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About the Book

A girl’s body lies, posed, on the pale sand of a Hamburg beach, a message concealed in her hand. ‘I have been underground, and now it is time for me to return home...’

Jan Fabel, of the Hamburg murder squad, struggles to interpret the twisted imagery of a dark and brutal mind. Four days later, a man and a woman are found deep in woodland, their throats slashed deep and wide, the names ‘Hansel’ and ‘Gretel’, in the same, tiny, obsessively neat writing, rolled tight and pressed into their hands.

As it becomes clear that each new crime is a grisly reference to folk stories collected almost two hundred years ago by the Brothers Grimm, the hunt is on for a serial killer who is exploring our darkest, most fundamental fears. A predator who kills and then disappears into the shadows.

A monster we all learned to fear in childhood.
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1.

9.30 a.m., Wednesday, 17 March: Elbstrand beach, Blankenese, Hamburg

Fabel stroked her cheek gently with his gloved hand. A stupid gesture; probably an inappropriate gesture, but one that he felt was somehow necessary. He saw his finger tremble as it traced the curve of her cheek. He felt something tight and panicky in his chest when he realised just how much she reminded him of his daughter Gabi. He smiled a small, tight, forced smile and felt his lips tremble as the muscles of his face strained under the effort. She looked up at him with her large eyes. Unblinking, azure eyes.

The panic grew in Fabel. He wanted to wrap his arms around her and tell her that it was all going to be all right. But he couldn’t; and it wasn’t going to be all right. She still held him with her unblinking, unwavering azure gaze.

Fabel felt Maria Klee’s presence beside him. He withdrew his hand and stood up from his squatting position.

‘How old?’ he asked without turning to Maria, keeping his eyes locked with the girl’s.

‘Difficult to say. Fifteen, sixteen, I’d guess. We don’t have a name yet.’

The morning breeze scooped up some of the fine sand of the Blankenese beach and swirled it like a drink stirred in a glass. Some of the grains blew into the girl’s eyes, settling on the whites, but still she did not blink. Fabel found he could not look any more and tore his gaze away. He shoved his hands deep into his coat pockets and turned his head, looking, for no good reason except to fill his eyes with something other than the image of a murdered girl, up towards the red and white striped spindle of Blankenese lighthouse. He turned back to Maria. He stared into her pale blue-grey candid eyes that never told you much about the person behind them; that sometimes suggested a coldness, a lack of emotion, unless you knew her well. Fabel sighed as if some great pain or sadness had forced the breath from him.

‘Sometimes I don’t know if I can do this any more, Maria.’

‘I know what you mean,’ she said, looking down at the girl.

‘No . . . I really mean it, Maria. I’ve been doing this job for nearly half my life and sometimes I feel like I’ve had more than a bellyful of it . . . Christ, Maria – she’s so like Gabi . . .’

‘Why don’t you leave this one to me?’ said Maria. ‘For now, at least. I’ll deal with forensics.’

Fabel shook his head. He had to stay. He had to look. He had to hurt. Fabel was drawn back to the girl. Her eyes, her hair, her face. He would remember every detail. This face that was too young to wear death would remain in the galleries of his memory, along with all those other faces – some young, some old, all dead – from years of murder inquiries. Not for the first time Fabel found himself resenting the one-way relationship he was forced to have with these people. He knew that, over the coming weeks and months, he would get to know this girl: he would talk with her parents, her siblings, her friends; he would learn her routines, the music she was into, the hobbies she enjoyed. Then he would delve deeper: he would tease solemn secrets from closest friends; he would read the diary she had kept hidden from the world; he would share the thoughts she had chosen not to share; he would read the boys’ names she had doodled in secret. He would build a complete picture of the hopes and dreams, the spirit and personality of the girl who had once lived behind those azure eyes.

Fabel would know this girl so totally. Yet she would never know him. His awareness of her began with the total extinction of her awareness of anything. Her death. It was Fabel’s job to know the dead.

Still she gazed at him from the sand. Her clothes were old: not rags, but drab and worn. A baggy sweatshirt with a ghost of a design on its front, and faded jeans. And when the clothes had been new they had been cheap.

She lay on the sand with her legs partly pulled up under her, her hands folded and resting on her lap. It was as if she had been kneeling on the sand and had toppled over, her posture frozen. But she hadn’t died here. Fabel was sure of it. What he wasn’t sure about was whether her posture was an accidental arrangement of limbs or a deliberate pose struck by whoever had left her there.

Fabel was snapped back from his bitter thoughts by the approach of Brauner, the head of the Spurensicherung forensics team. Brauner walked across the wooden planking, elevated on bricks, that he had assembled as the sole ingress and egress to the crime locus. Fabel nodded a grim welcome.

‘What have we got, Holger?’ Fabel asked.

‘Not a lot,’ said Brauner, bleakly. ‘The sand is dry and fine and the wind shifts it about a bit. It literally blows away any forensic traces. I don’t think this is our primary locus . . . you?’

Fabel shook his head. Brauner looked down at the girl’s body, his expression clouded. Fabel knew that Brauner too had a daughter and he recognised the gloom in Brauner’s face as a shade of the dull ache he felt himself. Brauner drew a long breath.

‘We’ll do a full forensic before we pass her on to Möller for the autopsy.’

Fabel watched in silence as the white-overalled forensic specialists of the Spurensicherungsteam processed the scene. Like ancient Egyptian embalmers wrapping a mummy, the SpuSi technicians worked on the body, covering every square centimetre in strips of Tesa tape, each of which was numbered and photographed, then transferred to a polythene sheet.

Once the scene had been processed, the girl’s body was carefully lifted and zippered into the vinyl body bag, hoisted on to a trolley and half pushed, half carried across the yielding sand by two mortuary attendants. Fabel kept his gaze focused on the body bag, an indistinct smudge against the pale colours of the sand, the rocks and the uniforms of the mortuary men, until it disappeared from view. He then turned and looked back along the clean, blond sand towards the slender Blankenese lighthouse, out across the Elbe towards the distant green shores of the Altes Land, then back up at the manicured green terraces of Blankenese, with its elegant, expensive villas.

It occurred to Fabel that he had never viewed such a desolate scene.


2.

