since in this area, it could hardly be a hunting accident, I would assume it was a well-aimed shot,’ said Kröger, who was standing behind them.




  Pia nodded and studied what was left of the victim’s face. Why would a woman between sixty and seventy years old be shot on a public thoroughfare? Was she a victim of opportunity, simply

  in the wrong place at the wrong time?




  Some of Kröger’s people, in their white overalls, were using metal detectors to comb through the thicket and adjoining fields, searching for the projectile. Others were taking

  photographs or recording measurements with an electronic device in order to track the direction from which the shot had been fired.




  ‘Do we know who she is?’ Pia got up and looked at Kröger.




  ‘No, she had nothing with her but a house key. No wallet, no mobile phone,’ he said. ‘Do you want to talk to the witness? He’s sitting in the ambulance.’




  ‘Yes, in a minute.’ Pia looked round and frowned. Empty fields and pastures. In the distance, the TV tower and the skyline of Frankfurt glittered in the pale winter sunshine that had

  fought its way through the thick cloud cover. About forty metres away, tall trees lined a stream. Through the bare branches, she saw a playground and beyond it the first houses of the

  Niederhöchstadt district of Eschborn. Paved roads with streetlights ran through the fields. A park-like recreational area, ideal for riding bikes, jogging, speed-walking and—




  ‘Where’s the dog?’ Pia asked suddenly.




  ‘What dog?’ Kröger and Dr Lemmer asked in surprise.




  ‘This is a dog lead.’ Pia bent down and pointed to a worn, dark-brown leather lead, which was wrapped round the woman’s shoulders and torso. ‘She was out here walking her

  dog. And since we found no car key on her, she must live nearby.’


*


  ‘I’m so glad that I’ve got three weeks’ holiday.’ Karoline Albrecht gave a contented sigh and stretched out her legs. She was sitting at the

  dining room table in her parents’ house with a cup of her favourite tea in front of her – rooibos vanilla – and she could feel the stress of the past weeks and months gradually

  sloughing off her and making way for a much-needed rest. ‘Greta and I will get cosy at home, or else we’ll just sit round here with you and eat cookies.’




  ‘You’re most welcome.’ Her mother smiled at her over the rims of her reading glasses. ‘But didn’t you two want to fly off to somewhere in the sun?’




  ‘Oh, Mama, I think I’ve flown more than Carsten this year – and he’s a pilot!’ Karoline grinned and sipped her tea. But her cheerfulness was all an act.




  For eight years, she’d been an executive partner at an international management consulting firm, responsible for the restructuring and internationalization of companies; and two years ago,

  she’d been promoted to head of management consulting. Ever since then, she had spent most of her time in hotels, aeroplanes, and the VIP lounges at airports. She was one of the very few women

  to hold such a high position, and the obscene amount of money that she earned seemed almost immoral. Her daughter, Greta, was at boarding school, her marriage had ended long ago, and all her

  friendships had fizzled out over time for lack of attention. Her job had always been her highest priority; even when she passed her university entrance exam with a grade-point average of 4.0, she

  had wanted to be the best. She had completed her degrees in business administration at elite universities in both Germany and the USA, graduating with honours. And afterwards, her career had

  proceeded at a meteoric pace.




  But for the past couple of months, she had felt empty and exhausted, and with the fatigue came doubts about the meaning of her work. Was what she did really so important? More important than

  spending time with her daughter and occasionally enjoying life a little? She was forty-three and had never really lived. For twenty years, she had rushed from one deadline to the next, living out

  of suitcases and surrounded by people who meant nothing to her and vice versa. Greta felt comfortable with Carsten’s new family; she enjoyed having siblings, a dog, and a stepmother who was

  actually closer to her than her own birth mother. Karoline was on the verge of losing her daughter, and it was her own fault, because she had made herself dispensable in her daughter’s

  life.




  ‘But you do enjoy your job, don’t you?’




  Her mother’s voice tore Karoline Albrecht out of her reverie.




  ‘I’m no longer so sure about that,’ she replied, setting her cup on the table. ‘That’s why I’m taking a leave of absence next year. I’d like to spend

  more time with Greta. And I’m thinking about selling the house.’




  ‘Really?’ Margarethe Rudolf raised her eyebrows but didn’t seem particularly surprised. ‘Why is that?’




  ‘It’s much too big,’ said Karoline. ‘I’m looking for something a bit smaller and cosier for Greta and me. Something like this.’




  She had chosen to leave the house as it was when she bought it: stylish, luxurious and energy-efficient, 4,300 square feet of living space with exposed concrete floors and every conceivable

  comfort. But it had never felt really homey, and she secretly yearned for her parents’ comfortable old house where she grew up – with its creaky wooden stairs, high ceilings, battered

  checkered floor tiles in the kitchen, bay windows and the outmoded bathrooms.




  ‘We should drink a toast to your new life,’ her mother suggested. ‘What do you think?’




  ‘Sure, I’m on holiday, after all.’ Karoline smiled. ‘Have you got a bottle in the fridge?’




  ‘Of course. Champagne,’ her mother said with a wink.




  A little later, they were sitting across from each other, clinking their glasses in a toast to Christmas and to Karoline’s decision to make some fundamental changes in her life.




  ‘You know, Mama,’ she said, ‘I’ve been so driven, wanting desperately to live up to the perfect image that everyone had of me: disciplined, reasonable, organized down to

  the last detail. But it was stressing me out because I wasn’t doing all that out of genuine interest, but only because everyone expected it of me.’




  ‘You’ve set yourself free now,’ her mother concluded.




  ‘Yes. Yes, I have.’ Karoline took both her mother’s hands. ‘At last I can breathe again and sleep soundly. I feel like I’ve been living underwater for years but

  suddenly surfaced and realized how beautiful the world is. Work and money aren’t everything in life.’




  ‘No, sweetheart, you’re right about that.’ Margarethe Rudolf smiled, but her expression was sad. ‘Unfortunately, your father has never come to that realization. Maybe

  someday he will, after he retires.’




  Karoline doubted it.




  ‘You know what, Mama? We’re going shopping,’ she said firmly. ‘And we’re going to cook together on Christmas Eve, the way we used to.’




  Touched, her mother smiled and nodded.




  ‘Yes, let’s do that. And why don’t you bring Greta over tomorrow evening, and we’ll bake cookies. Then you two will have something to munch on when you’re here for

  Christmas.’




  Half an hour later, Oliver von Bodenstein showed up at the scene where the body had been discovered.




  ‘Thanks for covering for me,’ he said to Pia. ‘I can take over now.’




  ‘Oh, I don’t have anything to do today,’ she said. ‘If you want, I can stay a while.’




  ‘I won’t turn down an offer like that.’




  He grinned, and it occurred to Pia how much her boss had changed in the past two years. After the break-up of his marriage, he had often been distracted and unable to concentrate, but now he had

  regained his former sense of authority and his keen perception; he had also begun to treat himself with greater forbearance. In the past, Pia had been the one who liked to follow her hunches and

  energetically push things forward, while he did things correctly and by the book, putting the brakes on her. Now it sometimes seemed that they had switched roles.




  Only someone who has suffered an existential loss and survived is capable of maturing and making fundamental changes. Pia had read this sentence somewhere, and it certainly seemed valid

  – not only for her boss, but for herself as well. In a relationship, you could fool yourself for a long time, close your eyes to reality, and act as though everything was fine. But

  inevitably, the day would come when the illusion would burst like a soap bubble and you would be faced with a choice: to go or to stay, to merely survive or to truly live again.




  ‘Have you already talked to the witness?’ Bodenstein asked.




  ‘Yes,’ said Pia, pulling on her hood. The wind was icy. ‘He was riding his bike along Dörnweg. That’s the name of the road that connects the sections of the town. He

  came from Eschborn and was heading in the direction of Niederhöchstadt. He was about the same distance away as the electrical tower over there when he saw the woman collapse. He thought

  she’d had a heart attack or something, so he rode over to her. He did not hear a gunshot.’




  ‘Do we know anything about the victim’s identity yet?’




  ‘No. But I think she must live in the area, because she had a dog with her and had no car keys.’




  They stepped aside to make room for the hearse.




  ‘We also found the bullet,’ Pia went on. ‘It was fairly deformed, but it’s definitely from a rifle. Dr Lemmer says it’s a semi-jacketed round. Hunters as well as

  the police use this type of ammunition because of its superior stopping power. In the army, they’re banned in accordance with the Hague Convention on Land Warfare.’




  ‘Dr Lemmer told you all this?’ Bodenstein asked with a slightly mocking undertone. ‘Who is he, anyway?’




  ‘No. Believe it or not, I happen to know something about this type of gun,’ Pia replied sharply. ‘Dr Frederick Lemmer is the new medical examiner.’




  They heard a whistle. Pia and Bodenstein turned round and saw Kröger down by the stream, waving both hands in the air.




  ‘Christian has found something,’ Pia said. ‘Let’s not keep him waiting.’




