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Prologue

BELGIUM, THE ARDENNES FOREST, early January

An almost translucent fog hung low over the landscape and would not disappear anytime soon. It would probably last until midday if the sun came through the clouds. This was January, after all, the middle of winter, and it was a colder winter than anyone could remember. It had been snowing for a couple of days. Not much, but just enough to cover trees, rocks, and bushes with an irregular layer of crusty white powder that only the most optimistic of skiers would regard as real snow. Not that skiers would venture out here, in this thick forest. No marks covered the ground, no animals could be seen. Even the birds stayed away. Nothing in the landscape moved. It resembled a huge, dreary, life-size painting by an artist who had only white and black on his palette, maybe a spittle of brown.

Alexandra Dewaal glanced over her shoulder at Walter Eekhaut, who was carefully following in her footsteps, head slightly down, his attention on the placement of his feet. Today they would certainly be the only larger living beings to leave their traces here.

Eekhaut would have preferred leaving no trace at all, letting this part of the forest remain virginal. He preferred spending January in a heated office or his warm bed instead of here—somewhere in the middle of the Belgian Ardennes, isolated from any touch of civilization. Strange it was, being so utterly alone in this otherwise densely populated country. At times, he imagined he was in the Canadian north or Alaska, neither of which he had ever set eyes on.

Dewaal stopped and consulted the digital compass she held in her left hand. Eekhaut waited patiently. It was a sophisticated military compass that indicated coordinates and other useful information, describing within a few yards where on the planet a person had decided to lose themselves.

“And?” he inquired, his voice loud against the trees and snow.

She shook her head. They had not yet arrived at their destination.

“Still far to go?” He knew he sounded like a ten-year-old, trapped in a car en route to Spain or wherever with ten hours or so still to go. He was feeling chilled, as if death itself were forcing its way through the soles of his boots.

Death.

The thought seemed apt in these surroundings.

She shrugged, as much as she could in that heavy, almost polar-weight parka and backpack large enough for an expedition of several days. He wondered what she had in that backpack. Not that he cared much. His own parka was warm enough, and he carried only his small shoulder bag. He had assumed they wouldn’t stay overnight, camping in the wild. He wasn’t prepared for that, anyway, hadn’t even brought an extra pair of underwear. She hadn’t mentioned camping when they left Amsterdam that morning. She’d told him hardly anything. Just that he needed sturdy shoes and warm clothes. And gloves. And he had to bring his weapon. Which he had done.

He assumed even she didn’t know how far they still had to walk. The compass didn’t compute distances, only indicated location. For distances and directions, they had to bring a map and figure it out for themselves. And in a landscape like this, distances had to be relative, since it was not possible to walk in a straight line. It would be easy to walk a quarter mile across the frozen soil if they kept clear of trees and bushes, but farther on they would have to climb and find their way through the forest, where it became denser.

She inspected the map she held. She had it folded up inside a plastic sleeve, as protection against the elements. It wasn’t the kind of map tourists would use.

“Can’t be too far now,” she said, each word condensing in the air.

He nodded and pulled his cap down farther over his ears. She had drawn up her parka’s hood. She wore a two-piece ski suit under her parka, the kind a member of a SWAT team would wear. The suit had pockets in unusual places, allowing fast access. He had to admit she looked positively adventure-ready. Like a polar explorer on steroids. Maybe a polar bear would make an appearance. Maybe this part of the country would break away from the continent and drift toward the North Pole. Everything seemed possible in this eerie landscape.

She gestured for him to follow. Along their left side, the landscape rose and gradually formed a steep wall with protruding lumps of rock sticking out from between the roots of plants and trees. To their right rose tight pines, like an army of pale green warriors, forbidding enough to prevent access to that part of the forest, where ancient forces might rule the deep, dark woods. Under their feet, the floor was rocky and uneven. Eekhaut slowed down to choose his footing. He couldn’t afford an accident. It would be easy enough to break an ankle.

Dewaal paused and peeked over her shoulder. Her face remained in the hood’s shadow, and he couldn’t see her expression. She had been mostly silent all day, even during the drive from Amsterdam. Now, with only the pale tip of her nose sticking out from the shadow of her hood, she looked like a ghost.

The forest seemed to grow still more impenetrable. Even the light disappeared between the trees, as if a veil had been pulled over the landscape. The wall on their left leaned over their heads. There was nothing farther on but more forest.

And wolves, he thought. Or maybe wild boar. There would be wild boar in the Ardennes. He’d better keep out of their way. Weighing several hundred pounds each, they were said to be fierce and attack at the slightest provocation. He wouldn’t want to cross their path or aggravate them. He wasn’t concerned about wolves. There had been no wolves in these forests for a hundred years. Not indigenous, anyway. But some might have migrated from Germany.

“We will have to cross that part of the forest,” Dewaal said, pointing toward the right. “Otherwise, we’d need to take a long detour.”

He didn’t doubt her skill with map and compass, but crossing through the forest didn’t seem an attractive option. All he saw was a wall of dead branches and dead bushes between straight trunks.

“And then?”

She glanced at the map. “We’re almost there.” She looked up. “You still got some of that coffee?”

He opened his shoulder bag and pulled out a slim aluminum thermos, unscrewed the cap, and poured her a splash of steaming coffee. He had filled the thermos in the cafeteria that morning, fresh out of the machine. Not that he was a fan of cafeteria coffee, but it was hot, and he had added lots of sugar. It had been seven in the morning.

She drank the coffee in one go. She glanced at him thoughtfully, then at the map again. He put the thermos back in his bag and zipped it closed.

