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  In memory of Rdiger Kreklau.


  Its the fantasists who change the world,


  not the bean counters.


  


  Playing is experimenting with chance.


  Novalis


  
    Its the end where I begin.

  


  The Script
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  EPILOGUE


  ALEXANDER ZORBACH


  Some stories are like fish hooks, prickly with lethal barbs that embed themselves ever deeper and more inextricably in the minds of the audience, compelling them to keep
  listening. My name for such a tale is perpetuum morbile, a narrative with no beginning or end because it tells of death everlasting.


  Stories of this kind are sometimes recounted by unscrupulous souls who revel in the look of horror in their listeners eyes and the nightmarish visions that will haunt them later on,
  leaving them staring up at the ceiling and unable to sleep.


  A perpetuum morbile can occasionally be found between the covers of a book, in which case it can be avoided by shutting the volume in question. And thats my advice to you right
  now: Dont read on!


  Ive no idea how you got hold of this story. I only know that it wasnt meant for you. An account of such horrors should not be allowed to fall into the hands of anyone. Not even
  your own worst enemy.


  Believe me, I speak from experience. I couldnt shut my eyes or lay the book aside. Why not? Because the story of a man whose tears oozed down his cheeks like drops of blood  the
  story of a man who embraced a contorted lump of human flesh that had breathed and lived and loved only minutes earlier  is no novel or film script. It it not a figment of the
  imagination.


  It is my destiny.


  My life.


  There is a man in this tale who was forced to realize, just when the agony within his mind reached its peak, that the process of dying had only just begun. And that man is me.


  


  FINAL CHAPTER


  THE END


  
    
      Rock a bye baby on the tree top,


      when the wind blows the cradle will rock...

    

  


  Tell her to put a sock in it!


  
    
      
        When the bough breaks, the cradle will fall,


        and down will come baby, cradle, and all.

      

    

  


  Tell her to stop singing that goddamned song at once!


  Yes, yes, I know what Im doing, I told the commander of the mobile police unit, via a tiny radio mic that the technician had pinned to my shirt a few minutes earlier.
  Keep yelling at me like that and Ill dump the goddamned earpiece, understand?


  I was nearing the middle of the bridge over the A100. The city expressway was eleven metres below us. It had been shut in both directions to safeguard passing motorists, rather than for the sake
  of the mentally disturbed woman standing several metres from me.


  Anglique? I called. I knew from the quick briefing Id received at our temporary command post that she was thirty-seven years old, had twice been convicted of
  attempted baby-snatching, and had spent at least seven of the last ten years in a secure mental institution. A month ago, unfortunately, some sympathetic psychologist had decided that, in his
  expert opinion, she should be reintegrated into society.


  And dropped us in the shit. Thanks a bunch, doctor!


  Ill come a bit closer if you dont mind, I said, raising my arms. No reaction. She was leaning against the rusty railing with her arms cradled across her chest. Now
  and then she swayed far enough forwards for her elbows to briefly hang over the edge.


  I was trembling with cold as well as tension. Although the temperature was surprisingly mild for December, the wind chill made Berlin feel like Yakutsk. Three minutes exposure to that icy
  blast and my ears were almost falling off.


  Hello? Anglique?


  Gravel crunched beneath my boots. She turned her head and looked at me for the first time. By degrees, as if in slow motion.


  My name is Alexander Zorbach. Id like a word with you.


  Because its my job. Im the police negotiator on duty today.


  Isnt he lovely? she said in the same sing-song voice shed used for the lullaby. Rock a bye baby... Isnt my baby adorable?


  I nodded, although I was too far away to make out what she was clasping to her scrawny chest. It could have been a bolster or a rag doll, but no such luck. Our thermal imaging camera had
  confirmed that the thing in her arms was warm and alive. I still couldnt see it, but I could hear it.


  The six-month-old baby was crying. Rather feebly, but crying nonetheless.


  That was the good news.


  The bad news was, it had only minutes to live.


  Even if this mentally deranged creature didnt throw it off the bridge.


  Damn it, Anglique, you picked the wrong baby this time  in every possible way.


  I made another attempt to engage her in conversation. Whats the little mites name? I asked.


  A bungled abortion had left her unable to have children. It had also robbed her of her reason. This was the third time shed taken someone elses baby and tried to pass it off as her
  own, only to be discovered not far from the hospital. Today it had taken only half an hour for the barefooted woman with a whimpering baby to be spotted on the bridge by a motorcycle courier.


  He doesnt have a name yet, she said. Her self-delusion was so far advanced that she firmly believed the child in her arms to be her own flesh and blood. I knew it was
  pointless to try to disabuse her. I certainly wouldnt achieve in seven minutes what seven years of intensive therapy had failed to do. But that wasnt what I had in mind.


  How about Hans? I suggested. I was now no more than ten metres away.


  Hans? She withdrew one arm from the bundle and folded back the blanket. To my relief, the baby started to cry again. Hans sounds nice, she said absently, stepping
  back a little. She wasnt as near the rail now. Like Lucky Hans in the fairy tale.


  Yes, I said, taking another cautious step towards her.


  Nine metres.


  Or, I added, like the Hans in the other fairy tale.


  She turned to me with an enquiring look. What other fairy tale?


  The one about the nymph called Undine.


  It was more of a saga than a fairy tale, actually, but that was irrelevant under the circumstances.


  Undine? The corners of her mouth turned down. I dont know it.


  No? Ill tell you it, then. Its a great story.


  What the hell are you playing at? the unit commander bellowed in my right ear. I ignored him.


  Eight metres. I was edging into the penalty area step by step.


  Undine was a godlike creature, a water nymph more beautiful than any woman alive. She fell hopelessly in love with a knight named Hans.


  Hear that, my pet? Youre a knight!