  A moment later, they crossed a wooden bridge and stepped onto the lower part of a playground. Swings, seesaws, multi-coloured climbing frames, a zipline, sandpits and a pond to play in were

  scattered over the spacious area higher up the Westerbach stream.




  ‘Over here!’ Kröger shouted, excited as always whenever he made a discovery. ‘He must have been lying in these bushes. The grass is still flattened, and there . . . over

  there . . . do you see it? The impression left from a bipod. Fading a bit, but still recognizable.’




  Pia had to admit that she didn’t see anything but wet clumps of grass, old leaves and damp soil.




  ‘You mean the perp lay here in wait for her?’ Bodenstein asked.




  ‘Yes. Precisely,’ said Kröger with a vigorous nod. ‘Whether he had this particular woman in his sights or just wanted to shoot somebody at random, I can’t tell you,

  of course. But I do know one thing: the guy is not some amateur, firing blindly out here. He deliberately set out to ambush his victim, using a silencer and a nasty type of

  ammunition—’




  ‘Semi-jacketed round,’ Bodenstein muttered, and winked at Pia.




  ‘Right. So you already know,’ said Kröger, annoyed at being interrupted. ‘Anyway, I think this is where he waited, probably wearing some sort of ghillie suit.’




  ‘A gilly – what?’ Bodenstein asked.




  ‘Jeez, Oliver, you’re acting a bit slow on the uptake,’ Kröger said impatiently. ‘A ghillie suit is a camouflage outfit that hunters or snipers use to conceal the

  shape of the human body. It allows the shooter to blend in with his surroundings. Never mind. What’s important is that somebody lay here with a rifle that he rested on a two-legged stand to

  steady his aim. The rest is up to you to figure out. Anyway, try your best not to bother my team. Just let us work in peace.’




  He turned on his heel and left them standing there.




  ‘He thinks you were trying to make fun of him,’ Pia told her boss.




  ‘I had no idea what he meant by a ghillie suit,’ Bodenstein defended himself. ‘I mean, it was only after he explained that I realized I’ve heard the term

  before.’




  ‘In other words: you forgot,’ Pia said, helping him out.




  ‘No need to rub it in.’




  Bodenstein’s mobile rang.




  ‘I’m worried about all the spectators.’ Pia nodded towards the group of onlookers that had already begun to form and was growing by the minute. Some people were even holding

  their mobiles high and taking pictures, although there was nothing to see besides the red-and-white crime-scene tape and the officers from the evidence team. Other people just watched, discussing

  the scene with each other, exhibiting the age-old fascination with horror that seemed to be an innate human trait. Pia was always surprised to see how a violent death drew crowds.




  She went over to a colleague who was restraining two women with a couple of small children from entering the playground.




  ‘But we come here every Wednesday morning,’ one of the mothers complained. ‘The children look forward to it all week.’




  The uniformed officer frowned in irritation.




  ‘In a couple of hours, they can use the playground again,’ he said. ‘Right now, it’s closed.’




  ‘Why? And what’s going on with the bridge? Why is it closed, too?’ the other woman wanted to know. ‘How are we supposed to get back across the stream?’




  ‘Just take the road over to the swimming pool. There’s another bridge down there,’ the officer advised her.




  ‘This is outrageous!’ mother number one exclaimed, incensed. The second woman also turned aggressive and started talking about a police state and their right to freedom of

  movement.




  ‘Officer,’ said Pia, ‘please extend the cordon over to the intersection and from there to the dual carriageway. If there are any problems, call for back-up.’




  The pugnacious mother took advantage of the policeman’s momentary lapse of attention and pushed her buggy under the crime-scene tape.




  ‘Stop!’ said Pia, blocking her way. ‘Please leave the restricted area.’




  ‘Why?’ The woman’s eyes were flashing, and she jutted out her chin, looking for a fight. ‘What harm will it do if our kids play in the sand for a while?’




  ‘It will disturb official police work,’ Pia said coolly. ‘I’m asking you politely to leave.’




  ‘In Germany, we are entitled to freedom of movement!’ the mother insisted. ‘Now look what you’ve done. The children are upset because the police won’t let

  them use the playground. You just don’t understand!’




  Pia was tempted to tell the woman that she was the one who was acting unreasonably and escalating the situation so that the children were upset. Not the red-and-white police tape. But she

  didn’t have time, and it wouldn’t do any good anyway.




  ‘For the last time,’ she said firmly, ‘please leave the restricted area. If you do not, you will be impeding a police investigation. We will then have to take your name and

  personal information and institute legal proceedings. I’m sure you don’t want to set a bad example for your children, or do you?’




  ‘We come here every Wednesday all the way from Kronberg, and now this happens!’ The mother glared at Pia, snorting with rage when she got no further reaction, and then retreated,

  cursing all the while. ‘We’re going to file a complaint! My husband knows important people in the Ministry of the Interior!’




  A woman who obviously had to have the last word. Pia let her have it and secretly felt sorry for her husband.




  ‘Incredible,’ said the officer standing next to her, shaking his head. ‘It just keeps getting worse. People think they can do whatever they want. Courtesy has become an alien

  concept.’




  Bodenstein was waiting a short distance away. Pia left her colleagues to deal with the curious onlookers and went over to her boss. She crossed the playground, the wet grass squishing under her

  shoes.




  ‘We’re going to ring all the doorbells and find out whether anyone knows a white-haired lady with a dog,’ Bodenstein said. ‘Just in case someone is at home and not

  standing round down there, gawking.’




  They started at the first place on a street lined with terraced houses. Before Bodenstein had a chance to ring the bell, Pia noticed a dark brown Labrador that was cowering in fear between two

  parked cars across the street.




  ‘I bet that’s the dead woman’s dog,’ she said. ‘Maybe I can catch him.’




  She walked slowly towards the dog, squatted down, and reached out her hand. The dog was no longer young, judging by his greying muzzle. And he didn’t care much for strangers. He jumped up,

  squeezed through the bushes behind the cars, and took off down the road. Bodenstein and Pia followed him, but when they turned the corner, the dog was gone.




  ‘I think I’ll just ring a few doorbells,’ he said, opening the gate of the first house. No one home. There was no response at the second one either. He finally had success at

  the third house.




  The front door opened a crack, and an elderly woman peered at them suspiciously over the safety chain.




  ‘Can I help you?’




  ‘We’re from the criminal police.’ Pia had her police ID ready. She and Bodenstein had often been mistaken for Jehovah’s Witnesses or unwanted sales reps. In the

  background, they heard a man’s voice. The woman turned round.




  ‘It’s the police!’ she yelled, then shut the door, removed the chain, and opened the door all the way.




  ‘Do you happen to know whether anyone on the street owns an old dark brown Labrador?’ Pia asked.




  Behind the woman, a white-haired man appeared wearing a knitted cardigan and slippers.




  ‘That might be Topsi, Renate’s dog,’ said the woman. ‘Why do you want to know? Did something happen?’




  ‘Do you also know Renate’s last name and where she lives?’ Bodenstein ignored her questions.




  ‘Oh, sure. Her last name is Rohleder,’ the woman replied eagerly. ‘I hope Topsi hasn’t been in an accident. That would break Renate’s heart.’




  ‘She lives at number 44,’ the man put in. ‘Up the street. The yellow house with the white bench in the front garden.’




  ‘Actually, it was her husband’s house.’ The woman lowered her voice to a confidential whisper, and her eyes were flashing. ‘But when he left her, back then, seven years

  ago, and only three days before Christmas, Renate’s mother, Ingeborg, moved in with her.’




  ‘The police don’t want to know all that,’ her husband rebuked his gossipy wife. ‘The Rohleders own the flower shop on Unterortstrasse, in the town. But Ingeborg is

  certainly at home. She usually takes the dog for a walk round this time.’




  ‘Thank you for the information,’ Bodenstein said politely. ‘You’ve been a big help. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t phone the flower shop quite

  yet.’




  ‘Oh, of course not,’ the woman hastened to assure him. ‘We’re not that close to Renate anyway.’




  Bodenstein and Pia took their leave and walked up the street. Number 44 was the last house in the row, and it stood out from the rest with its cheerful facade painted a sunny yellow. Under a

  carport of light-coloured wood stood an old but well-kept Opel. The small front garden had been carefully prepared for the winter. A few plants were wrapped in canvas sacks to protect them from the

  snow and cold; Christmas ornaments decorated one bush, and a string of lights had been draped round a boxwood. A Christmas wreath hung on the front door, and there they saw Topsi shivering as he

  waited in vain for someone to open the door.




  The bell over the door rang, and warm, humid air and the overpowering scent of flowers and fir boughs met them as they entered the flower shop. Outside above the display

  windows was an old-fashioned sign: ROHLEDER FLOWERS – ESTABLISHED 1962.




  The shop behind the steamed-up windowpanes was crowded with customers. There were flowers and all sorts of ornaments in open display cases, on wooden shelves and in baskets. Behind a long

  counter, three women were busy putting together bouquets.