“Let’s move,” she said, as if this were merely a stroll on a summer beach. Summer beaches were more what he had in mind, but he’d chosen the wrong place and season. He followed her, not having much choice. Chief Commissioner Dewaal was his superior. He might have expected her to remain behind a desk, but she chose to be in the field as much as possible. Here, in the field, she hardly acted like his superior. That was something she did only from behind her desk. And whenever she was angry at him. Otherwise, she applied the rules of the AIVD rather carelessly. She knew he had a problem with rules, both those of the AIVD and hers. She tolerated that as much as she could. She knew he, as the only Belgian officer in her department of the Dutch intelligence community, had no trouble with her personally; only with the way the government and police were run.

She crossed the open space toward the trees and penetrated the forest. It swallowed her up. He went in after her, determined not to get lost.

“You want me to walk in front?” he suggested.

She hesitated. Between the trees, snow had hardly penetrated. The floor was littered with dried leaves and small branches, forming a soft, dry carpet.

“Why would you?”

“Because I’m bigger than you,” he said.

She glanced at him. Of course, she knew he was bigger and should walk first, but she was used to leading, and lead she would. There would not be any immediate danger, he assumed, but still.

“Go ahead,” she said and stepped aside.

He regretted his offer right away, forcing his way through the dense undergrowth. It was uphill all the way now, enough to make him realize he was in poor physical condition. Soon he was hot in his parka, but he couldn’t take it off or he would freeze.

He heard a loud click to his left and knew it was her firearm being loaded. Dewaal held her gun in her hand and frowned at him. He reached for his own weapon under his parka, pulled it out, and tugged the slide back. The sound carried a long way, even between the trees. To anyone around, their arrival was now clearly announced. They moved on. Nothing else moved.

And then, suddenly, without any noticeable transition, they stood at the edge of a clearing. Dewaal squatted down and Eekhaut did the same. Keeping their guns at ready, they looked around the clearing that was bordered by a wall of gray, forbidding trees. It was several hundred meters across. Under other circumstances Eekhaut would have looked up at the heavens, but now his attention was fully on the spectacle in front of him.

A terrible spectacle of apocalyptic proportions.

Dewaal, next to him, remained silent. He expected nothing less of her. She was a very disciplined officer. During her career, she had seen horrible things, just as he had. As police officers, they had both learned to distance themselves from their feelings, to objectify horror and gore, as if they were mere props in a movie.

But now. He didn’t know how to interpret what was in front of him. Even if the corpses chained to the stakes had long lost the essential characteristics of their humanity, they still had once been living, breathing people.

There were the eyes, to start with. Or what remained of eyes. Or the lack of them.

And then the rest of the faces. Faces in agony.

“Seven,” Dewaal said, as if an independent part of her brain were registering objective details.

Eekhaut couldn’t utter a word.

It wasn’t that these had once been people. That wasn’t what it was about. What this was about was what they had had to endure, how they had been put to death.

The whole clearing was deserted. Even hope had long ago deserted this place. If ever silence could be deafening, this was it. Even the ice-crusted snow beneath their feet seemed to make a terrible noise when they got up.

“You get the camera,” Dewaal said, holstering her gun. She sounded businesslike, even though she spoke softly. She too seemed impressed by the silence. “Take as many pictures as you need. All the details. We’ll need details. Lots of them.”

Eekhaut thought, Why don’t you snap those pictures? Why don’t you get yourself closer to the details of this . . . these things, these horrors that used to be humans, even if we prefer not to see them as such? Why don’t you?

But he didn’t object. This was not the moment to question her authority. He noticed her body, even under the layers of fabric, was taut as a string, her face white. She had pushed back the hood of her parka.

In the middle of the clearing, seven high stakes stood more or less erect, firmly planted in the ground. To each of them had been chained a human being. People and chains and stakes now seemed as if they were made of the same material: hard and black and jagged, like charcoal for the barbecue. Snow covered the soil around the stakes and all over the clearing, and there was snow on parts of the seven figures. He knew there would be more blackness under that whiteness.

He deferred the most evident question. The question he didn’t want answered.

Had they been dead already when the fire began to consume them?

Probably not.

Dewaal stepped up to the nearest figure. It seemed impossibly tall, taller than the average human. But this was an illusion. Each stake rose out of a cone-shaped mound, about half a yard high. Each of the figures—male, female—was a caricature of a human being. Matchstick men, Eekhaut thought. He knew how only high temperatures achieved that effect. He had seen other bodies like that. Victims of aircraft fires. People burned to death in cars. The pictures the public never got to see, not in newspapers and not on TV. Because the media still possessed just enough discretion to withhold such horrors from their audience.

Although this policy might, at some point, change. When horror sold more newspapers or more advertising time.

He inhaled deeply. The air was odorless because of the biting cold.

Dewaal turned toward him.

He holstered his gun and took the camera from his bag. A small digital camera, perfect for this work. He took pictures of the nearest figure. He hardly looked at the display. Each of the pictures would show an almost abstract object, a grotesque piece of artwork.

A piece of artwork.

Who was the artist? Eekhaut wondered about that. Who was responsible for these figures? And would he want to meet that person? He would not. But they had come here to find answers.

While Dewaal inspected the bodies more closely, he continued to take pictures. That took a while. He observed, although there was little to observe. The worst were the faces—or what remained of them. On two figures, the flesh was largely burned away and only the blackened and cracked skull remained. Of the others, something that could pass for a face, ears, nose, and even lips were rudimentarily present. All he could identify was the horrible pain and the last desperate cry escaping from steaming lungs and the bodies contorted as in a last effort to escape the flames.