  The baby responded with a loud cry.


  So hes still breathing. Thank God for that.


  Yes, I went on, but Sir Hans was so handsome that all the women ran after him. Sadly, he fell in love with someone else and left Undine in the lurch.


  Seven metres.


  I waited until I heard the baby give another cry. Undines father, the sea-god Poseidon, was so angry with Hans that he laid a curse on him.


  Anglique stopped rocking the baby. A curse?


  Yes. From then on, Hans could no longer breathe without thinking. He had to concentrate all the time.


  I drew cold air into my lungs and expelled it noisily as I spoke.


  He had to breathe in, breathe out, breathe in, breathe out.


  My chest rose and fell demonstratively.


  If he forgot to do this, even for a moment, he would die.


  Six metres.


  How does the story end? Anglique asked suspiciously, when Id got to within a cars length of her. She seemed less put out by my proximity than by the turn the
  story had taken.


  Hans made every effort to avoid falling asleep. He struggled with his weariness, but in the end he couldnt keep his eyes open.


  He died? she asked dully. Every spark of joy had left her haggard face.


  Yes, because by falling asleep hed automatically forgotten to breathe. And that signed his death warrant.


  There was a click in my ear, but this time the unit commander kept his mouth shut. There was nothing to be heard but a distant hum of traffic. A flock of big, black birds soared over us, heading
  east.


  Thats not a nice fairy tale. Anglique edged forwards a little, clutching the baby tightly to her and rocking it with her entire body.


  I put out my hand and came closer still.


  No, it isnt. And it isnt really a fairy tale, either.


  What do you mean?


  I paused, waiting for some sign of life from the baby, but there was nothing to be heard. Just silence. My mouth had gone dry.


  Its true, I told her.


  True?


  She shook her head  vigorously, as if she already guessed what was coming.


  Anglique, please listen to me. The baby in your arms is suffering from Undines Curse, a disease named after the story I just told you.


  No!


  Yes.


  The tragic thing was, I hadnt told her a tactical lie. Undines Curse was a rare disorder of the central nervous system. Children suffering from it died of asphyxia unless they
  deliberately concentrated on breathing. It was a grave, life-threatening illness. In Tims case (the babys real name) his respiratory activity when awake was sufficient to supply his
  body with oxygen. He needed ventilating only when asleep.


  But hes my baby, Anglique protested in her lullaby voice.


  Rock a bye baby...


  See how peacefully hes sleeping in my arms.


  Oh God, no. She was right. The baby wasnt making a sound.


  ... on the tree top...


  Yes, hes your baby, Anglique, I said urgently, taking another step towards her. No one disputes that, but he mustnt fall asleep, you hear? If he does,
  hell die like Sir Hans in the fairy tale.


  No, no, no! She shook her head defiantly. My baby hasnt been naughty. He isnt under a curse.


  Of course not, but hes sick. Please give me your little boy so the doctors can make him well.


  I was now so close to her, I caught the rank, sweetish smell of her unwashed hair and the effluvium of mental and physical decay that clung to every thread of her cheap tracksuit.


  She turned towards me, giving me my first good view of the baby. Of its tiny, slightly flushed, sleeping face. I stared at Anglique in alarm. And that was when I lost my head.


  Jesus. No. Dont! the unit commanders voice yelled in my ear, but by then I was past listening to him. Put it away!


  Im citing his words and the ones that follow from the transcript sitting before me, written by the chairman of the board of inquiry.


  At this remove, seven years after the day that wrecked my life, Im no longer certain I really saw it.


  It.


  That something in her expression. A look of unadulterated, despairing self-knowledge. I was sure of it at the time, though.


  Call it premonition. Intuition. Clairvoyance. Whatever it was, I sensed it with every fibre of my being. The moment Anglique turned towards me, she became aware of her mental disorder.
  She recognized herself. Knew that she was sick. Knew that the baby wasnt hers. Knew that, once I got hold of it, I would never give it back.


  Dont, man! Dont do anything stupid!


  Id had enough experience as an amateur boxer to know what to focus on in order to guess what an opponent would do next: the shoulders. And Angliques shoulders moved in a
  direction that allowed only one interpretation, confirmed by the fact that she slowly opened her arms at the same time.


  Three metres. Only another three fucking metres.


  She was going to throw the baby off the bridge.


  Drop your gun. I repeat: Drop it at once.


  That was why I ignored the voice in my ear and aimed straight at her forehead.


  And squeezed the trigger.


  Usually, thats the moment when I wake up yelling. Then comes a fleeting, euphoric sense of relief that it was just a bad dream. It lasts only until I put out my hand and
  feel that the other half of the bed is empty  until it occurs to me that this chain of events actually happened. It deprived me of my job, my family, and my ability to sleep through the
  night without being woken by nightmares.


  Since firing that shot I have lived in fear. A cold, clear, all-pervading kind of fear: the concentrate from which my dreams derive their sustenance.


  I killed a human being on that bridge.


  Much as I try to convince myself that I saved another life by so doing, the equation doesnt add up. What if I was wrong? What if Anglique never meant to harm the child? What if
  she opened her arms in order to hand it over  opened them at the very instant my bullet pierced her skull so swiftly that her brain had no time to transmit an impulse to her arms and open
  them still wider? So swiftly that I was able to catch the baby before it fell from her lifeless grasp?


  In other words, what if I killed an innocent woman on that bridge?


  If so, I would some day have to pay for my mistake. That much was certain.


  I knew it. All I failed to realize was that the day would come so soon.
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  My son and I were paying another visit to the nicest place in Berlin for a child to die in, or so it was said.


  Really? The helicopter? I said, jerking my chin at the open cardboard box I was carrying down the long corridor. Have you thought about it carefully? After all, its a
  Captain Jack chopper with power-boost.