  Bodenstein invariably associated the smell in flower shops with mausoleums at cemeteries, so it took a lot of willpower not to turn on his heel and leave. Flowers growing in gardens and meadows

  were beautiful to behold, but he couldn’t stand the sight of cut flowers in vases. They made him feel sick.




  He walked past the customers, despite the protests of an elderly matron who was next in line to pay for the tiny Christmas star she was holding in her hand.




  ‘Uh-uh, young man, that’s not polite,’ she complained in a quavery voice, giving him a good bump with her walking frame.




  ‘Thanks for calling me a young man,’ Bodenstein countered dryly. On days like this, he felt especially old. Having to give someone the news that a loved one had died

  violently was as difficult after twenty-five years with the criminal police as it had been the very first time he did it.




  ‘I’m ninety-six years old,’ said the old woman with a hint of pride. ‘Compared to me, you’re all a bunch of young whippersnappers.’




  ‘Then by all means, do go first.’ Bodenstein stepped aside and waited patiently until the Christmas star was packed up and paid for. Pia, who’d been looking round the shop,

  stepped up beside him.




  ‘Can I help you?’ The ample blonde with a little too much eye make-up, and hands that were cracked from working with flowers and water, gave him a cheerful smile.




  ‘Yes. Hello. My name is Bodenstein, and I’m from the criminal police in Hofheim. This is my colleague Pia Kirchhoff. We’d like to speak to Renate Rohleder.’




  ‘That’s me. What can I do for you?’ The smile vanished, and the thought involuntarily shot through Bodenstein’s mind that she wouldn’t be smiling again for a long

  time.




  The bell on the shop door announced new customers, but Ms Rohleder offered no greeting. Her eyes were fixed on Bodenstein’s face, and she seemed to guess that some disaster was about to

  change her life.




  ‘Has . . . has something happened?’ she whispered.




  ‘Perhaps we could speak somewhere else?’ Bodenstein asked.




  ‘Of course. Follow me.’ She raised one end of the narrow wooden counter, and Bodenstein and Pia slipped through, entering a small, hopelessly cluttered office at the end of the

  hall.




  ‘I’m afraid we come with bad news,’ Bodenstein began. ‘This morning round nine o’clock, the body of a woman was discovered in the field between Eschborn and

  Niederhöchstadt. She had white hair and was wearing an olive-green jacket and a pink cap . . .’




  Renate Rohleder turned pale as chalk, an expression of incredulity spread over her features. Not a sound crossed her lips; she simply stood there with her arms hanging limp at her sides. Her

  hands closed into fists and then opened again.




  ‘The woman had a dog lead with her,’ Bodenstein went on.




  Renate Rohleder took a step back and sank onto a chair. Stunned disbelief followed on the heels of silent denial – this can’t be, there must be some kind of mistake!




  ‘She was going to come to the shop to help out after she took Topsi for a walk. There’s always so much to do before Christmas. I meant to call her, but I didn’t get round to

  it,’ she murmured tonelessly. ‘My mother has a pink woollen cap. I gave it to her for Christmas three years ago, along with a pink scarf. And when she walked the dog, she always wore

  her old Barbour jacket, that ugly, stinking thing . . .’




  Her eyes filled with tears.




  Now the shock was setting in as she realized the finality of what had happened.




  Bodenstein and Pia exchanged a brief glance. The pink cap, the Labrador, the olive-coloured jacket. There was no longer any doubt that Ingeborg Rohleder was the victim.




  ‘What happened? Did she . . . Did she have a heart attack?’ whispered Renate Rohleder, looking at Bodenstein. Tears were running down her cheeks, which were streaked with mascara.

  ‘I have to go to her! I have to see her!’




  She jumped up, grabbed her phone and car keys from the desk, and snatched a jacket from the coat rack by the door.




  ‘Ms Rohleder, wait!’ Bodenstein seized the trembling woman by her shoulders and held her steady. ‘We’ll take you home. You can’t go see your mother.’




  ‘Why not? Maybe she’s not even dead, but only . . . unconscious or . . . in a coma!’




  ‘I’m very sorry, Ms Rohleder. Your mother was shot.’




  ‘Shot? My mother was shot?’ she whispered, stunned. ‘That can’t be possible. Who would do something like that? My mother was the kindest, friendliest

  person in the world.’




  Renate Rohleder staggered and her legs gave way. Bodenstein just managed to grab a chair for her before she collapsed. She stared at him, and then her mouth flew open in a terrible, shrill cry

  of despair that would echo in Bodenstein’s ears for hours afterwards.


*


  It was a manageable group that had gathered in the conference room of K-11. Bodenstein and Pia sat on one side of the oval table, Dr Nicola Engel at the head, and Kai Ostermann

  took a seat on the other side so as not to infect anyone with his germs. He was sniffling and coughing non-stop and in a truly pitiful state. Outside the windows, it was already dark by the time

  Bodenstein finished his report.




  ‘We should consider taking this public,’ Engel said. ‘Maybe someone saw the gunman leaving the playground. Thanks to the eyewitness, we at least have a firm time

  frame.’




  ‘I think that’s a good idea, but at the moment, we’re completely understaffed,’ Bodenstein countered. ‘Pia is on holiday and only jumped in today to help out. If we

  set up a telephone hotline without more manpower, I’ll be the only one free to work the field.’




  ‘What do you suggest we do instead?’ Engel raised her slender plucked eyebrows.




  ‘So far, we still don’t know whether Ingeborg Rohleder was shot because she was the intended target, or whether she was merely a target of opportunity,’ Bodenstein replied.

  ‘We have to find out more about her circle of friends before we take this public. We spoke with her daughter, the staff of the flower shop and a few neighbours. The deceased woman seems to

  have been popular with everyone, and apparently had no enemies. As things stand, we can see no personal motive for the murder.’




  ‘Think back to the case of Vera Kaltensee. That started the same way,’ Pia put in. ‘In the beginning, we thought she was popular, respected and above reproach.’




  ‘You can’t compare the two,’ Bodenstein argued.




  ‘Why not?’ Pia said with a shrug. ‘Anyone who is seventy years old has a long past in which all sorts of things could have happened.’




  ‘I could do some research on the victim,’ Ostermann croaked.




  ‘Definitely do that,’ Bodenstein said, nodding. ‘Maybe the ballistics report on the bullet will tell us something about the murder weapon.’




  ‘Good.’ Nicola Engel stood up. ‘Please keep me in the loop, Oliver.’




  ‘I will.’




  ‘So, good luck.’ She went to the door but then turned. ‘Thanks for jumping in today, Ms Kirchhoff. I wish you a lovely holiday and a Merry Christmas.’




  ‘I hope you have a nice Christmas, too,’ said Pia. ‘Thanks.’




  Ostermann pushed back his chair and walked shakily to his office, coughing all the way. Pia followed. There was a whole row of medications on his desk, with a thermos of tea and a box of

  tissues.




  ‘I haven’t had a cold this bad in a long time,’ Ostermann moaned. ‘If we didn’t have a murder case right now, I’d just stay home tomorrow. You’d better

  leave, Pia, before you catch what I’ve got and sit round on the cruise ship coughing and sniffling.’




  ‘Jeez, Kai, it makes me feel terrible to leave you alone with this,’ she said.




  ‘Ah, bullshit.’ Ostermann sneezed and blew his nose. ‘I wouldn’t feel guilty in the slightest if I’d booked a holiday, and you had to sit round here, half

  dead.’




  ‘Thank you. You say the sweetest things.’ Pia flung her little leather rucksack over her shoulder and gave him a grin. ‘So I’ll just wish you a speedy recovery and Merry

  Christmas. Ciao, pal!’




  ‘Say hi to the sun at the equator for me.’ Kai Ostermann waved and sneezed again. ‘Now, get the hell out of here!’




  





  THURSDAY, DECEMBER 20, 2012




  Bodenstein had not slept well. After tossing and turning for half an hour, he was wide awake and decided to get up before he woke Inka, who was sound asleep next to him,

  snoring quietly. He left the bedroom without turning on the light, pulled on a fleece jacket over his pyjamas, and went downstairs. In the kitchen, he turned on the brand-new coffeemaker that

  he’d given himself as his favourite Christmas present and set a cup under the nozzle.




  Two people out sick in K-11, Cem Altunay and Pia on holiday and a murder case that didn’t seem like it would be cleared up anytime soon. The flu season had run riot among his colleagues,

  so there weren’t even any reinforcements to fall back on from other investigative units.