The worst hadn’t been the fire itself, causing so much despair, but the realization there was no escape.

He closed his eyes and stepped back.

His question had been answered. They had been alive.

When he looked again, he saw Dewaal standing in the middle of the clearing. She too held her eyes closed for a moment.

He turned his attention back to the victim in front of him. He needed to be professional. It wasn’t clear if this had been a man or a woman or what age the victim had been. Or what color their skin had been. Having these questions answered would need more detailed medical investigation.

He noticed Dewaal writing in her black notebook. She caught him staring. “I’m just trying to . . .” she said, as if she needed to apologize. And she made a gesture, encompassing the clearing, as if she wanted to say: I need to write a couple of things down to give meaning to our presence, as if this is a routine police investigation. He understood, and he took some more pictures.

After a while he switched off the camera and returned it to his bag. They stood side by side in the circle of death. “It’s a ritual,” she said. “It serves no other purpose.”

“You realize no one was supposed to discover this.”

“Maybe not,” she admitted. “A ritual doesn’t need the attention of the outside world. And I guess if you do something like this, you want to avoid other people knowing about it. Certainly, if you have very, very personal reasons to commit a crime like this, this far removed from the outside world. In the end, it’s enough that it’s done.”

“And your informant sent us here because he felt we needed to see this?”

“He wanted me to see this. Because he trusts me.”

“A ritual.”

She looked up at him. “That’s what it is, I guess.”

“We need to identify them.”

“The victims? Right away? I don’t think we can . . .”

“I mean, let’s get a forensic team over.” He inspected her pale face. She looked ill. They both were going to be sorry they came here.

“Our Belgian colleagues? I guess we need to alert them as soon as we can. We don’t have cell reception here, but when we get back to the car, I’ll alert them right away. Problem will be to keep this out of the press.” She looked past him. “Is that a cabin or something?”

At the edge of the clearing, slightly higher against the slope, stood a small rectangular building that looked as gray and lifeless as everything around it. Dewaal stepped away from Eekhaut and approached the building. He went after her, keeping the camera ready.

A ritual. Nothing good could come of this. Seven bodies. Why seven? He had a bad feeling about symbolic numbers like that.

The cabin turned out to be a run-down and roughly constructed building made of thin tree trunks. It had a door but no window. It didn’t look as if it would serve as a permanent residence. The roof was of corrugated iron, rusty under a partial layer of snow.

Dewaal stopped and made no move to open the door. Eekhaut could easily guess what she was thinking. Inside, there would be more horrors. More bodies. More evidence of a perverse ritual.

She was also looking at something on the wall.

He approached and saw what it was.

His blood ran cold. He forgot to use the camera.

On the wall of the cabin, close to the door, was writing. It took him some effort to decipher the words. Someone had patiently, probably with their fingers, left behind these three lines:


This world seems to take forever,

But it is only

The dream of a sleeper.



Dewaal spoke up. “It’s blood. It is written in blood.”

Someone had taken the trouble to write these words in blood. That same person, or persons, had probably chained seven people on stakes and set them on fire. The words on the wall were almost black. None of this had happened recently, but neither had it happened long ago.

“Maybe,” Eekhaut suggested, “it’s a collective suicide. We cannot yet exclude anything, however horrible.”

Dewaal looked at him in surprise. He understood. Why had he wanted to comfort himself with such an illusion? A collective suicide? It was something he wanted to cling to, while he wanted not to believe how much evil there was in the world.

“Nobody,” she said, “commits suicide this way.”

She probably knew more about this case. She had an informant.

“Want to go inside?” she said.

“The cabin?”

“We have to. And we have to search the whole clearing, for clues.”

“Clues? Right now?”

“This is a murder investigation, Walter. You’re experienced enough to know how things work.”

Her face had gotten some of its color back, except for the tip of her nose. “When I was carted off from Brussels to your unit in Amsterdam, I assumed I’d left my homicide days behind me. I still remember what the assignment read: to investigate subversive organizations and to—”

“I know exactly what the terms of your assignment stated and what I’m responsible for, Eekhaut,” Dewaal said sharply. The hood of her parka was still flat against her pack, but she didn’t seem cold anymore. There was a fire in her eyes, a kind of fever. Considering the circumstances, he didn’t find that remarkable.

“You want me to walk in there, into that cabin.”

“Well,” she said peevishly, “or I’ll do it myself. I just assumed, with you being the alpha male and all, it would be obvious which one of us would walk in there first. You don’t want a female officer running risks, do you? Would be an insult to your manhood?”

He would normally not let himself be challenged by her. At least not this way. But now, with the cold and the gruesome scene behind them, he couldn’t refuse. What could there be waiting for them inside the cabin that could be worse than the charred corpses?

A lot of things. A lot of things could be worse.

He flicked on his flashlight and pulled out his gun.

He kicked open the door of the hut. It went easily enough, frame and all. Rotten, completely.

From the cabin an old, musty smell emerged, and Eekhaut knew it would linger in his nostrils for the rest of the day. And it would be in his clothes. And everywhere. A basement stench, a cellar kept closed for much too long.

He did what he had done in the past, under similar circumstances. He thought of Fox Mulder in The X-Files and stepped over what remained of the threshold.

“What do you see?” Dewaal asked, standing behind him in the grim light and clean air. Eekhaut kept his gun ready and the flashlight in front of him. The cabin had no window, and he blocked the light from behind him. The beam of the flashlight moved like a lingering finger on what passed for walls and then over the floor.