9.50 a.m., Wednesday, 17 March: Krankenhaus Mariahilf hospital, Heimfeld, Hamburg

The Oberschwester chief nurse watched him from the hall. She felt a leaden sensation coalesce in her heart as she did so. He sat, unaware of observation, leaning forward in the bedside chair, his hand resting on the grey-white wrinkled topography of the old woman’s forehead. Occasionally his hand would run gently and slowly through the white hair; and all the while he spoke into her ear in a low, gentle murmur that only the old woman could hear. The chief nurse became aware of one of her subordinates standing behind her. The second nurse also smiled with a bitter sympathy as she took in the scene of middle-aged son and elderly mother wrapped in their own exclusive universe. The chief nurse indicated the scene with a small thrust of her chin.

‘He never misses a day . . .’ She smiled joylessly. ‘None of mine will bother their backsides about me when I’m that age, let me tell you.’

The other nurse gave a small knowing laugh. The two women stood in silence for a moment, each taking in the same picture, each wrapped up in their individual, dully terrifying thoughts about their own distant futures.

‘Can she hear anything he says to her?’ asked the other nurse after a moment.

‘No reason to believe she doesn’t. The stroke has all but paralysed her and struck her dumb, but, as far as we know, her faculties are still in order.’

‘God . . . I’d rather die. Imagine being imprisoned in your own body.’

‘At least she’s got him,’ said the chief nurse. ‘He brings in those books of his each and every day and reads to her and then spends an hour just sitting there, stroking her hair and talking quietly to her. At least she’s got that.’

The other nurse nodded and gave a long, sad sigh.

Inside the room the old woman and her son were both oblivious to the fact that they were being observed by others. She lay unmoving, incapable of moving, on her back, presenting her son, who sat hunched forward in the bedside chair, with her faintly noble profile of high arched brow and aquiline nose. Every now and then, a trickle of saliva would dribble from the corner of the thin lips and the solicitous son would dab it away with a folded handkerchief. He smoothed the hair back from her brow once more and leaned in close again, his lips almost touching her ear and his breath, as he spoke low and soft and gentle, stirring the silver strands of hair on her temple.

‘I spoke to the doctor again today, mother. He told me that your condition has stabilised. That’s good, isn’t it, Mutti?’ He didn’t pause for the answer that he knew she was incapable of giving. ‘Anyway, the doctor says that after your big stroke, you had what they call a series of “stuttering” strokes . . . like tiny little strokes that did the damage. He also said that these are over now and you won’t get any worse if I make sure your medication is maintained.’ He paused and let his breath out slowly. ‘What that means is it would be possible for me to look after you at home. The doctor wasn’t too keen on the idea to start with. But you don’t like strangers looking after you, do you, Mutti? I told the doctor that. I told him that you’d be much better off with me, with your son, at home. I told him I’d be able to arrange for your care when I’m at work, and the rest of the time . . . well, the rest of the time you’d have me to look after you, wouldn’t you? I told him that the nurse can visit us in the cosy little apartment I’ve bought. The doctor says I might be able to take you home towards the end of the month. Isn’t that great?’

He let the thought sink in. He scanned the pallid grey eyes that moved sluggishly in the immobile head. If there was any emotion behind the eyes, it could not break through to be read. He drew even closer, eagerly tugging the chair in tighter to the bed, making it squeak on the polished hospital floor. ‘Of course, we both know that it won’t be like I told the doctor, don’t we, mother?’ The voice remained gentle and soothing. ‘But there again, I couldn’t tell the doctor about the other house . . . our house. Or that what I’ll really do is leave you to lie in your own shit for days on end, could I? Or that I will spend hours exploring what capacity you have left to feel pain. No, no, that wouldn’t do at all, would it, Mutti?’ He gave a small, childlike laugh. ‘I don’t think the doctor would be too keen on me taking you home with me if he knew that, would he? But don’t worry, I won’t tell him if you don’t . . . but of course you can’t, can you? You see, mother, God has gagged and bound you. It’s a sign. A sign for me.’

The old woman’s head remained motionless, but a tear oozed from the corner of her eye and sought out the creases in the skin of her temple. He dropped his voice even lower and infused it with a conspiratorial tone. ‘You and I will be together. Alone. And we can talk about the old days. About the old days in our big old house. About when I was a child. When I was weak and you were strong.’ The voice was now a hiss: venom breathed into the ear of the old woman. ‘I’ve done it again, Mutti. Another one. Just like three years ago. But this time, because God has bound you up in the prison of your own hideous body, you can’t interfere. This time you can’t stop me, and I’ll keep on doing it and doing it. It will be our little secret. You will be there at the end, mother, I promise you that. But this is just the beginning . . .’

Out in the hall, the two nurses, neither of whom could have guessed the nature of what had passed between son and mother, turned away from the hospital room and the pathetic tableau within it of a deteriorating life and a constant filial devotion. In that instant, the intrusion through a window on to a sadder life ended and they returned to the practicalities of rotas, charts and the medication-dispensing round.


3.

4.30 p.m., Wednesday, 17 March: Polizeipräsidium, Hamburg

The crisp bright cold of the morning had yielded to a damp sodium-coloured sky that had indolently shouldered its way in from the North Sea. A faint drizzle now freckled the panes of Fabel’s office windows and his view out towards the Winterhuder Stadtpark seemed to have had the life and colour sucked from it.

Two people sat across the desk from Fabel: Maria and a stocky, hard-looking man in his mid-fifties, whose scalp gleamed through its black and grey bristle covering.

Kriminaloberkommissar Werner Meyer had worked with Fabel for longer than anyone else in the team. Junior in rank but senior in years, Werner Meyer was not just Fabel’s colleague: he was his friend, and often his mentor. Werner shared the same rank as Maria Klee and together they represented Fabel’s immediate support in the team. Werner, however, was Fabel’s number two. He had much more practical experience as a police officer than Maria, although she had been a high-flyer at university, where she had studied law, and then later at the Polizeifachhochschule and Landespolizeischule police academies. Despite his tough look and considerable bulk, Werner’s approach to police work was typified by a methodical thoroughness and an attention to detail. Werner was ‘by-the-book’ and had often reined in his Chef when Fabel had wandered too far down one of his ‘intuitive’ routes. He had always seen himself as Fabel’s partner and it had taken time, and dramatic events, to accustom him to working with Maria.