  Julian nodded eagerly as he dragged the bulging Ikea carrier bag over the lino.


  Id offered to help him more than once, but he insisted on towing the heavy bag through the hospital unaided. Typical of the I can manage by myself fantasies to which all
  youngsters sooner or later succumb, usually between their Dont leave me alone and Give me some space phases.


  All I could do without injuring his pride was walk a bit slower.


  I dont need the chopper any more, Julian said firmly. He started coughing. It sounded at first as if hed briefly choked on something, but the coughing grew
  harsher.


  You okay? I put the box down.


  I had noticed his flushed cheeks when I picked him up at home, but hed toted the heavy bag out into the garden all by himself, so Id put his sweaty hands and damp curls down to
  physical exertion.


  Have you still got that cold? I asked anxiously.


  Im fine now, Dad. He fended off my hand when I tried to feel his forehead. Then he coughed some more, but it really didnt sound too bad.


  Did Mum take you to the doctor?


  This is a hospital. Maybe we ought to have you checked over while were here.


  Julian shook his head.


  No, just... He broke off, and I felt a surge of anger.


  Just what?


  He turned away, looking sheepish, then took hold of the bag handles again.


  One moment, I said. Dont tell me the two of you paid another visit to that guru?


  He nodded hesitantly, as if confessing to some misdemeanour, even though it wasnt his fault. It was his mother who was straying down ever more esoteric paths. She would sooner have taken
  our son to a Indian spiritual teacher than an ENT consultant.


  A long time ago, when I was falling in love with Nicci, her eccentricities had amused me. I even found it entertaining when she tried to infer my future from the lines in my palm or disclosed
  that shed been a Greek slave girl in a previous existence. As the years went by, however, her harmless fads developed into the ides fixes that had undoubtedly contributed to
  my separation from her, mentally at first, then physically. At least thats what I like to tell myself; it absolves me of sole responsibility for the failure of our marriage.


  What did that charla I mean, what did the guru say? I asked, catching him up. It was an effort not to sound aggressive. Julian would have thought I was angry with
  him, and it really wasnt his fault that his mother didnt believe in traditional medicine or the theory of evolution.


  He said my chakras arent properly charged with energy.


  Your chakras? The blood rose in my cheeks.


  Of course, I harangued Nicci in my head, his chakras  why didnt I think of that myself? Thats probably also the reason why our son broke his
  wrist two years ago while skateboarding. That time, she had asked the surgeon, in all seriousness, if hypnosis couldnt be substituted for the anaesthetic.


  You should drink something, I said to change the subject, indicating the soft-drinks machine. What would you like?


  A Coca-Cola, he said promptly.


  Okay, a Coca-Cola.


  Nicci would tear a strip off me, that was for sure. My still-wife (not yet ex-wife) shopped at eco-stores and organic supermarkets exclusively and on principle; her shopping list
  would never have featured a fizzy drink laced with caffeine and chemicals.


  Yes, but there isnt any fennel tea here, I thought, patting my jacket in search of my wallet and its little pocket for coins.


  I gave a sudden start at the unexpected sound of a young but world-weary voice behind me.


  Well, if it isnt the Zorbachs. What a nice surprise!


  I vaguely remembered the blonde nurse from our visit the year before. She had appeared from nowhere and was now standing in the hospital corridor with a brightly painted tea trolley.


  Hello, Monika, said Julian, who had evidently recognized her too. She gave him a practised young patients are my buddies smile. Then she caught sight of our
  burdens.


  Wow, what a lot of toys youve brought this year.


  I nodded  absently, because I still hadnt found my wallet.


  Please, no! All my IDs and credit cards. Even the key card without which I cant get into the newsroom.


  I remembered having it yesterday at the newsroom drinks dispenser. I could have sworn Id put it back in my breast pocket, but now it was gone.


  Yes, more and more every year, I muttered, annoyed with myself for sounding guilty. Although it may at first sight have seemed typical behaviour by the father in a broken marriage,
  the fact was, Id always enjoyed buying Julian presents. A hand-crafted wooden tractor would, of course, have been more educationally worthwhile than the fluorescent water pistol the nurse
  was extracting from the Ikea bag. But educational was an argument inflicted on me by my own parents, who had refused to see why I needed a Walkman or a BMX just because all my friends
  listened to the former and rode around on the latter. Call me shallow, but having experienced it, I wanted to spare my son an outsiders fate. That didnt mean I bought him any old
  rubbish just so he could belong. But I wasnt going to send him empty-handed into the Darwinian fight for survival that raged daily in every school playground.


  Meanwhile, Monika had unearthed a Spiderman doll. I think its really admirable of you, she said, smiling at my son, agreeing to part with all these lovely
  things.


  No problem. Julian grinned back at her. I like doing it.


  He was telling the truth. Although it had been my idea to clear out his room once a year before his birthday, when reinforcements would arrive, hed adopted it at once.


  Well make room and do some good! he said, repeating my own words, and promptly set to work.


  That was how our Sunshine Day, as we called it, came into being. The day on which father and son set off for the childrens hospice, laden with discarded toys, and doled them
  out to its little patients.


  Timll like that, Im sure, the nurse said with a smile as she replaced the Spiderman doll with the other toys. Then she said goodbye and walked on. Looking after her,
  I was dismayed to find that Id only just managed to restrain my tears.