“It’s dead,” he finally said, over his shoulder.

He enjoyed the short silence before Dewaal said, “What is?” The timbre of her voice told him she expected the worst. It being dead didn’t seem to reassure her. “What is dead?”

He stepped back, then stepped outside, turned toward her. “It has tentacles and the body of a spider.”

For a moment, he saw horror in her expression. Then she frowned. “Tentacles?”

“One of the Old Gods,” he said. “Never read Lovecraft? The details have eluded me, but it was something with tentacles and . . .”

She might have slapped him, under other circumstances. Like when nobody was around. Which was the case here. But she didn’t. Because she held her gun in her right hand.

“It’s a fox,” he said. “His head shot off or something. Probably used for the bloody message on the wall.”

She abruptly turned and stepped away from the cabin. He had behaved badly, as usual, although he felt a bit sorry for her. Just a bit. It had been, after all, her idea to come wandering around in the Ardennes, far from her jurisdiction, based on nothing more than a message from an informant and a set of coordinates. An informant who assured her something big was going on. Well, that at least seemed correct. Seven corpses and a dead fox in a cabin. That would not sit well with animal rights organizations. Things would go downhill after that.

Cut it out, he thought. You only make things worse with your stupid jokes. These people died horribly.

Dewaal holstered her gun again and turned toward him. “What’s the time?”

He glanced at his watch. “Bit after three.”

“Mmm. There’s not much daylight left. We’re not going to spend the night here. How long will it take to get back to the car?”

“An hour.”

“We have to get back right now.”

“And all this?”

“Nothing here is going to abscond on its own account, is it, Chief Inspector? What does this whole setup tell us? Tourists not welcome. I don’t think anyone will come and meddle with the evidence before we can bring in the circus. Once we’re in the car, I’ll make calls to everyone, including the local authorities and our own people, and with luck they’ll all show up by tomorrow morning. Enough people, I assume, to explore every square inch of this place. Can you live with that, Chief Inspector? Otherwise, I invite you to remain here, but on your own.”

He wouldn’t do that. Not even Fox Mulder would do that. Not here, with the hideous shrieking of the victims still resounding among the trees.

They walked back together. He wasn’t surprised she’d snapped at him, considering the circumstances. She seemed furious—furious for the seven lives destroyed in this terrible place.



MONDAY

Amsterdam. Three weeks later.



1

“TWO?” CHIEF COMMISSIONER DEWAAL said with a frown that seemed to have taken permanent possession of her. “Are you serious? It took them three weeks to tell us they found usable DNA for only two of the victims?”

Eekhaut, neatly dressed in gray corduroy trousers, a dark blue shirt, and a wool sports jacket, sat across from her in her stern and austere office at the Kerkstraat, in the heart of Amsterdam between Keizersgracht and Herengracht, two of the main grachten or canals around the center of the city. He had been going through a leather folder that contained documents and photographs, all pertaining to the Ardennes incident.

Eekhaut knew in advance what these pictures would show him. Things he had seen all too often for the past three weeks, which were gradually losing their meaning. Two or three of the barely recognizable faces might provide clues for the investigation. Until then, they gave nothing away but proof of unbearable suffering.

Brief suffering, Eekhaut hoped. He would probably never know how long it had taken these people to die, unless some specialist told him. But he didn’t want to know. A look at these remains showed him more than enough.

As Dewaal had predicted, the clearing in the forest wasn’t an isolated patch of the Ardennes by the morning after they’d found it. At one point, Eekhaut counted thirty people, who had all had to walk for an hour through the forest, as it was impossible for vehicles to get any closer. Which by itself was remarkable, given the effort of the murderer, or murderers, to get their victims to that place.

Local police, Belgian federal police, two teams from the Victims Identification Unit, a federal prosecutor who would lead the Belgian side of the investigation, pathologists, some members of the local fire brigade, two foresters, and four men in suits and black overcoats who avoided talking to anyone but each other. Probably State Security, Eekhaut assumed. All the members of the extended family in one spot, as if this were a picnic. He knew none of those present and didn’t feel the need to talk to anyone, which suited him fine. It suited everybody fine, since Dewaal, along with her superiors, had decided to keep this discovery from the newspapers, at least until any real progress was made on the identity of the victims.

Three weeks later, and surprisingly—seeing the number of people who had been involved from the beginning—the press still had not published or broadcast anything concerning the affair.

Everyone present wanted to know how Dewaal and Eekhaut had ended up at this precise spot and what they knew. Dewaal kept them at a distance, referring to an ongoing investigation by the Dutch State Security. The prosecutor, who spoke Dutch with a thick French accent, reminded her she was operating on Belgian soil, without an international mandate. She reminded him that she represented an international organization and was accompanied by a Belgian colleague, so no, she wasn’t intruding on anyone’s territory. The Belgian colleague said he had no intention of interfering, not in the presence of the prosecutor. He had never been friendly with prosecutors. This being a small world, the man might at some point recall Eekhaut’s reputation from his time in Brussels.

The prosecutor also asked why such a high-ranking Dutch police officer would want to come all the way to the Ardennes and do the fieldwork herself, instead of sending a team. Dewaal shrugged him off. She would not explain—she didn’t want to jeopardize the confidentiality of her information.

Seven black body bags had been laid out in a neat row, as if order needed to be preserved to compensate for the terrible fate of the victims. As if it would make their final moments bearable. The members of the forensics team, clad in white overalls like ghosts crafted out of snow, gathered the stakes and the chains, while others walked the perimeter of the crime scene, looking for traces. Ultimately there was nothing helpful to be found, not even in the cabin.