  The grinder in the coffeemaker rattled, and a few minutes later, the coffee ran into the cup and a marvellous aroma filled the kitchen. Bodenstein slipped his bare feet into his short

  lambskin-lined boots and stepped out onto the balcony. He took a sip of coffee – he had never had better – and sat down on the synthetic cotton sofa under the protruding eaves. He

  wrapped himself in one of the woollen blankets that he took from the neatly folded pile on one of the easy chairs. The air was frosty cold, but so clear that Bodenstein could see the running lights

  of an aeroplane landing at Frankfurt Airport. The view over the Rhein-Main plain, from the city past the industrial park in Höchst to Frankfurt Airport, was always spectacular – day or

  night, in summer and winter. He loved sitting outside like this, losing himself in his thoughts and letting his gaze roam free. He had never regretted for a single second buying this semi-detached

  in the Ruppertshain district of Kelkheim. For him, it meant a return to normal life, which had been abruptly shattered after his divorce from Cosima four years ago. The only constant during that

  chaotic time had been his job, and he still had that only because Pia had saved his arse several times. His inability to concentrate had led to some serious mistakes, which he was ashamed to

  acknowledge, but she had never wasted one word on castigating him or attempted to expose his errors in order to nab his job as the head of K-11. Undoubtedly, she was the best colleague he’d

  ever had, and the thought that he would have to solve the murder of the old lady from Eschborn without her made him more uneasy than he wanted to admit. The sliding door opened. He turned his head

  and was astonished to see his eldest daughter, Rosalie.




  ‘Hey, sweetheart, why are you up so early?’




  ‘I couldn’t sleep anymore,’ she said. ‘Too many things running through my head.’




  ‘Come here.’ Bodenstein scooted over a bit. She sat down next to him. For a while, father and daughter enjoyed the view and the quiet of this early winter morning. He could sense

  that something was bothering her, but he wanted to wait for her to bring it up herself. Her decision to take a position as sous-chef in one of the best hotels in New York at the age of twenty-four

  was courageous, especially for Rosalie. Since childhood, even the tiniest change had brought on abdominal pain. She had finished her training as a chef the previous year by winning best in her

  class, and her mentor, the star chef Jean-Yves St Clair, had advised her to spend some time abroad to gain experience.




  ‘I’ve never been away from here for longer than a week or two,’ she began quietly. ‘And I’ve never lived alone before. Only with Mama or with you. And now America,

  all of a sudden, New York!’




  ‘Some birds leave the nest earlier, some later,’ Bodenstein replied, putting his arm round her shoulders. She tucked her legs up and snuggled against him under the warm blanket.

  ‘Plenty of young people move out to pursue their studies but still cling to their parents’ lifeline for years. You’ve been making your own money for a long time and you’re

  very independent. Besides, you’ve pretty much managed the whole household. Do you know how much I’m going to miss that?’




  ‘I’m going to miss you, too, Papa. I’ll miss everything here. I’m not much of a city person.’ Rosalie leaned her head on his shoulder. ‘What am I going to do

  if I get homesick?’




  ‘First of all, I don’t think you’re going to have much time for feeling homesick,’ Oliver said. ‘But if it does happen, you can Skype with the people you’re

  missing, or even call them on the phone. At weekends or whenever you have a couple of days free, you can go out to Long Island or up to the Berkshires. They’re only a few hours away from New

  York. And if I know your mother, she’s bound to go and visit you.’




  ‘I suppose so,’ said Rosalie with a sigh. ‘I’m looking forward to New York, and to the job and the new people. And yet I still feel queasy about the whole

  thing.’




  ‘If you felt any other way, it wouldn’t be normal,’ he replied. ‘In any case, I’m incredibly proud of you. Back when you first started studying to be a chef, I was

  convinced that it was only an act of defiance on your part and that you’d soon throw in the towel. But you not only toughed it out, you turned into an excellent chef.’




  ‘There were times when I felt like giving up,’ Rosalie admitted. ‘I never had time to go out with my girlfriends to parties, concerts or clubs. But somehow they were all so . .

  . aimless. And I was the only one who found her dream job.’




  Oliver smiled in the dark. Rosalie was truly a lot like him, and not only when it came to her attachment to her hometown and her sense of family. Like him, she was also prepared to take

  responsibility and to make sacrifices to achieve something that was meaningful for her. From her mother, on the other hand, she’d inherited a great deal of ambition, which he somewhat lacked.

  It put her in a position to overcome all obstacles.




  ‘And that’s a valuable thing. Only if you really love doing something do you have a chance of being successful and finding fulfilment in your work,’ Oliver said.

  ‘I’m convinced that you’ve made the perfect decision regarding your future. The year in America will present you with all sorts of opportunities.’




  He turned his head and rested his cheek on top of Rosalie’s head.




  ‘Whenever things get stormy in your life and you need a calm harbour, there will always be a place for you here,’ he said softly.




  ‘Thank you, Papa,’ Rosalie murmured, and then yawned. ‘I’m feeling better already. I think I’ll go back to bed for a while.’




  She sat up, gave him a kiss on the cheek, and went back inside.




  Children turn into grown-ups, Bodenstein thought with a hint of wistfulness. Time went by so fast! Lorenz and Rosalie had long ago left their childhood behind, and Sophia had already turned six

  a couple of weeks back. In eighteen years, when she would be as old as Rosalie was today, he would be almost seventy. Would he be able to look back on his life with satisfaction? He was offered

  Nicola Engel’s job a year and a half ago, after he’d taken over temporarily during her suspension, but he had declined. Too much administrative paperwork, too much politics. He wanted

  to work as an investigator, not a pen-pusher. Only later did he realize that with this decision he had taken from Pia any chance of climbing the professional ladder of the Regional Criminal Unit.

  Having been Chief Detective Inspector for two years, she had all the necessary qualifications to be an excellent leader of K-11. But as long as he held the post, she would have to be satisfied with

  being merely part of his team. In the long run, he didn’t know whether that would be enough for her. What if one day she decided to transfer somewhere else so she could take a step up the

  career ladder? Bodenstein downed the last of his coffee, which had by now turned cold. His thoughts returned to the murder case that he had to solve. He would find out in the next few days what it

  would be like to work without Pia.




  Like her boss, Pia Kirchhoff got almost no sleep that night, and for similar reasons. She just couldn’t get yesterday’s murder out of her head. Some of her

  colleagues claimed that they could dismiss all thought of work from their minds as soon as they drove home, but she seldom succeeded in doing so. At some point, she got up, got dressed, and tiptoed

  downstairs. The two dogs yawned and crept out of their baskets, which were in the living room, and followed her outside in the cold, more out of duty than with any real enthusiasm. Pia checked on

  the two horses standing sleeping in their stalls and sat down on the bench in front of the stable.




  According to the initial reports, Ingeborg Rohleder was a nice elderly lady who had worked her whole life in the family-owned flower shop and had been generally well liked in her hometown.

  Neither the neighbours who had been questioned nor the shocked employees at the flower shop could imagine why anyone would want to put a bullet into Ingeborg Rohleder’s head. Was it a case of

  mistaken identity, or had the woman been a random victim of the shooter? This idea was far more alarming than any other. In about 70 per cent of all murder cases in Germany, there was some

  connection between the perpetrator and the victim, and often the perp was from the victim’s close circle of acquaintances. Usually it was a strong emotion such as jealousy or rage that played

  a part, or the fear of being caught for committing another crime. A pure, unspecified desire to kill that resulted in the murder of a random victim was very rare. And such cases were extremely

  difficult to solve. If there was no connection between perp and victim, the police had to rely on happenstance in the form of an eye-witness, a genetic fingerprint or some other detail. Recently,

  Pia had attended a seminar in which one topic had been the development of violent criminality involving firearms. Even she had been astounded by how few killings in Germany – only 14 per cent

  – were actually committed with a firearm.




  Pia shivered. There wasn’t much traffic on the nearby motorway on the other side of the small riding stables at this hour, only occasional headlights flashing by. In less than two hours,

  that would change tremendously. Pia glanced at the two dogs, who sat in front of her, shivering pitifully, obviously regretting having left their comfortable baskets.




  ‘All right, come on, let’s go back inside,’ she said as she stood up. The dogs dashed off ahead of her and slipped into the house as soon as she opened the door. Pia took off

  her jacket and boots, went back upstairs, and snuggled back under the covers.




  ‘Ooh, what’s this block of ice?’ Christoph murmured when she nestled next to his body, warm with sleep.




  ‘I was just outside for a few minutes,’ Pia whispered.




  ‘What time is it?’




  ‘Twenty past five.’




  ‘What’s wrong?’ He turned over to face her and took her in his arms.




  ‘I can’t get the dead woman from yesterday out of my head,’ said Pia.




  Late last night, she told Christoph why she’d gone to work even though her holiday had already started. No one could appreciate that sort of dedication better than Christoph, who also

  performed his job as director of Opel Zoo with passion and commitment. When they were shorthanded, he often gave up his weekends and days off.




  ‘The woman was a nice old lady, popular with everyone,’ Pia went on. ‘The perp used a rifle with a silencer.’




  ‘And what does that mean?’ Christoph stifled a yawn.




  ‘We’ve just begun our investigation, but I have a feeling the woman wasn’t specifically targeted,’ Pia explained. ‘And that could mean that we’re dealing with

  a sniper who just shoots at people at random.’




  ‘And now you’re worried because so many of your colleagues are off sick or on holiday.’