  Julian looked at me. Everything okay? he asked. He was used to his father becoming a crybaby as soon as he entered Sunshine Ward on the second floor. Julian had never cried there,
  probably because death seemed so remote and unimaginable to him. To me, on the other hand, a ward devoted to gravely ill children was an almost unbearable environment. One might have assumed that a
  man who had shot someone would be rather hard-boiled, especially as Id had to earn a living as a crime reporter since my retirement from the force. I had now been working for the
  citys biggest and most bloodthirsty paper for four years, following a period of recovery and retraining. In fact Id made something of a journalistic name for myself by reporting on
  some of the most gruesome and violent crimes ever committed in Germany. But the more I wrote about some of the western worlds worst murders, the less prepared I was to accept death. Least of
  all when it was the death of innocent children suffering from leukaemia or heart disease. Or Undines Curse.


  The little boy whose life you saved was called Tim, wasnt he?


  I nodded and gave up looking for my wallet. With luck it would be lying on the passenger seat of my Volvo, but Id probably lost it somewhere.


  Absolutely, but the one in here isnt him. Hes got the same name, thats all.


  The Tim whose kidnapper Id shot used to send me a Christmas card every year. The kind of card parents compel you to write: inscribed in squiggly handwriting with words no child would ever
  use. The kind you stick to the door of the fridge and ignore until it falls off of its own accord. Nevertheless, Tims cards were a sign of life that proved he was leading a semi-normal
  existence at home with his parents in spite of his serious illness, not spending his final hours vegetating in a childrens hospice.


  Julian gave me a wide-eyed look. Mum says youve not been the same since that time on the bridge.


  That time on the bridge.


  Words can sometimes define a whole universe. I love you or Were a family, for example  a combination of innocuous letters that lend your life meaning.
  That time on the bridge definitely came into this category. If it hadnt been so sad, one could have laughed at the fact that we behaved like the characters in a Harry
  Potter novel and spoke of You-Know-Who instead of calling a spade a spade. Anglique, the mentally deranged woman whose life Id taken, was my personal Lord
  Voldemort.


  Julian, you go on ahead to the recreation room. Thats where the children will be waiting for us. I knelt down so we were at eye level. Im just going to nip out
  and see if I left my wallet in the car, okay?


  He nodded silently.


  I watched him until he disappeared round the corner and all I could hear was the squeak of his trainers on the lino and the slithery sound of the heavy carrier bag being towed along.


  Then I turned and made my way out of the hospital. I never went back.
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  The Volvo was parked beneath a huge horse-chestnut tree in the gloom of the winter morning, so I inserted the ignition key and turned on the reading light over the passenger
  seat. I looked everywhere: in the footwell, on the rear seats, under a stack of old newspapers. There were few things I hated more than driving with bulging pockets. As a rule, therefore, I tossed
  my keys, mobile phone and wallet on to the passenger seat before getting in behind the wheel. A ritual I seemed to have neglected this time, because I could find nothing there apart from a
  ballpoint pen and half a packet of chewing gum. No sign of my wallet.


  After taking another look under the seats I opened the glove compartment, although I felt sure Id never kept anything in there except the scanner I used to monitor police radio traffic.
  In my early days as a crime reporter it gave me a pang whenever I heard the voices of my former colleagues. Now I was used to not belonging any more. Besides, my boss, Thea Bergdorf, had only given
  me the job because of my inside knowledge. It had been made clear to me that that eavesdropping on the police, whenever I was on the move, was an unwritten clause of my contract. Especially on days
  like today, when we were expecting the worst. I had fixed the scanner so it came on automatically as soon as I turned the ignition key, which was why the thing was hissing away in the glove
  compartment and flashing like a Christmas tree.


  I was just about to abandon my search and rejoin Julian when I heard a voice that banished all thought of my missing wallet.


  ...Westen, Khler Weg, corner of Alte Allee...


  I stared at the glove compartment, then turned up the volume.


  I repeat. One-zero-seven in Khler Weg. Mobile units at the scene.


  My eyes strayed to the dashboard clock.


  Damn it. Not again.


  One-zero-seven. Official radio code for the discovery of a dead body.
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  (44 HOURS 38 MINUTES TO THE DEADLINE)


  TOBY TRAUNSTEIN (AGE 9)


  Dark. Black. No, not black. Thats the wrong word.


  It wasnt like the paintwork on Dads new car. Nor like the blotchy darkness you see in front of your eyes when you shut them suddenly. Nor was it like the greyish gloom he
  remembered from the night-time nature ramble theyd gone on with Frau Quandt. This was different. Denser, somehow. Creepier. As if he were submerged in a barrel of oil.


  Toby opened his eyes again.


  Nothing.


  The darkness around him was impenetrable. Nothing like the forest that surrounded the summer camp their class had gone to last summer. There was no moonlight or torchlight like there had been
  when they were combing the forest path for clues on that paperchase through the Grunewald. No smell of soil, vegetation or wild boar dung, and no Lea clutching his hand like a crybaby and starting
  at every rustle and crackle. There were no noises in here that would have scared his twin sister. In here  wherever here was  there was... nothing.


  Nothing apart from his boundless fear of being paralysed. For although he realized that darkness was insubstantial (just as he knew from Herr Hartmann, his art teacher, that black was merely an
  absence of light, not a colour), it seemed to be holding him in a vice-like grip.


  He still didnt know whether he was standing up or lying down. He might even be upside down. That would explain the pressure inside his head and why he was feeling so dizzy. Or possibly
  frazzled, as his father used to say when he came home after work and told Mum to run him a bath.