Nevertheless, samples of everything were taken, because with a site like this, no one could afford to be negligent. A helicopter was needed to take pictures of the site and the surroundings. Even the dead fox was bagged and carried off. By the end of the day, a Dutch team of forensic investigators arrived on the scene. It was assumed that at least some of the victims could be Dutch, given the background story Dewaal had shared with just three people at that time.

The days after had been particularly busy, especially for Dewaal and Eekhaut, who drew up a strategy for dealing with the details of the investigation, although they were hindered by the lack of information about the victims. Dewaal wanted a small team from the Bureau only, making sure no information went out to other departments and certainly not to the press. She drew up requests for additional expenses, overtime, and an extension of the Bureau’s jurisdiction. All this resulted in almost endless counter-requests for revisions of budgets, estimates for the extra work hours, and warnings against meddling with foreign law enforcement agencies.

Inspector Van Gils, an old hand at avoiding both red tape and annoying chores, was initially added to the team as the part-time third member. He would snoop around in Amsterdam and have chats with people he knew from the old days. He was not directly going to mention the Ardennes or the burning of seven people, but he would carefully ask around for missing persons and strange tales of abduction. The contacts he had, however, were usually petty criminals, not the sort of people who would go all-out on apocalyptic rituals.

All this had started, three weeks earlier, with Dewaal showing Eekhaut, in confidence, a piece of paper with some numbers on it. He had just finished his third coffee of the morning, more than his usual ration. He needed the caffeine, having come to terms with Linda, his girlfriend, having left the night before for Africa. They would be separated for several months, a decision that had been hard on him, but one she had made after much soul-searching. The previous evening, as a sort of farewell, they had visited several pubs, and things had gotten a bit out of hand. He had said a proper goodbye in the early morning, after which she left with her luggage.

“Do you know what these are?” Dewaal had asked him. She shoved the piece of paper toward him. It was half a page from a yellow pad, with a series of numbers on it.

“Numbers,” he said. Good thing he’d had his coffee, since she seemed to want to test him with some trick question.

She sighed. “I know they’re numbers, obviously, but what do they mean?”

He cocked his head. “Coordinates?” They looked like coordinates. But they could be anything. Winning numbers of last week’s lotto, for instance.

“You’re awake after all. Good. I had a look at a map. If they’re coordinates, they point to a spot in the Ardennes. Your Ardennes, in Belgium.”

He grimaced. “What’s so special about that place? The whole planet has coordinates. There are tons of coordinates around. And the Ardennes these days are full of Dutch tourists. Whenever Belgium is finally divided between Flanders and Wallonia, the Dutch ought to buy the Ardennes from our Walloon brothers, since hardly anybody lives there. And it’s high enough above the current sea levels, which can’t be said for much of Holland.”

“I have this informant, and he gave me these numbers. He didn’t say what we could find there. Figure it out, he told me. He’s usually very reliable, or I wouldn’t take this seriously.”

“Reliable? But about what? What’s he informing you about?”

“Ah,” she said. “Among other things, about the Church of the Supreme Purification.”

Eekhaut frowned.

“Never heard of it?” she inquired.

Eekhaut grimaced again, needing another coffee. This day wasn’t going to get any better. “Have to hand it to you Dutchies. You have almost as many Christian denominations as the Americans. I find that odd for such a godless people, to have so many churches and sects. Are you sure you need that many? I’ve never met anyone here in Amsterdam who’s religious. And then there’s the name. Who would come up with a name like that for a religion?”

“Keep your arrogant Catholic humor to yourself, Eekhaut.”

“I’m not Catholic. Not anymore, anyway. I’m a godforsaken atheist.”

“The Church of the Supreme Purification isn’t a bona fide church or religion. You should be aware of it, though, this being one of the subjects you’re supposed to follow up on. How long have you been a member of this team now? Four months? Five? Your status as the token Belgian member of this section of the AIVD is becoming a very thin excuse . . .”

He ignored her. They had asked him to come work in the Netherlands, mainly because the Brussels crime squad he’d been part of had gotten fed up with his personal brand of insubordination and capricious behavior (their words). That had been in September of last year. So he’d been here for four months. “So what? There’s about . . . how many? How many Dutch organizations have you got tucked away in your filing system whose behavior you consider suspect? Close to five hundred? From private militia to people engaged in the practice of voodoo. So I haven’t read about all of them yet. Fine, I’ll get to it in the end. Give me some space.”

“Let’s concentrate on the main things,” Dewaal said, ignoring his rant. She was wearing a sharply tailored business suit that made her look powerful and sexy. She could be tough, and wore this civilian uniform only as a compromise. She seemed to feel more at ease in jeans and a sweater. Or combat gear. “The Church of the Supreme Purification is an underground religious organization. It’s very close to a cult, even in the legal sense. You Belgians are really tough on cults. You even banned Scientology from operating in your territory. We prefer a little more caution. We’re a bit more concerned about the lawyers on our doorstep. The Church of the Supreme Purification has existed in its current form for about seventy years, a bit longer perhaps. At least as far as we know.”

“That’s pretty young for a religion.”

“It’s not a damn religion, Eekhaut. It’s a cult. A cult. Shut up and let me tell the story. Their premise is that the world will perish in somewhat more than two years, in late 2020—”

He again wanted to interject but realized he’d better just listen. “In 2020,” she continued. “And don’t ask me why. That year, the world will perish by fire. Bad enough as things go, but the members of the church also believe that only a handful of the human population will be spared. These few will experience the ultimate grace of God, and so on.”