  ‘Yeah, that’s right. I’d feel a lot better about going away if Cem and Kathrin were there.’




  ‘Listen, sweetie.’ Christoph wrapped his arms more tightly round her and kissed her cheek. ‘I understand if you’d rather stay here in a situation like this. For me, the

  trip is more work than holiday—’




  ‘But I can’t let you go off on our honeymoon alone!’ Pia protested.




  ‘We can always go on a honeymoon later,’ Christoph countered. ‘It wouldn’t be very relaxing for you if your conscience was bothering you the whole time.’




  ‘I’m sure they can handle things without me,’ Pia said without much conviction. ‘Maybe the whole case will be solved by today.’




  ‘Why don’t you sleep on it.’ Christoph pulled her even closer. The warmth of his body had a relaxing effect, and Pia could feel sleep overwhelming her.




  ‘Sure,’ she murmured. ‘I could do that.’




  And then she dozed off.




  He leafed through the newspaper, reading each page carefully. Nothing. Not a word about the murder in Eschborn. He didn’t find anything on the Internet either –

  neither in the news nor on the police blotter. Obviously, the police thought it better to keep the case out of the media for the time being, which was just fine with him. In a few days, that would

  change. But until then, the public’s ignorance would protect him from accidental witnesses, and he could move about freely.




  He was content with his strategy. Everything had gone exactly as planned. In the car park at Wiesenbad in Eschborn, a few mothers had been there with their kids, but nobody had paid any

  attention to him when he put the sports bag with the rifle into the boot of his car and drove off.




  He pulled up the German Weather Service site on his iPad. He’d been doing that several times a day for weeks and months now, because the weather was an extremely important

  factor.




  ‘Shit,’ he muttered.




  The weather forecast for the next three days had changed since yesterday. He frowned as he read about heavy snowfall extending down into the valleys starting on Friday evening.




  Snow was bad. He might leave tracks in the snow. What was he going to do now? A precisely worked-out plan in which all the risks had been considered and reduced to a minimum was essential

  for his success. Nothing was more dangerous than improvisation. But the damned snow threatened to ruin his calculations. For a while, he sat at his desk, summoning in his mind all the details of

  his plan. It didn’t help. The snow was a serious threat, so he would have to change his timetable. Immediately.




  ‘Jeez, Kai, you belong in bed,’ said Bodenstein as he entered the K-11 conference room and looked at his only remaining colleague.




  ‘In bed is where people die,’ Criminal Detective Superintendent Kai Ostermann said with a wink. ‘I feel better than I look.’




  He grinned and coughed, and Bodenstein gazed at him sceptically.




  ‘Well, at any rate, I’m grateful that you haven’t left me in the lurch,’ he said, sitting down at the big table.




  ‘The ballistics report came in a few minutes ago,’ Ostermann croaked, shoving a few stapled pages over to him. ‘The bullet was a Winchester .308 calibre. Unfortunately,

  it’s a rather common calibre that’s used by the army, by hunters and target shooters, and also by us. Every ammo maker has this calibre in its catalogue, and most also produce

  variants.’




  The heating was turned up full blast, and Bodenstein was already breaking out in a sweat, but Ostermann, who had wrapped a scarf round his neck and wore a down gilet over his jumper,

  didn’t seem to notice the heat at all.




  ‘This cartridge is a Remington Core-Lokt, 11.7 grams, which is the bestselling centrefire cartridge in the world for hunting. The weapon from which the bullet was fired has not yet turned

  up.’




  ‘So no real clue, then.’ Bodenstein removed his jacket and hung it over the back of the chair. ‘Any news from the evidence team?’




  ‘No. The shot was made from a distance of about eighty metres.’ Ostermann coughed, popped a sage cough drop into his mouth, and continued in a whisper. ‘No problem for a

  trained marksman. No traces were found at the crime scene or the spot from which the shooter fired, other than the blurred outline of indentations left by the bipod. He must have picked up the

  cartridge casing and taken it with him. After evaluating the statements taken from neighbours and employees at the flower shop, we have to conclude that nothing of note happened during the past few

  weeks. Ingeborg Rohleder seemed the same as always and gave no sign of feeling threatened.’




  Bodenstein was coming to the depressing realization that so far, they knew nothing at all except for the calibre of the murder weapon and the type of cartridge used. He didn’t like

  resorting to such a measure, but because so many of his colleagues were off sick, he had no choice but to ask Commissioner Engel for reinforcements from other investigative units.




  ‘I’m asking myself seriously, how we—’ he began when the door behind him opened. Ostermann’s eyes widened.




  ‘Hello,’ said Pia behind Bodenstein, and he turned round.




  ‘What are you doing here?’ he asked in surprise.




  ‘Am I interrupting?’ Pia looked from him to Ostermann.




  ‘Oh no, no, not in the least,’ Bodenstein hurried to assure her. ‘Come and have a seat.’




  ‘Don’t you have anything better to do on the day before you leave on holiday?’ Ostermann whispered hoarsely.




  ‘No.’ Pia took off her jacket and sat down with a big grin. ‘I’ve taken care of everything. And then I thought I’d just help you solve this case quickly before I

  take off for three weeks in the sun.’




  Kai Ostermann grimaced, and Bodenstein took off his jumper before rapidly summing up the facts that he and Kai had been discussing.




  ‘That’s not much,’ said Pia. ‘Is there any chance of finding out where and when the ammo was purchased?’




  ‘No,’ said Ostermann, shaking his head. ‘It’s found in every gun shop and hunting catalogue in the world.’




  ‘And so far, we have no clue as to the motive,’ said Bodenstein. ‘It could be a sniper who shoots people out of a pure love of killing.’




  ‘Or maybe Ingeborg Rohleder had some dark secrets that nobody knows about,’ replied Pia. ‘We should do a complete rundown on the victim’s circle of acquaintances and past

  history.’




  ‘Agreed,’ Bodenstein said with a nod, and stood up. ‘Let’s drive over and see Renate Rohleder. Then we’ll stop by forensics. The post-mortem is scheduled for eleven

  fifteen.’




  Renate Rohleder seemed almost as distraught as she’d been yesterday. She sat red-eyed at her kitchen table, kneading a handkerchief in her left hand and with the other

  mechanically petting her Labrador, who was nestled at her feet. Her blonde hair, which yesterday had been artfully pinned up, now hung limp over her shoulders. Her face was puffy and bare of

  make-up, as if she’d been crying the whole night.




  ‘Why isn’t there anything in the paper?’ Renate asked with a reproachful undertone instead of responding to Bodenstein’s polite greeting. She tapped her finger on an open

  newspaper. ‘Nothing on the radio either. Why not? What are you doing to find the person who murdered my mother?’




  Visits to the loved ones of a murder victim were always difficult, and Bodenstein had experienced every kind of reaction in his twenty-five years at K-11. When a murder happened in a family,

  most people eventually managed to regain some semblance of a normal life, but the early days were always marked by shock, chaos and breakdowns. He and his colleagues often served as lightning rods

  in this emotional state of emergency, and Bodenstein had long since acquired a thick skin.




  ‘It’s still too early to involve the media,’ he replied calmly. ‘We don’t have enough facts to ask the public for help. News reports filled with pure speculation

  would not be in your best interest.’




  Renate Rohleder shrugged and looked at her smartphone, which was beeping melodiously every few seconds.




  ‘I suppose so,’ she whispered. ‘I can’t even go to the shop. People mean well, but I . . . I simply can’t stand hearing all these expressions of

  sympathy.’




  In a glance, Bodenstein took in the state of the kitchen and assumed that Ingeborg Rohleder had kept the house in order while her daughter ran the flower shop. After twenty-four hours, her

  absence was already noticeable. Still on the table were the remains of a breakfast: a plate full of crumbs, an open jar of marmalade with a spoon stuck in it, and soggy tea bags lying on a saucer.

  Dirty dishes were stacked in the sink along with a saucepan with burnt food stuck to the bottom.




  ‘We’re very sorry that we have to disturb you in your grief,’ Pia said. ‘But we need to know more about your mother and her circle of friends. Where was she from

  originally? How long did she live here in Eschborn—?’




  ‘Niederhöchstadt,’ Renate Rohleder corrected her, blowing her nose again and glancing at the display on her phone.




  ‘In Niederhöchstadt. Did she have any enemies, or were there any difficulties in the family? Had she changed recently, was she nervous or feeling threatened?’




  ‘You don’t seriously mean that someone shot my mother on purpose!’ She sounded almost hostile. ‘I already told you: she didn’t have any enemies. Everyone liked her.

  She came here in the early sixties from Sossenheim, opened the flower shop and nursery with my father, and she has lived here ever since. Happily and peacefully, for more than fifty

  years.’




  She picked up her mobile phone, which kept on chirping and lighting up, and held it out to Pia.




  ‘See? Everybody, absolutely everyone is offering their condolences, even the mayor.’ Her eyes swam with tears. ‘Do you think that would be happening if my mother wasn’t

  well liked?’