  He had never ventured to ask the precise meaning of frazzled. Dad didnt like his kids asking too many questions. Toby had learnt that lesson while on holiday in Italy two years
  ago, when hed dared to wonder aloud over supper whether Dads translation of caldo as cold was really correct. Although Daddy had told him to stop his everlasting
  questions and the look on Mummys face should have warned him not to cast doubt on his fathers knowledge of Italian, he hadnt been able to resist pointing out that every tap in
  the hotel must be defective because only hot water came out of the ones marked caldo. Daddys hand had shot out. Hed stopped asking too many questions after that slap in the
  restaurant. Now he didnt know exactly what frazzled meant, he had no idea why he couldnt move and he was feeling so sick. His feet and his head seemed to be imprisoned in a
  vice and he couldnt feel his arms any more. No, wrong. He could feel them as far as his shoulders. Maybe even a little lower down, where hed suddenly developed the awful
  tingling sensation he got when his best friend Kevin gave him a Chinese burn. Kevin the big-head, who had really been christened Kornelius, but who threatened to thump anyone who addressed him by
  that poncey name.


  Kevin, Kornelius, Cacky Pants...


  Everything below the elbow, or what normally lay or dangled to his left and his right  in other words, his forearms, wrists and hands (Shit, where are my hands?)  all these
  had disappeared.


  He tried to scream but his mouth and throat were too dry. All he produced was a pathetic croak.


  Why arent I covered with blood if my hands have been cut off? Amputated, or whatever its called.


  A stale smell infiltrated Tobys nostrils. Sweetish like rancid butter but a lot less strong. It was a while before he grasped that the darkness must be enclosed by walls that were
  reflecting his bad breath back into his face. It was even longer before, to his infinite relief, he rediscovered his hands. They were behind his back.


  Im tied up. No, wrong. Im wedged in.


  His mind started to race.


  Im lying on my arms, thats for sure.


  Feverishly, he tried to recall what hed been doing just before he came here, wherever here was, but his memory seemed to have been sluiced away by a tide of pain. The last
  thing he remembered was playing that silly game of computer tennis in the living room, the one where you had to jump around in front of the TV set and Lea always won. Then Mum had put them to bed.
  And now he was here. Here in this nothingness.


  Toby swallowed hard, and all at once he felt even more scared than before. So scared that he didnt even notice the sharp smelling rivulet trickling from between his legs. Fear of being
  buried alive was now doing what the constraints of his invisible prison had failed to do completely: it was paralysing him.


  He swallowed again, reflecting that the darkness was like a living creature which could hold you tight and tasted like metal when you gulped it down.


  He felt as queasy as he had after that long car journey, when hed insisted on reading and Dad got mad because theyd had to stop. He was holding his breath so as not to be sick when
  suddenly...


  What the...?


  His roaming tongue had encountered a foreign body.


  What on earth is it?


  The thing was clinging to the roof of his mouth. Like a potato crisp, but its surface was harder and smoother.


  And colder.


  He ran his tongue over the object, feeling the saliva accumulate. Instinctively breathing through his nose, he suppressed his urge to swallow until the foreign object detached itself from the
  roof of his mouth and came away on his tongue.


  And then it dawned on him. Even though he couldnt recall how he had got here, who had kidnapped him and why he was being held captive  even though he
  hadnt the least idea what it was, this dark nothingness that hemmed him in  he had at least solved one mystery.


  A coin.


  Before confining Toby Traunstein in the darkest place imaginable, someone had inserted a coin in his mouth.
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  (44 HOURS 31 MINUTES TO THE DEADLINE)


  ALEXANDER ZORBACH


  You insensitive, irresponsible, self-centred shit!


  Youve forgotten stupid and objectionable.


  I sounded calm. Far calmer than I usually did when arguing with my still-wife. At our last meeting we had finally agreed to get divorced. Now Nicci repeated the sentence she had hurled in my
  face that night: I sometimes wonder how I ever got together with you. Good question.


  To be frank, I was utterly unable to fathom what women saw in me. Nicci and I had first met in the lecture room of the psychology faculty, a room full of men who were taller, better-looking and
  certainly more charming than I. Yet she had plumped for me. It couldnt have been my outward appearance. I hate seeing myself in photos. Out of two hundred snaps therell be at most one
  of which Im not ashamed. It will be a blurred or ill-exposed picture that doesnt show up my steadily developing double chin. People used to say I reminded them of Nicolas Cage because
  of my doleful expression; now, all I have in common with him is thinning hair. Ive put on a kilo a year since my thirtieth birthday, even though I avoid junk food and go jogging twice a
  week. Nicci put her finger on it at the start of our relationship when she called me a collectors item of no obvious value. Like an old banger: elderly enough to qualify for a
  scrappage scheme but too endearing, in spite of its quirks, to trade in for a new model. In that respect, of course, she had since changed her mind.


  What kind of father abandons his ten-year-old son in a hospice for the dying? she demanded angrily.


  I didnt even trouble to explain that Julian had been very understanding when I called him from the car and asked him to distribute the presents on his own because an emergency had arisen.
  I had to get to a crime scene, and I could hardly take a ten-year-old boy along.


  And what kind of mother takes her son to see a witch doctor when hes got bronchitis? I retorted.


  Damn it, what wouldnt I give for a cigarette at this moment...


  Instinctively, I felt for the nicotine patch on my right arm. I was holding the phone wedged between my chin and my neck.


  Thats a low blow, Alex, Nicci said after a short pause. You didnt even leave Julian enough money for a cab.


  Because Ive lost my wallet someplace. Shit happens, for Gods sake.


  In your world, Alex, she replied, in your world disasters follow one another in quick succession. Its those bad vibes of yours.


  Please dont start that again!


  My hands were trembling. I tried to calm down by wrapping them more tightly around the steering wheel. My nerves had got even worse since Id tried to give up smoking.


  In spite of that itchy plaster on my triceps.


  Its your negative energy, she said, sounding almost compassionate. You positively attract evil.


  I only write about it. I report the facts. Theres a psychopath on the loose who destroys families in such an atrocious way, even the scandal sheet I work for doesnt dare
  print all the details.


  He plays the oldest childrens game in the world  hide-and-seek  and he plays it until an entire family comes to grief. He plays it until death.