“Yes, of course,” Eekhaut said, “the usual idiocies of your common homegrown apocalyptic religion. Uttered by idiots who, even after centuries of enlightenment, still assume their personal creator will save them from their own stupidity.”

“Something like that, yes. I’m sure they prefer an altogether different definition. Their original thesis was that only their followers who wielded the purification of the fire would be among the elect.”

“Wielded the—?”

“That’s what it says in the occasional snippets of information they choose to make public.”

“Oh, all right. Let me guess, they had to set themselves on fire, ritually if possible. And why not, I say. Members of a cult choosing to commit collective suicide is by definition the way to ensure your cult dies out by itself.”

Dewaal remained patient. They had come to know each other well by now. He was annoying her on purpose. She would not be drawn into his game. “No, Walter, it’s actually a lot worse than that. The ritual of purification meant—and probably still means—the elect were assumed to destroy other people, the large number of unbelievers, if you will, through fire. People who were, in the eyes of the church, unworthy.”

“Unworthy?”

“That’s right. It isn’t complicated: anyone who’s not a member of the church is unworthy. It’s classic. There’s still no definitive proof that the ritual was ever performed. At least no one has come up with definitive evidence, and the church never publicly claims anything. The true believers keep quiet about it for obvious reasons, given the seriousness of the alleged crimes, and given the level of secrecy surrounding the church. In the end, we know almost nothing about their activities. There is, however, quite a bit of speculation about certain well-documented disasters being the work of the church. Los Alfaques, the plane crash at Tenerife airport in the Canary Islands, the fire at the Innovation department store in Brussels—”

“That one dates back to 1967!”

“Exactly. And there’s a long list of other incidents where many people died.”

“The cause of the Innovation fire was never really explained.”

“No. And more than three hundred people lost their lives. The crash at the Tenerife airport where two planes collided was probably due to a technical problem, but there are still doubts about the real cause.”

“And you assume this church is responsible? But why kill so many people? What makes random victims belong to the . . . unworthy?”

“I leave that to your imagination, Walter. Los Alfaques: a tanker filled with a flammable gas drives off the road and explodes near a popular RV park and campsite, again randomly killing hundreds of people. With a cult believing that public semi-nakedness is an affront to your god and a mortal sin, you may well have a solid if delusional reason for mass murder.”

“I see. And if your religion tells you eternity awaits you after you’re done the vengeful god’s work on Earth . . . What about your informant?”

She avoided his gaze. He noticed she looked tired. She wasn’t her usual dynamic self. Since when had she been carrying this burden? “The story,” she said, “is even more complex as far as we could find out. Some twenty years ago, new people began to lead the church. Apparently, they were tired of the killings, the sacrifices. They replaced these sacrifices with a purely symbolic ritual, no human victims involved. A ritual cleansing, no more. And much less dangerous to themselves as well, for they were no longer doing something illegal. They had no wish to face lifelong incarceration.”

“But still they claimed the planet and humanity were approaching its expiration date.”

“It still was, and it still is, I guess. Anyway, the Church of the Supreme Purification disappeared for a while. Disasters still happened, but there no longer was any reason to suspect them, or so the international intelligence community assumed. Not that we had much proof earlier. Unfortunately, many followers of the church didn’t agree with the new moderate doctrine. They convened around a new movement that became known under an equally unsavory name: The Society of Fire. It didn’t seem much creative thinking went into that.”

Eekhaut frowned. “Really? The Society of Fire? Appropriate, I guess, but with a name like that, there’s usually no way back for people joining you.”

“Meaning what?”

“About talking people into some stupid superstition. You give them an apocalyptic agenda and a set of prejudices, all wrapped in a seemingly sound doctrine, and you find yourself in the presence of followers who are assured they’re the human elite. What amazes me is that you have an informant—and I assume he’s well informed—who’s probably one of these people. What else did he tell you? Names, places?”

“There’s not much more in my file than what I just told you. Most of what the AIVD and other agencies have is circumstantial, mere rumors. No member of the church was ever found guilty of any crime, nor did anyone spill the secrets to the outside world. We cannot condemn people for adhering to a religious doctrine if they don’t commit crimes or actively incite others to commit hate crimes or murder. We can only hope the new guardians of the church are as much concerned about the radicals as we are and are willing to reveal the truth about them at some point.”

“And it’s this informant who provided the coordinates?” Eekhaut said.

After which they found themselves, on a cold January day, in a clearing in a forest, with only each other and death as companions.

Now, three weeks after their initial foray, they were still nowhere.

“He hinted that what we’d discover was only the proverbial tip of the iceberg,” Dewaal said.

“A sort of preview? Of what exactly?”

“I don’t know, Walter. I’ve never had any real conversation with my informant, who isn’t keen on stepping into the daylight after all.”

“No, I assume he wouldn’t want to,” Eekhaut said.

“Are they telling us,” she said after a moment of awkward silence, “that there’s no way we can identify the other five victims?”

“We can’t identify any of them yet, Chief,” Eekhaut said. “We’ve collected usable DNA on two of the bodies, but there’s nothing to match them with since we can’t find anything in our databases. One thing’s for sure: while alive, these two didn’t commit any crimes. Or were never registered as criminals. They’re part of the millions of people not in our or any other database.”

“We need a transnational DNA database of all citizens in the European Union,” Dewaal said. She knew citizens, in the Netherlands as much as anywhere else, were very uncomfortable with being registered by the authorities. It was the type of thing only totalitarian states do. It would never pass legislation. The words “police state” would be heard whenever the subject came up. “Any other clues, like dental records? We could try dental records, assuming the victims are Dutch. Maybe none of them are Dutch.”