But it had worked. Fabel had teamed them because of their differences: because they represented different generations of police officer, and because they combined and contrasted experience with expertise, theory with practice. But what really made them work as a team was that which they shared: a total and uncompromising commitment to their roles as Mordkommission officers.

It had been the usual preliminary meeting. Murders took two forms: there was the hot pursuit, where a body was found quickly after death, or there was a strong and clear evidential direction to be pursued; then there was the cold trail, where the killer had already distanced himself or herself in chronology, in geography and in forensic presence from the murder event, leaving the police only scraps to piece together: a process that took time and effort. The murder of the girl on the beach was a cold-trail case: its form was nebulous, amorphous. It would take them a long time and a lot of investigative toil before they made any defined shape of it. The afternoon’s meeting had therefore been typical of initial case meetings: they had reviewed the scant facts that were available and timetabled further meetings to examine the awaited forensic and autopsy reports. The body itself would be the starting point: no longer a person but a store of physical information about time, manner and place of death. And, on a molecular level, the DNA and other data retrieved from it would begin the process of identification. The major part of the meeting had been devoted to allocating resources to the various investigative tasks, the first of which was to get almost everyone on to the job of identifying the dead girl. The dead girl. Fabel was steadfastly committed to uncovering her identity, but it was that moment he dreaded most: when the body became a person and the case number became a name.

After the meeting Fabel asked Maria to hang around. Werner nodded knowingly at his boss and, in so doing, succeeded in further highlighting the awkwardness of the situation. So now, Maria Klee, dressed in an expensive black blouse and grey trousers, her legs crossed and her long fingers interlocked in a cradle around her knee, sat impassively and somewhat formally, waiting for her superior officer to speak. As always, her posture was one of restraint, confinement, control, and her blue-grey eyes remained impassive under the questioning arch of her eyebrows. Everything about Maria Klee exuded confidence, self-control and authority. But now there was something between Fabel and Maria that was awkward. She had been back at work for a month now, but this was their first major case since her return and Fabel wanted them to say what had been left unsaid.

Circumstances had forced Fabel and Maria into a unique intimacy. An intimacy closer than if they had slept together. Nine months before, they had spent several minutes alone, under a starry sky in a deserted field in the Altes Land on the southern shore of the Elbe, their breaths mingling, the self-assured Maria Klee transformed into a little girl by her very real and reasonable fear that she was about to die. Fabel had cradled her head and maintained a constant eye contact with her, talking soothingly all the time, not allowing her to drift into a sleep from which she would not wake, never allowing her to take her gaze from his and down to where the hideous haft of a thick-bladed knife jutted from under her ribcage. It had been the worst night of Fabel’s career. They had closed in on the most dangerous psychopath Fabel had ever had to deal with: a monster responsible for a series of particularly vicious, ritualistic murders. The pursuit had left two policemen dead: one of Fabel’s team, a bright young officer called Paul Lindemann, and a uniformed SchuPo from the local Polizeikommissariat. The last officer the fleeing psychotic had encountered had been Maria: instead of killing her, he had left her with a potentially fatal wound, knowing that Fabel would have to make a choice between continuing his pursuit or saving his officer’s life. Fabel had made the only choice that he could.

Now both Fabel and Maria bore scars of different kinds. Fabel had never before lost an officer in the line of duty, and that night he had lost two, and damned near a third. Maria had lost a vast amount of blood and had come close to death on the operating table. Then there had been two tense weeks in intensive care, in which Maria had inhabited that precarious no man’s land between awareness and unconsciousness; between life and death. Seven months of a slow return to full health and strength had followed. Fabel knew that Maria had spent the final two months of her recovery in the gym, rebuilding not only her physical strength but something of the iron resolve that had characterised her as an efficient, determined police officer. Now she sat before Fabel, the same old Maria with her flinty, unwavering gaze and her fingers locked around her knee. But as Fabel took in her robust body language, he still found himself looking beyond it, to a night when he had held her chilled hand and listened to her small breaths as she begged him, in a small child’s voice, not to let her die. It was something they had to find their way past.

‘You know why I want to talk to you, don’t you, Maria?’

‘No, Chef . . . is it about this case?’ But the earnest blue-grey gaze faltered and she made a show of brushing away some invisible speck on her immaculate trousers.

‘I think you do, Maria. I need to know that you’re ready for a full case.’

Maria started to protest but Fabel silenced her with a gesture of his hand.

‘Look, Maria, I’m being straight with you. I could very easily say nothing and allocate you duties on the fringes of any investigation that comes up until I’m convinced you’re ready. But that’s not the way I operate. You know that.’ Fabel leaned forward, resting his elbows on the desk. ‘I value you too much as an officer to do you that disrespect. But I also value you too much to jeopardise your long-term well-being – and your effectiveness within this team – by pushing you to the forefront of an investigation that you’re not ready for.’

‘I’m ready.’ A steel frost crackled in Maria’s voice. ‘I’ve dealt with everything I need to deal with. I wouldn’t have come back to work if I thought I was going to compromise the effectiveness of the team.’

‘Dammit, Maria, I’m not challenging you. I’m not questioning your abilities . . .’ Fabel returned her gaze with equal frankness. ‘I nearly lost you that night, Maria. I lost Paul and I nearly lost you. I let you down. I let the team down. It’s my responsibility to make sure you’re all right.’

The chill in Maria’s glacial expression began to thaw. ‘It wasn’t your fault, Chef. To begin with I thought it was mine. That I didn’t react quickly enough, or react in the right way. But he was something that we’ve never encountered before. He was a unique kind of evil. I know that it’s highly unlikely that I’ll ever encounter someone – something – like him again.’

‘What about the fact that he’s still out there on the loose?’ said Fabel, and immediately regretted it. It was a thought that had cost him the sleep of more than one night.

‘He’s far away from Hamburg by now,’ said Maria. ‘Probably far out of Germany or even Europe. But if he isn’t, and if we were to pick up his trail again, I’d be ready.’

Fabel knew she meant what she had said. He didn’t know if he was ready to face the Blood Eagle killer again. Now or ever. He kept that thought to himself.

‘There’s no shame in easing back into things, Maria.’

She smiled a smile that Fabel had not seen before: the first signal that something had, indeed, changed within Maria. ‘I’m fine, Jan. I promise you.’ It was the first time that she had used his first name in the office. The first time she had ever used it was as she lay somewhere between life and death in the long grass of a field in the Altes Land.