  ‘It’s possible that your mother had some kind of secret in her life, something that happened a long time ago,’ Pia persisted. Bodenstein knew that she was thinking of the

  Kaltensee case. The idea wasn’t that far-fetched. At the very start of an investigation, when they were still fumbling about in the dark, it was important to explore all avenues. That’s

  why he hadn’t contradicted Pia when she’d mentioned earlier in the car that, unlike him, she didn’t believe in random killings. The crime statistics were on her side. Murders

  committed simply from a desire to kill without any real motive were extremely rare.




  ‘Ms Rohleder, our questions are in no way intended to disparage your mother’s memory,’ Bodenstein now intervened to reassure her. ‘Our sole purpose is to find the person

  who killed her. In our search for a motive, it’s common practice to begin by carefully examining the victim’s circle of friends and relatives.’




  ‘But there can’t be any conceivable reason for killing her,’ Renate Rohleder insisted. ‘You’re wasting your time if you’re trying to find the motive in my

  mother’s life.’




  Pia wanted to ask something else, but Bodenstein signalled with a quick shake of his head that he found further questioning to be pointless.




  ‘Thank you, Ms Rohleder,’ he said. ‘Should you think of something that might help us, please don’t hesitate to call.’




  ‘Of course.’ Renate Rohleder blew her nose again, using the already soaking-wet handkerchief. Bodenstein stuck his hands in his jacket pockets for safety’s sake, in case the

  woman offered to shake hands with him when they left. But she was completely focused on the sympathy messages coming into her phone almost every second.




  They left the kitchen and walked down the hall to the front door. Bodenstein turned up the collar of his coat. They had left the car in the car park back at Eschborn police station on the main

  street.




  ‘Niederhöchstadt, not Eschborn!’ Pia snorted. ‘Good God, when was the local government reform? Fifty years ago?’




  ‘Nineteen seventy-one,’ Bodenstein said with a smile. ‘People are just proud of their old villages and want to hold on to their own identity.’




  ‘What crap.’ Pia shook her head. ‘All these hick towns would have gone broke long ago if they’d remained autonomous.’




  At the street corner, a few elderly people had paused to stare at them with undisguised curiosity. Bodenstein greeted them with a nod.




  ‘At least now they have new fodder for the village gossip mill,’ Pia said caustically. ‘Maybe Ingeborg Rohleder was shot because she told someone she was going to live in

  Eschborn.’




  ‘Why are you so sensitive about that?’ Bodenstein cast a sidelong glance at his colleague. ‘Or were you hoping that Renate Rohleder would mention a name and we could

  immediately arrest somebody?’




  They reached the police car park, and he beeped to unlock the doors of their unmarked car.




  ‘Of course not.’ Pia stopped. Then she smiled wryly, shrugged, and opened the passenger door. ‘Well, maybe. I’d feel better about going on holiday if the case were

  solved.’


*


  At precisely 11:30, they entered Dissection Room II in the basement of the Institute of Forensic Medicine on Kennedyallee. The body of Ingeborg Rohleder lay washed and naked on

  the metal table. Professor Henning Kirchhoff and Dr Frederick Lemmer had already begun with the external postmortem examination.




  ‘Pia?’ Henning cried in astonishment. ‘What are you doing here? I thought you were on holiday.’




  ‘I am,’ she said. ‘But almost everyone is off sick at K-11, so I jumped in just for today.’




  ‘I see.’ Henning pulled down his mask, raised his eyebrows, and grinned. A bit mockingly, Pia thought.




  ‘We’re on a flight tomorrow evening at seven forty-five,’ she reassured him. ‘The bags are already packed.’




  ‘That doesn’t mean a thing,’ said Henning. ‘I bet you a hundred euros that you don’t go.’




  ‘You’ve already lost that bet,’ Pia retorted. ‘And while all of you will be freezing your butts off here, I’ll be relaxing in the sun and thinking of

  you.’




  ‘Not going to happen. Remember, I know you,’ Henning teased her. ‘So, just in case you let Christoph go alone, you’re cordially invited to come have Christmas dinner with

  us. We even put up a tree.’




  ‘I’ll be on that plane tomorrow!’ Pia snapped in annoyance.




  She hated that Henning knew her so well and always had such an easy time seeing through her. She’d actually prefer to call off this holiday that she’d been looking forward to for so

  long, but she refused to admit it to herself. And she certainly didn’t want to hear it from her ex-husband.




  Bodenstein smiled and held out his hand to Henning’s new colleague, who had been following the exchange with some amazement.




  ‘Don’t mind these two. They were married once,’ he explained. ‘Oliver von Bodenstein, K-11 Hofheim.’




  ‘Frederick Lemmer,’ the other man answered. ‘Pleased to meet you.’




  ‘Can we begin?’ Pia asked indignantly. ‘We don’t have all day.’




  ‘Why not? Your plane doesn’t leave till tomorrow,’ Henning needled her, grinning at the dirty look she gave him. Then he turned to the body.




  The post-mortem uncovered no decisive new facts. Ingeborg Rohleder had been as healthy as could be, and if she hadn’t been shot, she would have lived many more years. The projectile had

  entered her temple above her left ear and exited a few centimetres higher through her right vertex, which confirmed Kröger’s theory about the path of the bullet. The gunman had been

  positioned down by the stream. He came out of nowhere and then disappeared into thin air.




  ‘How do you like this one, Mama?’ Greta had slipped into a short jacket edged with fake fur. She twisted and turned, casting a critical eye at herself in the

  mirror. The jacket suited her. She was slim, with seemingly endless legs, which meant she looked fabulous in that sort of jacket, unlike many women of Karoline’s generation, who had already

  been getting pudgy even at Greta’s age.




  ‘It looks great on you,’ Karoline said.




  Greta smiled radiantly as she looked for the price tag, which was hanging out of one sleeve.




  ‘Oh no!’ Her eyes widened in consternation. ‘I can’t buy this.’




  ‘Why not?’




  ‘It costs a hundred and eighty euros!’




  ‘I’ll get you the jacket for Christmas if you like it.’




  The girl looked dubious but then turned back to glance in the mirror, torn between reason and desire. Finally the jacket ended up in the shopping bag with three pairs of jeans, a jumper, and a

  hoodie. Greta was overjoyed, and Karoline was pleased.




  When was the last time she’d been shopping in the city five days before Christmas? It must have been twenty years ago, if not longer. Karoline used to love pushing her way through the

  crowds with her best friend. She loved the kitschy Christmas decorations, the rousing Christmas carols, the vendors’ booths that stood on every corner and the aroma of roasted candied almonds

  in the cold December air. When she picked up Greta from boarding school early in the afternoon to take a walk into town, she’d been thinking of Goethestrasse, but Greta insisted on going to

  the shopping centres on the Zeil. For three hours, they had ploughed their way through overheated and overcrowded department stores. She felt happy watching her daughter prowl the aisles with

  shining eyes, looking for Christmas presents for her girlfriends, for Nicki, Papa and her half sister. Greta also enthusiastically tried on clothes that her mother secretly found largely

  impossible. To Karoline’s surprise, even the crowded stores were fun, calling up long-forgotten memories from her youth.




  Back then, she’d had so much time. Her mother had always been generous and never chided her if she sometimes came home late. How amazing it felt not be under pressure from any sort of

  deadline. Her smartphone was back in the glove box of the car, and she didn’t even miss it.




  At five o’clock, they lugged their loot in a zillion bags to the car, which was parked in an underground garage, to drive back to Oberursel. Baking cookies with Grandma – that was

  something Greta still loved doing at thirteen.




  ‘Do you really want to stop working?’ she asked her mother as Karoline manoeuvered the black Porsche out of the parking spot.




  ‘You don’t believe me, do you?’ Karoline gave her daughter a sidelong glance and saw the doubt in her eyes.




  The girl sighed.




  ‘I like it at boarding school, but it would be much nicer if I could live with you and Papa – during the week, too. But . . .’




  ‘But what?’ Karoline stuck the ticket in the reader, and the barrier rose up.




  ‘Papa said that the world would have to end before you would ever stop working,’ replied Greta.




  Bodenstein and Pia were feeling rather frustrated when they arrived back at the station in Hofheim. A photo of Ingeborg Rohleder hung on the bulletin board in the conference

  room, and next to it, Ostermann had written her name and the time of the murder. That was all they had. The canvassing of the neighbourhood, which some of their colleagues had done, had turned up

  nothing. The statements of witnesses had been helpful only in pinning down the exact time of the fatal gunshot. No one had seen the shooter. Evidence techs had searched the crime scene meticulously

  within a radius of 250 metres, but except for the faint impression of the bipod, they had found nothing: no fibres, no shoeprints on the frozen ground, no cartridge casing, no skin scrapings and no

  hair. The perp remained a phantom, and his motive a riddle.




  ‘How should we proceed now?’ asked Ostermann with a rasping cough.