“Our technical people tried to reconstruct jaws and dentures, but under intense heat, any part of the body becomes too brittle for them to use. Anyway, we would probably need to search records abroad, and we don’t have the workforce to do that.”

Dewaal leaned back in her chair. Eekhaut kept his gaze away from her suddenly tightening blouse. “So far nothing much, then. What was used to burn them?”

“Material that can be bought in any hardware store. Kerosene as an accelerant, mostly. Nothing complicated, nothing that leaves distinct clues. And the scene was about two weeks old, as far as the pathologist told us. The only thing he can say for certain is that they burned alive, but perhaps they were no longer conscious.”

“That’s horrible enough.”

“Three of them were women. Ages probably between thirty and fifty. And probably Caucasian. That’s about it as far as details are concerned.”

“Must have been a lot of smoke. No reports about that? Anybody seeing the plume of smoke? Foresters, hikers?”

“Apparently no one was around at the time. The police inquired in the nearby villages, but there’s no human habitation around for twenty kilometers. You remember how long it took us to get there on foot. And around the time of the murders, there had been several days of overcast weather and snow. It’s unlikely anyone saw the smoke.”

“These people prepared this execution carefully. Everything seems thought through, even the weather conditions.”

“Isn’t that what we could expect from a cult with such an impressive track record? That they prepared carefully and wouldn’t want to get caught?”

She shook her head.

He wouldn’t let it slide. “At least your informant should know better. Where did he get those coordinates? What role does he have in the organization? Is he actually reliable?”

“Are you questioning my informant, Walter?”

“I don’t even know who he is, Chief.”

“We did find the bodies, after all, didn’t we? So, in my opinion, he is reliable. Shall we leave it at that?”

“Maybe these people wanted the bodies to be found. Maybe the informant has played the role he was intended to play. Is he a member of the conventional church? Or is he one of the radicals?”

“I know only that he walks with the radicals, the ones who want to continue the grand old tradition, and those bodies are proof of that intention. Try to keep things clearly separate, Walter.”

“But we don’t have any names? Nobody we know that’s carrying a membership card? We could check their alibi and so on. Rattle their cage or whatever. Can’t he give us some names?”

“As I understand it, he’s deeply involved with the Society of Fire. That’s not the problem. The problem, apparently, is that no one ever uses real names. And my informant is scared, really, that they’ll find out he’s talking to me. Can you imagine what they’ll do to him? That’s why our contacts so far have been brief. That is the problem with all cults: nobody talks to outsiders. And don’t forget, the outside world is due to be destroyed. The apocalypse is nigh and all that. These people know only one thing. If they want to survive the coming onslaught, they need to pray to their creator and do what their leaders tell them to do.”

“Well,” Eekhaut said, “don’t expect any prayers from me, even if the sky turns black right now and the Four Horsemen appear. If there were a god, he’d be less bloodthirsty and more compassionate than that. What about the message?”

“What message?”

“The one written on the cabin wall. Does it make any sense yet?”

She inhaled deeply. “Your guess is as good as mine, Walter. I asked Van Gils to google the text, but he came up with nothing. Maybe it doesn’t mean anything at all.”

“It’s an explicit message. This world seems to take forever / But it is only the dream of a sleeper. That’s clear enough, by way of warning. And it sounds vaguely familiar too. We must ask ourselves how many people are connected to this event. How extensive is this conspiracy?”

“There’s no way of telling how many people were involved, since we found no trace of anyone. But that’s not unusual, given that the ground was frozen in the whole area.”

“I can’t believe just one person was involved out there. He might have been able to drug the victims by himself, but he couldn’t possibly have carried them all to the clearing without help. That or the material needed for the whole setup, the stakes and the chains and the kerosene. This was done by a group of people, with a clear goal in mind. Punishment, perhaps. But one of the reasons you punish people is as a caution to others. So why do it in a remote area? After this thing, I’m really concerned we’ll be hearing from them again, and soon.”

“You’re probably right,” she said. “Incidentally, I asked Veneman to consult the missing persons’ database for the last couple of months. He told me a lot of people in the thirty- to fifty-year-old group are getting lost in Europe.”

“Why don’t we look at the Dutch only?”

“We could. But the Church of the Supreme Purification has an estimated hundred thousand members around the globe, and we may assume that’s where the victims come from. That they’d be people killed by the radicals for belonging to the actual church.”

“And how many of these radicals are there?”

“We don’t know. Not even an estimate.”

He rubbed his hands down his face and thought of Linda, who had been delighted with the news that she’d finally get to go to Africa on a humanitarian mission, although regretting that she’d be separated from him for six months—which was nearly as long as their time together until now. Linda, who had gone to Schiphol Airport on her own, didn’t want him to come along and knew she’d be able to communicate with him only irregularly from somewhere in Somalia, technology permitting. He didn’t want to think about the seven bodies on stakes, knowing that scenes like that weren’t at all unknown to humanity. Burning people alive wasn’t the sort of thing he came to expect here in peaceful and prosperous Holland, though. Or in Belgium, for that matter.

Dewaal interrupted his thoughts. “You and Prinsen will conduct a search for Dutch nationals, or Belgian ones, who’ve been reported missing during the month preceding the incident. We have to start somewhere. If we can’t find anyone who might fit the little description we have of the victims, we’ll expand our search. The boy can use the experience.”

Prinsen, Eekhaut thought. “Yes, all right.”