Fabel smiled. ‘It’s good to have you back, Maria.’

Maria was about to say something when Anna Wolff knocked on the door and entered without waiting to be invited.

‘Sorry to bust in,’ said Anna, ‘but I’ve just had forensics on the phone. There’s something we need to look at right away.’

Holger Brauner didn’t look like a scientist, or even vaguely academic. He was a man of just medium height with sand-blond hair and a rugged, outdoor appearance. Fabel knew that Holger had been some kind of athlete in his youth and had retained a powerful, stocky frame. Fabel had worked with the head of the SpuSi scenes-of-crime unit for a decade and their mutual professional respect had developed into genuine friendship. Brauner was employed by LKA3, the division of the Hamburg Landeskriminalamt responsible for all forms of forensic investigation. He spent much of his time working out of the Institut für Rechtsmedizin, but also had an office by the forensics labs in the Präsidium. When Fabel entered Brauner’s office, Brauner was bent over his desk, examining something through a combined light and magnifying glass that was swung over on an articulated arm. When Brauner looked up he did not greet Fabel with his customary broad grin. Instead he beckoned for Fabel to come over.

‘Our killer is communicating with us,’ he said grimly and handed Fabel a pair of surgical gloves. Brauner stepped back to allow Fabel to examine the object on the desk. Set on a small sheet of plastic was a rectangular slip of yellow paper; it was about ten centimetres wide by five long. Brauner had laid a clear perspex sheet over the note to protect it from contamination. The handwriting, in red ink, was tight, regular, neat and very small.

‘We found this in the girl’s fist. I am guessing that it was placed in her hand and the fingers closed around it post-mortem but before rigor set in.’

Although the writing was tiny it was legible to the naked eye. But Fabel examined the note through Brauner’s illuminating magnifier. Through the lens the writing became more than words on paper: each tiny red stroke became a sweeping band across a textured yellow landscape. He pushed the magnifier to one side and read the message.

Now I am found. My name is Paula Ehlers. I live at Buschberger Weg, Harksheide, Norderstedt. I have been underground and now it is time for me to return home.

Fabel straightened up. ‘When did you find this?’

‘We took the body over to Butenfeld this morning for Herr Doktor Möller to carry out the autopsy.’ Butenfeld was the name of the road in Eppendorf on which the Institut was located and had become police shorthand for the morgue there. ‘We were doing our usual pre-autopsy examination of the body when we found this squeezed into her hand. As you know, we place separate bags around the hands and feet to ensure that no forensic evidence is lost in transit, but this note had remained stuck to the palm of her hand even after rigor had worn off.’

Fabel read the note again. There was a sluggish, vaguely nauseating sensation in his gut. Paula. She now had a name. The azure eyes that had stared up at him had belonged to Paula. He took a notebook from his pocket and noted down the name and address. Fabel had no doubt that it had been the killer and not the victim who had written this message. If the killer had forced the girl to write it, Fabel could not imagine her being able to compose herself sufficiently to write with such neat precision. He turned back to Brauner.

‘“I have been underground . . .” Does that mean she’s been buried somewhere before being dug up, moved and dumped on the beach at Blankenese?’

‘I thought of that when I read that in the note . . . but no, I can say for sure that this body has not been interred previously. Anyway, from the post-mortem lividity and the easing of rigor, my rough reckoning is that she’s only been dead just over a day. Maybe it’s a reference to her being kept in a cellar or something before death. We’re checking her clothing for any dust or other contaminants that might give us an idea of the environment she’s been kept in for the last twenty-four hours.’

‘Could be,’ said Fabel. ‘Did you find anything else?’

‘No.’ Brauner picked up a file from his desk and glanced through it. ‘Of course, Herr Doktor Möller will be furnishing full pathological details, but our initial findings were that the beach was not the primary locus – that the victim was killed somewhere else and brought to the beach later to be dumped.’

‘No, Holger . . .’ Fabel replayed the images from the beach in his mind. ‘Not dumped. Posed. It’s been bothering me since this morning. She looked as if she was resting. Or waiting. It was no random abandonment of a corpse. It was a statement of some kind . . . but I just don’t know what it was supposed to say.’

Brauner considered Fabel’s words. ‘I suppose so,’ he said eventually. ‘I have to admit that I don’t quite see it the same way. I agree there was some care in the way she was left. But I didn’t see a deliberate pose. Maybe he felt remorseful for what he had done. Or maybe he’s so psychotic that he doesn’t fully appreciate that she’s dead.’

Fabel smiled. ‘You could be right. Anyway, I’m sorry, you were saying . . .?’

Brauner returned to the file. ‘Not much more to say. The girl’s clothes were not of good quality and quite old. What’s more, they weren’t fresh . . . I’d say she’d been wearing the same clothes, and under-clothes, for at least three or four days prior to death.’

‘Was she raped?’

‘Well, you know Möller would have my guts for prejudging his findings – and, to be fair, only he can give you a definitive answer on that – but no . . . I saw no evidence of any sexual trauma on the body. In fact I didn’t see any marks of violence other than the ligature marks around the neck. And there were no traces on her clothes.’

‘Thanks, Holger,’ Fabel said. ‘I take it that you’re going to look into the type of paper and ink used on the note?’

‘Yes. I’ve already scanned it for a watermark. Nothing. I’ll be able to give you a weight and type match, et cetera, but it will take time to pin it down to a particular make.’ Brauner sucked the air in through his teeth. ‘I have a funny feeling that we’re looking at a mass-market generic paper, which means it will be difficult to trace to a specific outlet.’

‘It also means that our friend has thought this through and is covering his tracks,’ Fabel sighed. Then he slapped Brauner on the shoulder. ‘See what you can do, Holger. While you deal with the medium, I’ll deal with the message . . . Can you arrange for some photocopies to be sent up to the Mordkommission? Ideally blown up to three times the original size?’

‘Not a problem, Jan.’

‘And I’ll make sure you get a copy of the autopsy report Möller sends me.’ Fabel knew that Möller’s abrasive manner rankled with Brauner even more than it did with him. ‘Just in case there’s anything in it that leaps out at you as significant . . .’

When Fabel got back to the Mordkommission, he stopped off at Anna Wolff’s desk. He handed her the name and address listed on the note that the killer had pressed into the girl’s hand. Anna’s smile faded as she read the note.