  ‘Hmm.’ Bodenstein studied the map on the wall and rubbed the back of his neck in thought. Where did the perp escape to? Was he audacious enough to get away by crossing the playground

  and the Rhine highway and walking right past Eschborn police station? Or did he take the Lahnstrasse, then the footpath to the viewpoint and get into a car there? Those were undoubtedly the two

  fastest escape routes, but there were other options as well. Walking to the car park near the swimming pool, for instance, or going further, past the tennis courts to the fairground, which was used

  for parking by the employees of many of the surrounding businesses. In any of these places, he could have unobtrusively got into a car and disappeared down the road.




  ‘We should inform the public and ask for help,’ Pia said, and Ostermann nodded in agreement. ‘We’re probably not going to find any more facts relevant to the crime than

  the ones we already have.’




  Inwardly, Bodenstein argued against it, because he was afraid of the immense amount of time it would take to handle the usual phone calls from idiots and all the spurious leads that would have

  to be checked out. He really couldn’t afford wasting any time, given the extreme shortage of investigators at his disposal, but there seemed to be no alternative. Pia was right – at the

  moment, they weren’t expecting to turn up any more facts. Still, there was a slim chance that someone may have seen something that had seemed unimportant at first.




  ‘Okay,’ Bodenstein said at last. ‘We’ll go to the press. And hope for the best.’




  The spot was ideal. The fir branches hung low over the flat roof covered with moss, and the road was a dead end. By six in the evening, it was pitch dark. On the right side

  of the road were only meadows, and her house was the last one, right at the edge of the little wood located between the outskirts of the village and the old state road to Königstein. She had

  turned on the light in the kitchen ten minutes before and then gone upstairs. The old house had huge, old-fashioned lattice windows and no roll-down shutters, only wooden folding shutters, which

  seemed to be only for decoration; they probably hadn’t been closed in years. From his perspective, the house looked a lot like a doll’s house. He could see into every window and follow

  exactly what she was doing. He knew her daily routine, which hardly ever changed except in the most minor ways. In no more than ten minutes, she would go back to the kitchen and start preparing

  dinner for herself and her husband.




  The temperature had dropped by a few degrees since yesterday. The snowstorm predicted for late evening would be a long time coming. The cold didn’t bother him. He was dressed for it.

  He glanced at his watch. The digital display jumped to 18:22. At that moment, she entered the kitchen. Through his Kahles ZF69 rifle scope, he could see her as if she were standing right in front

  of him. She bent down, then turned round and took something out of a cupboard. Her lips moved. Maybe she was listening to music and singing along, as many people do when they’re alone. His

  index finger was on the trigger. He was breathing deeply in and out, concentrating intently on his target. Then, as she turned in his direction, he squeezed the trigger. In the same second that the

  bullet crashed through the windowpane and burst her head wide open, he flicked his eyes reflexively to the right and saw a second person in the kitchen. Good God – she wasn’t alone! A

  shrill scream pierced the air.




  ‘Shit!’ he muttered. Adrenalin was pumping through his body, his heart hammering. He hadn’t counted on anyone else being in the house. The woman hadn’t been singing;

  she was talking to someone! Swiftly, he disassembled the rifle and stowed it in the bag. Then he put the used casing that had been ejected in his jacket pocket and crawled to the edge of the roof.

  Under cover of the tree branches, he slipped down from the roof of the transformer substation and vanished soundlessly in the dark.




  The whole project in the kitchen turned into a gigantic mess. Like a spurting fountain, the hot liquid sprayed her face, hands and arms.




  ‘Damn!’




  She looked down at herself and saw that she was covered with orange spots. The pumpkin and carrot juice would be almost impossible to get out of the light-grey cashmere of her favourite jumper.

  Pia swore a blue streak because she’d forgotten to put on an apron before she stuck the hand blender in the saucepan and turned it on. The juice had also spattered the Ceran cooking surface

  on her convection stove top, the floor and half the kitchen. Normally she wasn’t so clumsy in the kitchen, but she was feeling out of it, and this was the first time she was making pumpkin

  soup with ginger and coconut milk. The recipe had sounded good and promised to be child’s play, but the pumpkin had almost done her in when she was unable to cut it up as easily as described

  in the recipe. After she had sawed on the gourd in vain with a meat knife and almost sliced her finger, she marched outside with the obstreperous sphere and without further ado set it on the

  chopping block next to the shed and quickly split it apart with an axe. She finished dicing up the pumpkin in the kitchen.




  ‘I’ll be a laughing stock if I can’t even make a simple pumpkin soup,’ Pia muttered, turning off the blender. Stupidly enough, the recipe page was so covered with orange

  liquid that she could no longer decipher how much coconut milk to put in the soup.




  Outside, a car drove up, and a minute later the front door opened. The dogs greeted Christoph with happy barks.




  ‘Wife at the stove,’ he called cheerfully as he came into the kitchen. ‘That’s the way to start a holiday!’




  Pia turned round and smiled. After more than four years, her heart still skipped a beat whenever she saw Christoph.




  ‘I planned to have dinner ready long ago, and surprise you with a delicious soup. The recipe said it was easy and would take only twenty minutes. But it all started going wrong when I had

  to use brute force to break up the pumpkin into small bits.’




  Christoph’s eyes surveyed the kitchen, which Pia had transformed into a battlefield. He tried not to grin, but then he couldn’t help laughing. Ignoring the pumpkin-carrot splatters,

  he took her in his arms and kissed her.




  ‘Yum,’ he said, licking his lips. ‘Tastes good!’




  ‘It’s only missing the coconut milk. And the coriander.’




  ‘You know what?’ Christoph took the blender from her hand. ‘Let me finish this while you clean up and set the table.’




  ‘I was hoping you’d say that, beloved husband.’ Pia smiled, gave him a kiss, and got ready to clear away the chaos she’d created with her cooking experiment.




  Fifteen minutes later, they were sitting at the table, and the soup actually did taste fantastic. Pia talked non-stop about all sorts of trivia, which was out of character for her, but she was

  trying to avoid having Christoph ask whether she’d been at work today. She was torn between her desire to spend three weeks with her husband and the awful feeling that she was letting down

  her boss and colleagues. The dilemma was tormenting her, because normally she was not a person who put off making unpleasant decisions. At first, Christoph went along with her evasive manoeuver,

  but finally he brought up the awkward subject.




  ‘Have you decided yet whether you’re flying with me or staying here?’ he asked casually as they were clearing the table.




  ‘Of course I’m going with you,’ she replied. ‘My bags are all packed.’




  ‘Did you and your colleagues catch the murderer?’




  ‘Unfortunately, no.’ Pia shook her head. ‘There are no clues, no witnesses, no obvious motive. Maybe the woman was just in the wrong place at the wrong time, and there’s

  no connection between the victim and the perp.’




  ‘You mean, she was shot at random?’




  ‘It’s possible. That sort of thing is rare, but it does happen.’




  ‘So now what?’




  Pia began to fill the dishwasher.




  ‘The boss wants to take the case public in the hope that somebody somewhere might have seen something. So there’s absolutely no reason for me to stay here,’ she said, keeping

  her voice cheerful, though she felt the exact opposite. ‘It won’t really matter whether I’m here to help them or not.’


*


  ‘I just came from Wiesbaden,’ Dr Nicola Engel announced as she sat down on one of the visitors’ chairs in front of Bodenstein’s desk. ‘At the

  office of the State Criminal Police, I happened to run into the head of Operational Case Analysis. He said it might be possible to send over one of his people, as reinforcement and to lend us

  another perspective.’




  ‘I see.’ Bodenstein took off his reading glasses and looked at his boss expectantly. Nicola never ‘happened’ to run into anyone, and her use of the phrase ‘might be

  possible’ was only a rhetorical trick to make him feel that she had asked his opinion. In reality, she had undoubtedly already arranged everything without consulting him.




  ‘Andreas Neff is an experienced case analyst,’ she went on. ‘He was in the States for a while and learned the latest profiling methods.’




  ‘I see,’ Bodenstein said again. The idea of working with a stranger on this case didn’t exactly please him, but since Pia was leaving on holiday tomorrow and Fachinger was

  still off sick, he desperately needed some back-up.




  ‘What do you mean by “I see”?’ Nicola Engel asked. ‘I thought you’d be happy to have some help.’




  Bodenstein gazed pensively at his boss, who years earlier had once been his fiancée. A lot had happened since the incidents in the summer two years ago, which had resulted in her arrest

  and suspension from the force because of serious accusations made by their longtime colleague Frank Behnke. Behnke claimed that Dr Engel had ordered him to liquidate an undercover investigator

  during a raid fifteen years earlier, to stop him from spilling the beans about the connections between some high-ranking personalities and a paedophile ring. The arrest of the leader of the

  criminal police had created quite a stir, and naturally, the press had jumped all over it.