  My eyes strayed to the old newspaper lying on the passenger seat. I had written the headline myself:


  
    THE EYE COLLECTOR STRIKES AGAIN!


    CHILD NO. 3 FOUND DEAD

  


  Like my former occupation as a police negotiator, my job at the paper had often taxed my powers of endurance to the limit. But the case of the Eye Collector had lent a new
  dimension to the word horror. He killed the mothers of the children he kidnapped and then gave the fathers a few hours to find their offspring before they asphyxiated in a hideaway to which
  hed conveyed them. Throw in the fact that the psychopath removed the left eye from each little corpse, and you had a case which truly transcended the bounds of what was conceivable.


  Nicci continued to pontificate. Negative thoughts find expression in reality, she said. Positive thinking breeds positive experiences.


  Positive thinking? Are you completely off your trolley? The Eye Collector has already struck three times. Six dead: three women, two little girls, one boy. You think
  the madman will stop if I pull over on to the hard shoulder and meditate for a bit? No, better still, maybe Ill simply place an order with the Universe, like it says in that book on your
  bedside table. I was talking myself into a rage. Or Ill call one of those astrology hotlines you waste a fortune on. Maybe the housewife at the other end take a quick look at
  her tea leaves and see where the Eye Collector is hiding?


  A click signalled an incoming call. I removed the mobile from my ear and checked the display.


  Dont hang up, I told Nicci, and gratefully put her on hold.
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  Hello, Alex. Its me, your favourite trainee.


  Frank Lahmann.


  If hed caught me at a better moment Id have said, Favourite trainee? You mean youve quit? But I wasnt in the mood for banter, so I left it at a curt
  Hello.


  I hate to disturb your slumbers, Alex, but Thea wants to know if youll be attending the midday conference.


  Most of my colleagues on the paper had problems with Franks bumptious manner. Personally, I was fond of the twenty-one-year-old rookie, perhaps because we shared the same wavelength
  spanning the generation gap between us. Most of the young staff in our editorial offices were there for the wrong reasons. They thought it was cool to work in the media and hoped one day to be in
  the public eye as much as the stories they worked on. Frank was different. Journalism was a vocation to him, not a job, and he would probably have stuck with it even if the paper had cut his
  salary. Considering the amount of voluntary overtime he put in, his current hourly rate was on a par with that of a Somalian field-hand.


  Once upon a time, when I was reading a novel and came across the words You remind me of myself at your age, I would roll my eyes and dismiss them as sentimental rubbish. A month
  ago, however, when I found my trainees sleeping bag in the copy room, I caught myself thinking just that. Frank reminded me of myself as a trainee policeman: utterly obsessed, pathologically
  hard-working, and  on occasion  thoroughly disrespectful to my mentor.


  Im to tell youd better come up with a few facts that havent been gathering dust on our competitors websites. Otherwise  and I quote the
  she-dragons actual words  Ill have his guts for garters.


  Frank sounded even more wound-up than usual, probably because of all the cups of coffee he was bound to have already poured down his throat.


  The editorial conference.


  I groaned softly. Please tell our esteemed editor I wont be able to make it today.


  Yet again...


  He chuckled. Well, its your funeral, but woe betide you if Thea takes it out on me and sends me to cover the Angling Clubs annual press conference or some such
  crap.


  She can forget that. I need you today.


  Frank let loose a nervous cough. At that moment he was presumably peering over his computer screen at the editors glassed-in office and looking conspiratorial.


  So what do you want me to do, Mr President? he asked in a low voice.


  Go to my desk. In one of the drawers  the bottom left, I think  youll find fifty euros and a credit card with a rubber band round them.


  All I heard for a while was a hiss of static and the noises typical of an open-plan newsroom.


  Who are you trying to impress? There are only twenty euros and a green Amex. Its not even gold.


  I need you to bring them to me, pronto. Ive lost my wallet and Im nearly out of petrol.


  Your wallet, eh? What a bugger.


  I heard an office chair creak and had a vision of Frank sitting down at my desk in his standard telephone pose: mobile clamped between chin and collarbone, both elbows on the desk and hands
  clasped behind his shaven head.


  Did it at least contain a photo of a child?


  Of Julian?


  My wallet, you mean? No. I was faintly puzzled.


  Thats bad. Very bad.


  He cleared his throat, always a prelude to a monologue on his part. The driver of the minibus just ahead of me switched lanes for no good reason, distracting me, and I missed the chance to nip
  Franks lecture in the bud.


  According to a study undertaken by the University of Hertfordshire, lost wallets and purses tend to be handed in to the police if theres something personal in them. Snaps of little
  children, wives or puppies, for example.


  Very interesting, I said, but he didnt appear to notice the sarcasm in my tone.


  They dropped no less than 240 wallets to see how many of them were


  Frank, thats enough, okay? I really dont have time for this crap. The tone of my voice got through to him. Grab the money and get going.


  I told him the address. And hurry, I said. I think its starting again.


  The line suddenly went dead. I was afraid Id driven into a dead zone. Then I heard a faint rustle at the other end of the line.


  The Eye Collector? said Frank.


  Yes.


  Shit, he whispered. He was still too young and too new to the game to greet the news in a blas or hard-boiled manner. That was another thing I liked about him. He knew when
  the time for schoolboy levity was over.


  It was a year since Id fished Frank out of a shoal of job applicants. I did so despite opposition from Thea, who would have preferred to engage some cute dolly bird from the German School
  of Journalism in Munich, not a tenderfoot, to quote her reaction to his photograph. He looks like a youngster on a cereal packet. No onell take him seriously.