‘This the dead girl?’

‘That’s what I need you to find out,’ said Fabel grimly. ‘The killer hid a note in the victim’s hand. It claimed this is the girl’s identity.’

‘I’ll get on to it right away, Chef.’

Fabel closed the door behind him when he entered his office. He sat down behind his desk and looked out through the glazed partition that separated him from the open-plan main Mordkommission office. He had never fully settled into the new Polizeipräsidium; he had much preferred the old headquarters, down on Beim Strohhause near the Berliner Tor. But much was changing with the Polizei Hamburg. And most of the change did not appeal to Fabel much. They were now in a brand new building that radiated out as a five-storey-high star shape around a central atrium. It hadn’t all gone as smoothly as planned. Originally the atrium had been home to a pond feature, which had become home to clouds of mosquitoes. When the Präsidium had, in turn, become infested with spiders prospering on the pond’s bounty, it was decided to fill the water feature with gravel. There were other changes too: the uniforms of the Hamburg police’s SchuPo branch were being changed away from the mustard and green that was the standard across all of Germany’s police forces to blue and white. But the change that Fabel had most difficulty with was the militarisation of parts of the Hamburg police: the MEKs, the Mobile Einsatz Kommando surveillance and special-weapons response units, were a necessary evil, so Fabel’s superiors assured him. Fabel himself had called on MEK units for back-up, particularly after his experience of losing one of his own team, but he had grave reservations about the attitudes of some MEK officers.

Fabel watched his team through the partition. This was the machine that would be brought to bear on hunting down Paula’s killer. These were the people who would be sent off in different directions, to perform their separate allocated tasks, until they were all brought together in the final moment of resolution. It fell to Fabel to maintain the overview, to see beyond the detail. It was his judgement, his arrangement of the disparate investigative elements, that would determine whether they found Paula’s killer or not. It was a responsibility that he tried not to dwell on, because when he did he found it almost unbearable. It was at such times that he questioned the choices he had made. Would it have been so bad to settle for a life as an academic in some provincial university? Or as a teacher of English or history in a Frisian school? Maybe if he had, his marriage to Renate would have survived. Maybe he would have slept through each night without dreams of the dead.

Anna Wolff knocked at the door and entered. Her pretty face with its dark eyes and too-red lips was clouded with a gloomy expression. She nodded gravely in response to Fabel’s unspoken question.

‘Yep. Paula Ehlers went missing on her way home from school. I searched the database and then spoke to the Norderstedt Polizeidirektion. Her age fits as well. But there is something that really doesn’t fit.’

‘What?’

‘Like I say, her age would fit with the dead girl . . . now. Paula Ehlers went missing three years ago, when she was thirteen.’


4.

7.50 p.m., Wednesday, 17 March: Norderstedt, north of Hamburg

It normally only took about half an hour to drive from the Präsidium to Norderstedt, but Fabel and Anna Wolff stopped on the way to get something to eat. The Rasthof café was all but empty, apart from a couple of drivers who, Fabel assumed, belonged to the lorry and large panel van parked outside. The truckers sat together at the same table, silently and gloomily eating their way through a mountain of food. Fabel idly observed the two drivers, both of whom had the sag-belly builds of lethargic middle age; but, as he passed them, Fabel noticed that one of the drivers could only have been in his late twenties or early thirties. There was something about such a waste of youth that depressed Fabel. He thought of what lay ahead of him and Anna: of a life and youth not wasted but stolen, and a family left broken and lacking wholeness. Of all of the things he had to deal with as a murder detective, the thing that got to him most was the homes of the missing. Particularly where the missing person was a child. Such households always had a sense of the incomplete; of the unresolved. More often than not, there was simply the overwhelming sense of waiting: waiting for the husband, the wife, the son or the daughter to come home. Or for someone to end the waiting by telling them that the missing was now the dead. Someone like Fabel.

Fabel and Anna Wolff took a table at the end of the café furthest from the truckers, where their conversation wouldn’t be overheard. Anna ordered a Bratwurst hot dog and coffee. Fabel took an open sandwich and some coffee. When they were seated, Anna laid the file she had brought in from the car on to the table, turning it around so that it was the right way up for Fabel to read.

‘Paula Ehlers. She was thirteen when she disappeared – in fact she went missing the day after her thirteenth birthday – which would make her sixteen now. Like the note said, she lived in Buschberger Weg, in the Harksheide district of Norderstedt. She lived about only ten minutes’ walk from her school, and according to the report from the Norderstedt KriPo, she disappeared at some point during that ten-minute walk.’

Fabel flipped open the file. The face that smiled out at him from the photograph was that of a freckled, smiling girl. A child. Fabel frowned. He thought back to the body on the beach; to the face that had stared blankly at him from the cold sand. He compared the pre- and post-puberty Paulas. There was a common architecture to the faces, but the eyes seemed different. Was it just the difference between the androgyny of childhood and the near-womanhood of a sixteen-year-old? Were they the changes wrought in a face by three years of God knows what kind of hardship? The eyes. He had stared so long into the dead girl’s eyes as she had lain, dead but as if alive, on the beach at Blankenese. It was the eyes that bothered Fabel.

Anna took a mouthful of Bratwurst before continuing. When she spoke she tapped the file with the finger of one hand while holding the other hand before her mouth as if to shield the file from crumbs.

‘The Norderstedt police did all the right things. They even carried out a re-enactment of her walk home. When they still didn’t find her after a month they gave the case dual status as a missing person and possible murder.’

Fabel flipped through the rest of the file. Brauner had sent up half a dozen enlarged photocopies of the note. One was now pasted to the incident board in the main Mordkommission office; another lay in the file before Fabel.

‘After a year, they relaunched the case,’ Anna continued. ‘They stopped and questioned everyone walking or driving through the area on the anniversary of Paula’s disappearance. Again, despite their best efforts, nothing. It was a Kriminalkommissar Klatt, from the Norderstedt KriPo who ran the investigation. I phoned him this afternoon . . . he’s basically put himself at our disposal, even given us his home address if we want to call in after we’ve spoken to the Ehlers. According to Klatt, there were no real leads at all, although Klatt said he did look very closely at one of Paula’s teachers . . .’ Anna turned the file partly back towards her and flicked through the pages of the report that the Norderstedt police had faxed to the Präsidium. ‘Yes . . . a Herr Fendrich. Klatt has admitted he had nothing on Fendrich, other than an uneasy gut feeling he had about the relationship between Fendrich and Paula.’ Fabel stared at the freckled face in the photograph. ‘But she was only thirteen . . .’