  But Dr Nicola Engel had not allowed these accusations to stick. She finally revealed to Bodenstein what she until then had resolutely kept secret. In 1997, he was also working in Frankfurt K-11,

  but he had only peripheral knowledge of the events. Nicola now told him that in reality it wasn’t Frank Behnke, but she herself who had been the victim of a plot that extended into the

  highest political levels. When she became a danger to the people pulling the strings, they had threatened her and then had her transferred to Würzburg in Bavaria. Knowing that the statute of

  limitations never expired for murder, Nicola Engel had decided to put the case on the back burner until some later time when she would be able to expose what really happened.




  Her testimony before an investigative commission had provoked dramatic results. The former acting chief of police and a retired judge from the Federal Constitutional Court both committed

  suicide. Other individuals involved had been arrested and had confessed, so that after fourteen years, the murders of Erik Lessing and two members of the Frankfurt Road Kings were finally resolved.

  After this, Engel had been reinstated and returned to her position, while Frank Behnke was sentenced to life in prison for the triple murder.




  After Engel returned to the Regional Criminal Unit in Hofheim, which Bodenstein had headed temporarily during her absence, she had a long conversation with Pia and Bodenstein to thank them

  specifically for their actions. With this burden finally lifted from her soul after fifteen long years, a great change was apparent in Engel. Working with her was entirely different, more collegial

  and, at times, even convivial.




  ‘I’d be happier if I had my whole team working on this,’ Bodenstein now replied, shutting down his computer. ‘But perhaps a case analyst would be a good idea. We’re

  fishing in murky waters, and we’re no further along than we were yesterday.’




  Engel stood up, and Bodenstein followed suit.




  ‘I’m giving you carte blanche,’ she assured him. ‘If you need more people, just tell me, and I’ll take care of it.’




  His mobile rang.




  ‘All right.’ He nodded to his boss. She left the office and he took the call.




  ‘Papa!’ Rosalie shouted in his ear. ‘Mama just dumped the dwarf on me, and she wasn’t supposed to do that till tomorrow!’




  ‘I’m not a dwarf,’ Sophia protested in the background, and Bodenstein had to smile.




  ‘Calm down,’ Rosalie said to her little sister; then she turned back to her father. ‘Mama has to leave today for Berlin, because her schedule got changed somehow. But what am I

  supposed to do now? I have so many things to get done, and I can’t leave Sophia alone. What am I going to—?’




  ‘I’ll be home in half an hour,’ Bodenstein interrupted his elder daughter. ‘Then you can take off.’




  He took his coat from the closet, grabbed his briefcase and turned off the light in his office. As he walked, he punched up his contact list on his mobile and tapped in the number of his

  ex-wife. Once again, this was so typical of Cosima. She was always so wrapped up in her own plans and impulsive ideas, so she had never paid much attention to what anyone else needed to do –

  her husband and her children came second.


*


  Pia put away her buzzing mobile when she saw that the caller had blocked the number. At seven thirty in the evening, it could only be somebody she didn’t know, or the

  police dispatcher. In twenty-four hours, she would be sitting on the plane to Ecuador, and she didn’t want the decision that she had finally made to be jeopardized by anything.




  ‘Don’t you want to take that call?’ Christoph asked.




  ‘No.’




  She had already given the horses their evening hay, and now she wanted to curl up on the comfortable sofa and watch a DVD with Christoph while they finished off at least one bottle of wine.

  ‘Did you choose a movie?’




  ‘How about In Bruges?’ Christoph suggested. ‘We haven’t watched that in a long time.’




  ‘Please, nothing with guns and dead bodies,’ said Pia.




  ‘Well, that eliminates almost everything we have in our video collection,’ he said with a grin. He was dead set against letting Pia talk him into watching Steel Magnolias or

  The Devil Wears Prada. Before he found some football match on the Sky Channel or a deadly boring documentary on Arte, Pia agreed to watch a James Bond movie. They were always entertaining,

  and it would take her mind off other things.




  Her mobile buzzed again.




  ‘Go ahead and take it,’ Christoph said. ‘It seems to be important.’




  Pia sighed, grabbed the phone, and said hello.




  ‘Ms Kirchhoff, please forgive me for bothering you,’ said the officer on duty. ‘I know you’re on holiday, but I can’t reach anyone else from K-11. We have another

  body. In Oberursel this time.’




  ‘Shit,’ Pia muttered. ‘What about Bodenstein?’




  ‘He’s not answering his phone. But I’ll try him again.’




  ‘Where do I have to go?’ She met Christoph’s gaze and shrugged to signal her regret.




  ‘The address is An der Heide 12 in Oberursel,’ said the officer. ‘I’ve already notified the evidence team.’




  ‘Got it. Thanks.’




  ‘And thank you.’ He had the decency not to wish her a good evening, because obviously she wasn’t going to have one.




  ‘What’s up?’ Christoph asked.




  ‘If only I hadn’t taken that call.’ Pia got up. ‘There’s another body, in Oberursel. I’m really sorry. I hope the boss shows up soon so I can make a quick

  exit.’




  Bodenstein was ecstatic that he had to play only a minor role in his ex-wife’s chaotic life. It had taken him years to admit that he didn’t find it

  ‘exciting’ but rather terribly exhausting to adapt to her constantly changing plans. Cosima had no qualms about rescheduling appointments that had been made weeks before, if something

  more interesting suddenly popped into her head. And she expected her family and friends simply to accept the way she impulsively changed her mind. ‘Flexibility’ and

  ‘spontaneity’, two words that she promoted as positive traits, were in Bodenstein’s eyes nothing more than proof of her inability to organize her life.




  ‘I wanted to take a taxi, but they couldn’t send one for an hour!’ Cosima said as Bodenstein loaded her luggage into the boot of her SUV in the car park of the Zauberberg

  building in Ruppertshain. ‘It’s totally outrageous.’




  ‘If you’d ordered the taxi yesterday, I’m sure it wouldn’t have been a problem,’ was all he said as he closed the boot. ‘Have you got everything?’




  ‘Oh dear, where’s my handbag? Did I have it with me or not?’ She opened the boot again. Bodenstein got in behind the wheel and turned to Sophia, who was in her car seat.




  ‘Are you all strapped in?’ he asked.




  ‘Sure. Even a baby could do it,’ replied his younger daughter.




  ‘Ah, here it is!’ Cosima shouted, slamming the boot closed, then jumping into the passenger seat. ‘God, I’m frazzled.’




  Bodenstein refrained from commenting. He started the engine and drove off. Some things would never change.




  Cosima babbled on during the whole trip, through Fischbach and Kelkheim, down the B8, and didn’t shut up until they turned at the Main-Taunus Centre and got on the A66 to Wiesbaden.

  Bodenstein glanced to the right and saw in the dark the lights of Birkenhof, where Pia lived with her partner. Maybe the profiler that Nicola had forced on him would really help solve the case

  quickly. But he felt rather lost without Pia, Cem and Kathrin. During his career with the criminal police, there had been very few cases that went unsolved. He had the unpleasant feeling that the

  murder of Ingeborg Rohleder might one day end up as a cold case in a box in the archives. Seldom had the evidence been so scanty as it was in this investigation.




  ‘Are we there yet, Papa?’ Sophia asked from the back seat.




  ‘Almost,’ he said, signalling to turn right. A few minutes later, they could see the lights of Frankfurt Airport. He had driven Cosima out here countless times when she was going off

  on a trip. He could find the way in his sleep. As usual at this time of the evening, all hell had broken loose at the airport, but Bodenstein got lucky and nabbed a ten-minute spot in front of the

  departures hall. He got out, found a baggage trolley, and loaded suitcases and bags on it while Cosima said goodbye to Sophia.




  Then they were standing face-to-face.




  ‘Kind of like the old days, don’t you think?’ Cosima smiled, a little embarrassed. ‘Merry Christmas, Oliver. And thanks for everything.’




  ‘Don’t mention it,’ said Bodenstein. ‘And Merry Christmas to you, too. Give us a call on Christmas Eve, everybody’s coming over to my house.’




  ‘Ah, I wish I could be there,’ Cosima said with a sigh, surprising him. She didn’t seem very happy. The feverish euphoria that had always gripped her when taking off on a trip

  to work on a long-planned film project was missing.




  Suddenly she took a step towards Bodenstein and hugged him. It was the first time in years that she’d touched him, but it felt strangely familiar. She still wore the same perfume.




  ‘I miss you,’ she whispered, giving him a kiss on the cheek. The next instant, she grabbed the handle of the baggage trolley, blew Sophia a kiss, and took off. Amazed, Bodenstein

  watched her go until the glass doors of the departures hall closed behind her and she disappeared in the crowd.




  When Pia arrived at the designated address with the help of the satnav, she had a feeling that it was going to be a long evening, because the whole cavalry had turned out in

  the quiet cul-de-sac at the edge of the fields: several patrol cars, the medical examiner, ambulances, the forensic team and a crisis intervention team. Blue lights flashed mutely in the night. Pia

  left her car behind a dark-coloured Porsche with Frankfurt plates and walked through the light snowfall to the blue VW van with the side door open.
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