  But Frank Lahmann had been the only applicant to stake his claim with a story rather than a CV. His report on the serious neglect of patients with Alzheimers in private nursing homes
  ended up on page four of our paper. Furthermore, he was an absolutely ace researcher. Even if he did insist on taking every opportunity to air the useless knowledge he gleaned from news agencies,
  libraries and the Internet, regardless of how appropriate it may be.


  See you in fifteen minutes, I said, and switched back to Nicci, who  to my surprise  was still on the line.


  Look, Im sorry youre having to collect Julian, I said, trying to sound friendly. The rain had grown heavier again, the temperature was just above freezing, and a
  driver in a hat was crawling along ahead of me. I promise it wont happen again, but Ive really got to go and do my job now.


  Nicci sighed. She, too, seemed to have calmed down a little in the interim. Oh, Alex, whats happened to you? You could write about so many things. Love and happiness, for example,
  or people whose selfless thoughts and actions change the world.


  I was driving past some allotments. The asphalt ran out and the road ended in a potholed forest track. I had often played tennis near here in the old days, so I was familiar with the area. It
  wasnt the direct route to Khler Weg, but in cases like this it could be an advantage not to blunder in through the front door.


  But that incident...


  The incident on the bridge.


  ... it destroyed something inside you. You were acquitted on all counts, but not by the court in your own head, am I right? We went over it again and again: you acted in good faith. You
  were right to do as you did. There was even an amateur video that corroborated your evidence.


  I silently shook my head.


  But instead of accepting it as a stroke of fate and changing your life, you go on chasing after criminals. Not with a gun, maybe, but with a dictaphone and a ballpoint. Youre still
  dredging the depths. Niccis voice shook. Why? Tell me! What fascinates you so much about death that you neglect your own child, your family  even yourself?


  My trembling hands tightened on the steering wheel.


  Is it because you want to punish yourself? Do you seek out evil because you think youre an evil person?


  I held my breath and said nothing, just stared through the windscreen and thought hard. When I finally tried to answer, I found that the woman who used to believe that only death would us part
  had hung up.


  To judge by the hoof prints, the track had dwindled to a path used by riders only. On my left was a succession of small allotments; on my right were the Borussia tennis courts.
  Ignoring the sign that denied access to motor vehicles of all kinds, I coaxed the jolting Volvo slowly round a bend.


  The worst of it is, I thought as I spotted the flashing lights of the convoy of patrol cars that was blocking the access to Khler Weg some 200 metres away... the worst of it is,
  theres a smidgen of truth in Niccis cockeyed view of the world.


  I reversed the Volvo and parked it alongside the muddy wire-mesh fence that separated the track from the deserted tennis courts.


  There were reasons why Id spent so many years with Nicci despite our differences  despite our everlasting arguments over how to bring up children and plan our future together.
  Although wed been living apart for the last six months, she was, of course, still closer to me than any other adult on this planet.


  I got out, opened the boot, and took out my crime-scene kit.


  She sees through me, I thought as I put on the protective clothing designed to prevent me from contaminating a crime scene: a snow white plastic coverall and a pair of pale green plastic
  overshoes, which I pulled on over my old, worn Timberland boots.


  Evil does attract me.


  Irresistibly.


  And I dont know why.


  I shut the boot and peered along the track leading to the crime scene. Then I turned and disappeared into the trees.
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  (44 HOURS 6 MINUTES TO THE DEADLINE)


  PHILIPP STOYA

  (DETECTIVE SUPERINTENDENT, HOMICIDE)


  Stoya could hear the dead womans screams as he looked into her eyes. He sensed the mute reproach, of which the lecturer on forensic medicine had always warned his
  students at police college. Even if you succeeded in detaching yourself sufficiently from the horror that occasionally overwhelms the most hardened detective at the sight of a corpse  even
  if you tried to tell yourself you were looking at a piece of evidence, not an individual, when confronted by a body violated, abused, robbed of life by human hand and abandoned like garbage to
  insects, the elements and marauding animals  you couldnt fail to hear the admonitory cries hurled by corpses at those who discovered them. The bodies screamed with their eyes.


  Philipp Stoya was tempted to turn away and put his fingers in his ears because the scream was louder than usual today.


  Lucia Traunstein was barefoot and wearing only a flimsy dressing gown with no bra or panties beneath it. A young woman, she was lying where her husband had found her outside their urban villa
  that morning: on the lawn not far from the garden shed. Although her legs were splayed, revealing an almost completely clean-shaven crotch, a sex crime could probably be dismissed from
  consideration.


  The missing twins, Toby and Lea, and the stopwatch in Lucias hand told another story.


  A story told in the Eye Collectors demented language, thought Stoya.


  The post-war eras most horrific series of murders had begun three months earlier, when Peter Strahl, a forty-two-year-old bricklayer, arrived home after spending the preceding few weeks
  on a large-scale construction site in Frankfurt. His marriage had suffered for years from his regular absences, and so, having been away on the job even longer than usual, he had come bearing some
  little peace offerings in the shape of flowers for his wife and a plastic doll for his daughter Karla. He never got to present them with those gifts. He found his wife lying dead in the hallway
  with a broken neck, clutching something in her hand. It proved to be a stopwatch; a standard model widely sold all over Germany.


  When forensics detached the dead womans fingers from this timer, it set the digital display in motion, the figures counting down to zero.