Anna made a ‘you should know better’ face. Fabel sighed: it was a naive, even stupid comment to have made. After more than a decade leading a murder squad, there was little about what people were capable of that should surprise him, least of all the possibility of a paedophile teacher becoming fixated on one of his charges.

‘But Klatt couldn’t find anything concrete on which to base his suspicions?’ asked Fabel. Anna had taken another mouthful and shook her head.

‘He questioned him more than once.’ Anna spoke through her food, again shielding her lips with her fingertips. ‘But Fendrich started to make noises about harassment. Klatt had to back right off. To be fair to Fendrich, in the absence of any other investigative route to follow, I get the impression there was a fair amount of clutching at straws.’

Fabel looked out of the window at the double image of the illuminated car park and his own darkly reflected face. A Mercedes pulled up and a couple in their thirties got out. The man opened the back door and a girl of about ten stepped out and automatically took her father’s hand. It was an instinctive and habitual gesture: the innate expectation that children have to be protected. Fabel turned back to Anna.

‘I’m not convinced it’s the same girl.’

‘What?’

‘I’m not saying it isn’t. It’s just that I’m not sure. There are differences. Especially the eyes.’

Anna leaned back in her seat and pursed her lips. ‘Then it’s one hell of a coincidence, Chef. If it’s not Paula Ehlers then it’s someone who looks hell of a lot like her. And someone who had her name and address in her hand. Like I say, a hell of a coincidence . . . and if there’s one thing I’ve learned not to believe in, it’s a coincidence.’

‘I know. Like I said, it’s just that something doesn’t gel.’

The B433 runs straight through Norderstedt on its way north into Schleswig-Holstein and into Denmark. Harksheide lies to the north of the town centre and Buschberger Weg is to the right of the B433. As they approached the turn-off for Buschberger Weg, Fabel noted that the school Paula attended lay further up the main road, ahead and to the left. Paula would have crossed this busy thoroughfare to get home, and might have walked along its length for a while. This was where she had been taken. On one side or the other: more than likely on the Hamburg-bound carriageway.

It was as Fabel had expected. There was a dark electricity in the Ehlerses’ household: something between anticipation and dread. The house itself was the most ordinary of dwellings: a single-storey bungalow with a steep red-tiled roof: the type of home you see from the Netherlands to the Baltic coast, from Hamburg to the northern tip of Danish Jutland. An immaculate, well-stocked but unimaginative garden framed the house.

Frau Ehlers was in her early forties. Her hair had clearly been as blonde as her daughter’s, but the decades had muted its lustre by a tone. She had the pale Nordic look of a Schleswig-Holsteiner, the people of Germany’s slender northern neck: light blue eyes and skin that had been prematurely aged by the sun. Her husband was an earnest-looking man whom Fabel placed at around fifty. He was tall and a touch too lean: schlaksig, as they say in Northern Germany. He too was fair, but a further tone duller than his wife’s colouring. His eyes were a darker blue and shadowed against the pale skin. In the moment of introduction, Fabel processed the images before him with the images in his memory: the Ehlers, the girl in the file photograph, the girl in the sand. Again something snagged in his brain: some barely perceptible inconsistency.

‘Have you found our little girl?’ Frau Ehlers searched Fabel’s face with an urgency and intensity he found almost unbearable.

‘I don’t know, Frau Ehlers. It’s possible. But we need you or Herr Ehlers to make a positive identification of the body.’

‘So there’s a chance it isn’t Paula?’ There was a hint of defiance in Herr Ehlers’s tone. Fabel caught Anna’s glance out of the corner of his eye.

‘I suppose so, Herr Ehlers, but there’s every indication that it may well be Paula. The victim is taller than Paula was when she went missing, but her height is well within the growth you would expect over the last three years. And there was some evidence that seemed to link her with this address.’ Fabel did not want to tell them that the killer had tagged his victim.

‘How did she die?’ asked Frau Ehlers.

‘I don’t think we should go into that until we make sure it really is Paula,’ said Fabel. The desperation in Frau Ehlers’s expression seemed to intensify. Her lower lip trembled. Fabel relented. ‘The victim we found was strangled.’

Frau Ehlers’s body was racked with silent sobs. Anna stepped forward and put her arm around her shoulder, but Frau Ehlers drew back. There was an awkward silence. Fabel found himself sweeping his gaze around the room. There was a large photograph framed on the wall. It had obviously been taken with an ordinary camera and had been enlarged more than it should have been. The texture was grainy and the girl at the centre of the picture gazed out with flash-reddened pupils. It was Paula Ehlers; she was smiling up at the camera from behind a large birthday cake that was emblazoned with the number thirteen. Fabel felt a chill as he realised that she looked out at him from the day before she was snatched from her family.

‘When can we see her?’ asked Herr Ehlers.

‘We’ve arranged for the local police to take you down tonight, if that’s okay.’ It was Anna who answered. ‘We will meet you there. A car will pick you up about 9.30 p.m. I know it’s late . . .’

Herr Ehlers cut her off. ‘That’s all right. We’ll be waiting.’

On the way back to the car, Fabel could sense a tension in Anna’s movements. And she was silent.

‘You okay?’ he asked.

‘Not really,’ She looked back at the sad little house with its tended garden and its red roof. ‘That was tough. I don’t know how they have stood it so long. All that waiting. All that hope. They have depended on us to find their little girl and, when we do, we can’t even bring her back alive.’

Fabel bleeped off the alarm and locks and waited until they were both in the car before answering. ‘I’m afraid that’s the way it works out. Happy endings belong in movies, not in real life.’

‘But it was as if they hated us.’

‘They do,’ said Fabel resignedly. ‘And who can blame them? Like you say, we were supposed to bring her back alive, not tell them we found her body abandoned somewhere. They were depending on us to deliver the happy ending.’ Fabel started the engine. ‘Anyway, let’s stay focused on the case. It’s time we called in on Kriminalkommissar Klatt.’