“And it’s not a question of him being my nephew.”

“He’s better off with me than with any of the other members of the team, isn’t he?”

She knew what he meant. To the other members of the team, young Prinsen was too close to Dewaal, family-wise. Eekhaut didn’t care about her family relations, however. He was the odd man out in the group, the only Fleming. “God knows what they’d teach him, anyway.”

“I leave things as usual in your most incapable hands, Walter. Although I should know better. Anyway, I hope your bad habits don’t rub off on him. Got that?”

So, I’m not babysitting him, Eekhaut thought. Actually, he was. Eekhaut didn’t know where to start anyway. Prinsen could do the heavy lifting, and Eekhaut could keep him knee-deep in research. Interrogating relatives of the hundreds of Dutchies who had recently vanished from the surface of the planet. Sounds like fun. This would keep them both busy for a long time.

“How many of them are there?” he inquired.

“How many what?”

“People. Dutch citizens gone missing.”

“Oh! About a hundred and forty. Grown-ups anyway. Maybe fewer if you omit the ones who are either too young or too old.” She stood up. “Start here in Amsterdam. Good luck with it. Maybe you’ll be lucky right off.”
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NICK PRINSEN HADN’T RIDDEN his bike for several weeks now. Not because of the cold so much, which was bad enough this deep in winter, but because the snow in the streets and especially the patches of dirty, half-melted ice made riding through Amsterdam hazardous on two wheels. The winter so far had been severe, despite global warming. Storms and snow had come unpredictably, as if the weather wanted to challenge the doomsayers and weather forecasters alike. For more than a month now, Western Europe had been in the grip of winter. And it wouldn’t be over soon. Still, the season had its occasional better moments. At night, temperatures would drop to the mid-teens, but during the day the sky would be clear and the sun would cause the mercury to rise to the mid-thirties. Soon enough, though, came clouds and high winds with more frozen rain and snow, forcing people back inside.

Riding his bike wasn’t fun anymore, so Prinsen took the tram from his apartment to Prinsenkade, where he walked the short distance to Kerkstraat. Parkas had been in vogue for a while, along with laced-up boots and thick leather gloves. Amsterdam, usually the city of cyclists, had become a city of slow, hunched figures in heavy clothes waiting for trams or walking close to the storefronts. Restaurants were more popular than ever during daytime and on the weekend, but at night most people chose to stay home. More movies than ever were sold or downloaded, and more booze bought and consumed. And books read. Books, more than TV or games, were popular. This was the new literary winter.

That morning, however, Prinsen didn’t have winter on his mind, or snow, the tram, or work. Last evening, he had had a call, a call he had been waiting for. Eileen Calster had called from Groningen, up in the north, and she announced she would soon be back in Amsterdam. She had already rented an apartment, found a part-time job, and was planning to take up studies again.

As far as Prinsen was concerned, all this was excellent news. Four months earlier, following a previous case, he had driven Eileen to Groningen to stay with her parents. Her life was no longer in danger, but she didn’t want to remain in Amsterdam. She was still getting over the trauma of seeing her boyfriend shot, her brother murdered, and being chased by the same assassin.

During these last few months, she and Prinsen had often talked over the phone. She had finally made up her mind and told her parents she was not staying in Groningen any longer.

Now she would be back. She would be back in Amsterdam, and she would be back in his life, though she hadn’t said it in so many words. During their conversations, she hadn’t made any romantic overtures. They certainly had not talked of love. They were good friends, as things now stood. But this morning, in the tram, squeezed between the other passengers, it had felt like a bit of spring was returning to the city.

The tram clattered over Utrechtsestraat and stopped at the bridge over Prinsengracht, where the florist shop was closed for winter. Prinsen looked up. He’d been daydreaming, as he often did, and had almost missed his stop. He wriggled quickly from between the other passengers and stepped out from the musty, oppressive interior of the tram into the fresh air.

He pushed Eileen from his thoughts and made room for his job. The day before he had been going through files sent over from the local police in Alkmaar, concerning a criminal organization active in that town with contacts all the way to Norway and Sweden. The files included the usual suspects: right-wing activists, anti-immigration networks and bunches of shady but dangerous neo-Nazis. He couldn’t understand why people were opposed to immigration. He lived in the most culturally diverse city on the continent. Most of these people’s ancestors had immigrated to this country. If Amsterdam could exist with its scores of minorities, then the rest of Holland and Europe could too.

But a lot of people choose to think differently. Mostly those too young to remember the Occupation and the Holocaust.

More and more people advocated restricting immigration. Or even halting it completely. Some wanted to return non-native residents to where their ancestors had come from or some stupid idea like that. Third- and fourth-generation immigrants, citizens of the Netherlands and culturally part of the country, returning to . . . ? Or only those refusing to integrate? And then what about the large number of Dutch living and working abroad who didn’t care to use the local language or adapt to the local customs? Would they have to return to Holland as well?

The idea was preposterous. He wasn’t about to participate in any discussion of the issue. He found it to be a matter of prejudice and unfounded opinion, not based on anything sensible. The whole of Dutch society seemed bogged down in personal views and opinions, not bothering with real information and knowledge.

Opinions, not dialogue.

And with social media, things weren’t getting any better.

He entered the building in Kerkstraat, the discrete location of the Office of International Crime and Extremist Organizations, or OICEO, which was part of the General Intelligence and Security Service, the AIVD. Nobody called it the OICEO. It was the Bureau for all concerned. And although it was part of the AIVD, it was physically separated from the central organization. And as such, in the minds of all concerned, a somewhat independent organization as well.
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