  A bomb was initially suspected, so all twelve flats in the high-rise building were promptly evacuated. The cruel truth of the matter, however, was that the countdown related to Karla. The little
  girl had disappeared without trace. Neither the police nor her frantic father succeeded in finding the hiding place to which her psychopath abductor had taken her  a hiding place in which
  she was murdered when his forty-five-hour deadline ran out. This was the inescapable conclusion to be drawn from the pathologists findings. The location where little Karla was found, a field
  on the outskirts of Marienfelde, was definitely not the murder scene because there was no water in the vicinity. It was assumed by the public that the Eye Collector asphyxiated his victims in his
  hideaway. Although this was essentially correct, one important pathologists finding was suppressed for tactical reasons: the children were drowned. Traces of chemicals were found in
  the foam that builds up in the bronchial tubes when drowning people instinctively inhale water. Since these were present in all the kids he killed, it was assumed that the Eye Collector had taken
  the children to the same place. Analysis of the water, and of impurities on his victims skin, indicated that they were not drowned in free-flowing water, but this did little to narrow down
  the search for his hideaway. Any house with an indoor swimming pool would have fitted the bill.


  Even a fucking bathtub would do, thought Stoya.


  Only one thing was certain: neither Karla, nor the two children who were murdered a few weeks later, Melanie and Robert, had been killed outdoors. Nor had their left eyes been removed where
  they were found...


  Ill kill the swine, Stoya heard a voice behind him growl as he knelt, motionless, beside the body. Not even death had succeeded in depriving Lucia of the well-toned,
  diet-conscious sex appeal often found in women whose husbands are considerably older, uglier and  last but far from least  wealthier than them. As the owner of Berlins biggest
  dry-cleaning chain, Thomas Traunstein could definitely have afforded more than one house and more than one woman like Lucia.


  Ill kill him, I swear!


  The detective leaning over Stoyas shoulder could scarcely stand up in the tent that forensics had erected over the body a few minutes earlier. Nearly two metres tall, Mike Scholokowsky
  was the kind of friend you called when you were moving house and needed someone to carry a refrigerator up five flights of stairs.


  Or her, Stoya murmured softly. His knee joints creaked as he slowly straightened up, staring intently at the dead woman.


  Huh?


  You said him, Scholle. It could be her. We still dont know the perps sex.


  None of the victims had been particularly big or strong, so they couldnt have offered serious resistance. The absence of any signs of a struggle suggested that the murderer had taken
  advantage of the element of surprise. Whoever was responsible for the death of Lucia Traunstein and the abduction of Toby and Lea might be either male or female, maybe even one of a team. Professor
  Adrian Hohlfort, the profiler who was working with the police on these cases, had already told them as much. But not, alas, anything more than that.


  Scholle sniffed and kneaded his double chin, staring at the woman whose head was lolling sideways at a grotesque 90-degree angle. Her neck was obviously broken, another pointer to the Eye
  Collectors modus operandi.


  The victims wide-open eyes were staring past the two detectives at the wall of the tent.


  No, not staring. Screaming.


  Fuck it, who cares? Scholle literally spat the words into the cold air. Ill take down the Eye Collector even if he turns out to be goddamned nun.


  Stoya nodded. As head of homicide he should have insisted his subordinate be more objective. Instead, all he said was, And Ill help you.


  I cant take it any more either. Ive had it up to here. This time they must win the Eye Collectors perverse game of hide-and-seek and catch him before his ultimatum
  expires and another jogger stumbles over yet another childs corpse.


  A childs corpse with its left eye removed by a psycho. God, what a morning.


  Looking at Scholle, who was angry enough to have torn the tent to shreds, Stoya had to concede, not for the first time, that he was impelled by motives that differed from his
  colleagues.


  Scholle wanted vengeance. All Stoya aspired to was a better life. Damn it all, hed been hunting down antisocial scum for over twenty years, and his reward at the age of forty was a face
  like a rotting apple. Blotchy skin, wrinkled pouches under his eyes and a bald patch on the back of his head. That was the price you paid for unrelenting stress and lack of sleep. None of this
  would be a problem if the job had at least generated the sort of bank balance that inclined most women to overlook outward appearances, but no such luck. Stoya was a confirmed bachelor, and most of
  the criminals he hunted earned more in an hour than he did in a month.


  Scholle wants vengeance. I want a cushy number.


  Yes, damn it. Unlike the rest of them, Stoya wasnt too squeamish to admit it. He was sick of grubbing around in shit with both hands. His ultimate aim was a more political job within the
  force, a spokesperson with fixed hours of work, better pay, and a big desk behind which to flatten his backside.


  Let the others kneel beside womens naked corpses in the rain.


  At the moment, however, he was light years from his objective, and if he failed to produce some results in double-quick time hed be lucky to escape putting on a uniform again. Different
  motives or not, at least he and Scholle were pursuing the same goal.


  Weve got to find this nutter.


  Stoyas cold, wet fingers felt for the little plastic bag in his trouser pocket. As soon as the pathologist arrived  Philippe had already informed him by phone of the special nature
  of the corpse  he would go inside the house, where a psychologist was ministering to the husband, and shut himself up in the bathroom. He hoped there was enough of the stuff left to keep him
  awake for the next forty-five hours...


  What the devil...?


  Stoya heard the change in his surroundings before he saw it. It was the sound of rain falling not on turf but on a hard surface just outside the tent. On plastic. More precisely, on the kind of
  white coverall worn by forensics.


  Shit! Whats that arsehole doing here? said Scholle. His impotent rage had found a lightning conductor at last. The reporter staring at them within earshot had long
  been a thorn in his former colleagues sides. Alexander Zorbach had sneaked into the garden from the Grunewald and was now standing beside the fence with a man who was a head shorter and much
  younger.


  Fritz, Frank or Franz. Stoya vaguely remembered being introduced to Zorbachs sidekick at a press conference.


  Piss off, Scholle bellowed, reaching for his mobile, but Stoya laid a soothing hand on his shoulder.


  Stay here. Ill handle this.


  


End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
s THE

couwfnmmu

SEBASTIAN-FITZEK





OEBPS/html/docimages/tp.jpg
SEBASTIAN FITZEK

TRANSLATED BY JOHN BROWNJOHN

¢

conrvus





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