Norderstedt has an officially split personality. It is part of Greater Hamburg, its phone numbers share the Hamburg 040 prefix, and when Fabel and Anna drove up through Fuhlsbüttel and Langenhorn into Norderstedt there had been a sense of an unbroken metropolitan continuum. Yet the Polizei Hamburg has no jurisdiction here: it is the Landespolizei of Schleswig-Holstein that operate in Norderstedt. However, because of their close proximity and the continual overlapping of cases, the Norderstedt police had more contact with the Polizei Hamburg than with their own force in the gentle landscapes and small towns of Schleswig-Holstein. Anna had phoned ahead to arrange for Kommissar Klatt to meet with them at the Polizeirevier Norderstedt-Mitte in the town’s Rathausallee.

When they arrived at the Polizeirevier, they were not conducted, as they expected, to the main Kriminalpolizei offices; instead a young female uniformed officer led them to a stark, windowless interview room. The female SchuPo asked them if they would like some coffee, to which they both said yes. Anna glanced gloomily around the room and, after the SchuPo had left, she and Fabel exchanged meaningful glances.

‘Now I know what it must be like to be a suspect,’ said Anna.

Fabel gave an ironic smile. ‘Quite. Do you think we’re being told something?’

Anna didn’t get a chance to answer: the interview-room door swung open and a man in his early thirties entered. He was shortish but powerfully built and had a big, friendly but forgettable face fringed with dark hair and a stubbly beard. He smiled broadly at both Hamburg officers and introduced himself as Kriminalkommissar Klatt. He placed the file he had brought under his arm on the interview-room table and indicated that Anna and Fabel should be seated.

‘I’m sorry we’ve been stuck in here,’ said Klatt. ‘I’m afraid this isn’t my usual location. I’m actually stationed at the Europaallee Revier, but I thought it would be easier for you to find your way here. They are doing me a favour . . . but I’m afraid our accommodation is a little more modest than I expected.’ He sat down. The geniality on his face was washed away by a more sombre expression. ‘I believe you’ve found Paula . . .’

‘The truth is, Kommissar Klatt, we won’t know for sure until the parents make a positive ID of the body . . . but yes, it looks like it.’

‘It was always just a matter of time.’ There was a resigned sadness on Klatt’s broad face. ‘But you always hope that this is the one you’ll bring back alive.’

Fabel nodded. Klatt’s sentiments echoed his own. The only difference was that Klatt had a chance: on the whole, he dealt with the living, while Fabel’s job as a murder detective meant that someone had to die for him to become involved. For a fleeting moment Fabel wondered what it would be like to transfer back to a general KriPo office. The female officer returned with the coffee.

‘Did you think there was a chance you’d find her alive?’ asked Anna.

Klatt thought for a moment. ‘No, I suppose not. You know the statistics. If we don’t find them within the first twenty-four hours, then the chances are that they’re never coming back. It’s just that Paula was my first missing kid. I got involved. Maybe too involved. It was tough to see a family in so much pain.’

‘She was an only child?’ Anna asked.

‘No, there’s a brother . . . Edmund. An older brother.’

‘We didn’t see him at the Ehlerses’ home,’ said Fabel.

‘No. He’s about three years older. He’s nineteen or twenty now. He’s doing his national service in the Bundeswehr.’

‘I take it you checked him out thoroughly.’ Fabel made it a statement, not a question. Whenever there’s a murder, the first rank of potential suspects is the victim’s immediate family. Fabel was being careful not to suggest that Klatt didn’t know his job. If Klatt was annoyed, he showed no indication of it.

‘Of course. We got a full account of his movements that day. All corroborated. And we went over them again and again. What’s more, he was truly worried sick about his sister. You just can’t act as well as that.’

Yes, you can, thought Fabel. He had seen countless genuinely distressed lovers, friends or relatives of a victim who had turned out to be their killer. But he had no doubt that Klatt had examined Paula Ehlers’s family thoroughly.

‘But you did suspect Paula’s teacher . . .’ Anna checked through her own copy of the file.

‘Fendrich. He was Paula’s German teacher. I wouldn’t go so far as to say he was a suspect . . . it’s just that there was something about him that didn’t gel. But again he was pretty much in the clear as far as an alibi is concerned.’

Klatt went through the report with Fabel and Anna. It was clear that much of this investigation had etched itself into Klatt’s brain. Fabel knew what it was like to have a case like that: nights where he had desperately sought sleep yet was doomed to gaze up at the dark ceiling, unanswered questions swirling with images of the dead, the distraught and the suspected in the vortex of a restless, exhausted mind. When Klatt was finished and Fabel and Anna could think of no more questions, they rose and thanked him for his time.

‘I’ll see you later this evening,’ said Klatt. ‘I take it you’ll be there when the Ehlerses identify the body?’

Anna and Fabel exchanged glances. ‘Yes,’ said Fabel, ‘we’ll be there. You too?’

Klatt smiled sadly. ‘Yes, if you don’t mind. I’ll bring the parents down to Hamburg. If this is the conclusion of the Paula Ehlers case, then I’d like to be there. I’d like to say goodbye.’

‘Of course,’ said Fabel. But, he thought, this isn’t the conclusion of the Paula Ehlers case: this is just the beginning.


5.

10.10 p.m., Wednesday, 17 March: Institut für Rechtsmedizin, University Hospital Eppendorf, Hamburg

The Universitätsklinikum Hamburg-Eppendorf, housing the main medical functions and facilities of Hamburg university, stretches back from Martinistrasse like a small town. The sprawl mixes high-rise and low-rise buildings of all ages and is woven through with a web of roadways. The largest of the meagre parking spaces lies right at the heart of the complex, but, because of the lateness of the hour, Fabel knew that he would be able to park close to the Institut für Rechtsmedizin – the Institute of Legal Medicine. Fabel knew the Institut well. It had become the focus for every form of science that had a legal application: serology and DNA testing, forensic medicine and a dedicated forensic-psychiatric experts service. It was not just through work that Fabel had contact with the Institut: for the last year he had been in a relationship with a criminal psychologist, Susanne Eckhardt. Susanne, who was officially based at the thirteen-storey-high Psychiatry and Psychotherapy Clinic, spent most of her time working out of the nearby Institut.

Fabel did not take the turn into the main entrance; instead he continued along Martinistrasse and turned up Lokstedter Steindamm and on to Butenfeld. As he had suspected, there were a number of free spaces in the car park outside the Institut’s wide, two-storey pavilion. The Institut had a global reputation and the building had been radically extended recently to accommodate courses run for budding forensic pathologists and chemists from around the world. Three thousand bodies were forensically examined and one thousand autopsies were carried out here each year. It was here that the dead girl’s body lay, in the dark, in a chilled steel cabinet, waiting to be identified.

Fabel noticed that one of the other parked cars was Susanne’s Porsche: for once he and Susanne seemed to be working roughly the same hours which, hopefully, would mean that they might manage to see a little more of each other.

Fabel and Anna were admitted to the Institut by an older security officer whom Fabel recognised as a former Obermeister in the uniformed division. When they entered the main reception, they found a uniformed Hamburg police officer waiting with Klatt and Herr and Frau Ehlers. Fabel greeted them and asked Klatt if they’d been waiting long, to which he replied that they’d only arrived ten minutes before Fabel. An orderly arrived and led the small party to the identification room. The mortuary trolley on which the body lay had been dressed in a deep blue covering and a clean white sheet lay over the face. Fabel let Klatt lead the Ehlerses across to the body. Anna stepped forward and placed an arm around Frau Ehlers and spoke soothingly to her before signalling to the orderly who drew back the sheet. Frau Ehlers gave a sharp gasp and swayed a little in Anna’s grasp. Fabel saw Herr Ehlers tauten, as if a small electric current had caused all of his muscles to lock simultaneously.

It was the smallest of silences. Not even a second. But in that tiny, crystal quiet Fabel knew that the girl on the trolley was not Paula Ehlers. And when Frau Ehlers shattered the silence with a long, low, pain-filled cry, it was not a cry of mourning or loss, but of a desperation renewed.

Afterwards, they all sat in the reception area, drinking coffee from a dispensing machine. Frau Ehlers sat with her gaze not focused on anyone or anything in the here and now, but as if locked on to some far-distant moment in time. In total contrast, there was a wild, confused and angry expression on her husband’s face.

‘Why, Herr Fabel?’ Ehlers’s eyes searched Fabel’s. ‘Why do this to us? She looked so like Paula . . . so like her. Why would someone be so cruel?’

‘You’re positive it isn’t your daughter?’

‘It’s been a long time. And like I say, she’s so much like Paula, but . . .’

‘That girl is not my daughter.’ Frau Ehlers cut across her husband’s answer. Her eyes were still glazed and dreamy, but her voice was edged with a hard, uncompromising determination. It was more than an opinion: it was an incontrovertible, indisputable certainty. Fabel felt the steel of her will penetrate him and leave something of itself embedded. He felt a fury and hatred rise in him like a bitter bile. Someone had not only taken a young life, he had twisted a long-buried knife viciously in the heart of another family. And that was just the beginning: there was now every reason to suppose that the killer of the girl on the beach had, indeed, abducted and murdered Paula Ehlers three years before. Why else would he – or she – have involved the Ehlers family in his sick game? One body, two murder cases. He turned back to the refreshed, raw hurt of Paula Ehlers’s parents: a family returned to the renewed torture of uncertainty and unreasonable, unfounded hope.

‘We are obviously dealing with a very disturbed and evil personality here.’ Fabel’s voice held a paler reflection of Ehlers’s frustration and fury. ‘Whoever killed this girl wanted us to be sitting here as we are now, angry and hurting and asking why. This is as much a scene of his crime as the beach where he left the girl’s body.’

Herr Ehlers simply stared uncomprehendingly at Fabel, as if he had just addressed him in Japanese. His wife fixed Fabel with a searchlight gaze. ‘I want you to get him.’ She switched the beam of her gaze from Fabel to Klatt and back again, as if distributing the burden of her words equally on both men. ‘What I really want is for you to find him and kill him. I know I can’t ask that of you . . . but I can demand that you catch him and punish him. I can expect at least that.’

‘I promise you that I will do everything I can to find this monster,’ said Fabel, and he meant it.

Fabel and Anna accompanied Klatt and the Ehlers out into the car park. The Ehlers climbed into the back of Klatt’s Audi. Klatt turned to Fabel; the sadness that Fabel had noticed in Klatt’s expression had returned, but this time it was keener, honed to a sharper edge by anger.

‘This dead girl is your case, Herr Kriminalhauptkommissar. But there is clearly some kind of correlation between her death and the Paula Ehlers case. I would be obliged if you could keep me up to date on all developments that may have a bearing on the Ehlers case.’ There was an almost defiant tone in Klatt’s voice: he had a stake in this and he clearly wasn’t going to let Fabel forget it. Fabel looked at the younger man: a junior officer in another police service; not too tall and a little too overweight. Yet there was a quiet determination and a sharp intelligence in the unassuming, forgettable face. Standing there in the car park of the Institut für Rechtsmedizin, Fabel made a decision.

‘Kommissar Klatt, it could well be that the killer of this girl simply picked Paula Ehlers’s identity because he knew about the case. Maybe he read about it at the time. The only connection between the cases may well be that we have a psychotic who reads the newspapers.’

Klatt seemed to weigh up Fabel’s words. ‘I doubt it. But what about the amazing similarity between the two girls? At the very least he must have made a very detailed study of the Ehlers case. But I’m pretty convinced that whoever picked this girl as a victim and branded her with Paula’s identity must have seen Paula in life. I don’t have your experience or specific expertise in murder inquiries, Herr Hauptkommissar, but I do know the Ehlers case. I’ve lived with it for three years. I just know the connection is more than a selection of a dead girl’s identity.’

‘So you expect us to give you every detail of our inquiry?’ asked Fabel.

‘No . . . just anything that you may feel is germane to the Ehlers case.’ Klatt maintained a calm and relaxed manner.

Fabel allowed himself a small smile. Klatt wasn’t easily rattled, nor was he intimidated by another officer’s seniority. ‘As a matter of fact, Kommissar Klatt, I think you’re right. My gut instinct is that you and I are looking for the same person. That’s why I’d like you to consider a temporary secondment to my team for the duration of this investigation.’

Klatt’s broad face registered surprise for a moment, then broke into a grin. ‘I don’t know what to say, Herr Fabel. I mean, I’d be delighted . . . but I’m not sure how it would work . . .’

‘I’ll sort out the paperwork. I’d like you
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