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PROLOGUE

December 1976

Western Poland

The dog pulled him through the undergrowth of Wyspa Teatralna – the brittle, frozen branches snapping and crackling as the pair advanced. An early winter freeze. Already the river surrounding Theatre Island was thick with ice, from bank to bank, on every side. Kazimierz Wójcik wondered how strong it was. Strong enough to hold a man? A car? A tank? He’d seen it this way before, many times, but not usually until the depths of winter – late January, or early February.

‘Śnieżka! Śnieżka!’ he shouted, as he tried to hold the animal back on its lead. But in this bitter cold the dog was in its element. A Siberian sledding dog, its instinct for pulling things had kicked in, and Kazimierz, with his one good arm, didn’t have the strength to fight. Instead he concentrated on holding on and not falling. He didn’t want Śnieżka running down the bank and out onto the ice itself.

He didn’t want to lose her.

He’d already lost too much in his life.

The Germans on the other bank had made sure of that; his withered left arm had been their souvenir gift. Our socialist friends.

But Kazimierz and other men and women of his age – those that were left – knew differently. They were no friends of Kazimierz or anyone of his generation. The German Szkopy – the castrated rams, as Poles of his vintage liked to call them – had much to answer for.

The dog stopped suddenly at the top of the riverbank, ears pricked, its white fur puffed out, matching the colour of Kazimierz’s moustache and beard. The old man and his dog, for a moment, were as statuesque as the stone remains of the theatre that gave this area its name. The low hum of machinery from the wool factory on the German side of the river was all that punctured the silence – that and the sound of Kazimierz’s own laboured breathing. Clouds of condensation immediately turned to ice as they hit the tips of his facial hair.

Śnieżka had seen something. Where the frozen river melded to the gravel shore.

Kazimierz’s eyes followed the dog’s gaze, past his own frost-coated moustache, to something that was dark, matted. His eyes weren’t as good as they used to be, when he’d worked as a watchmaker in Leszno before the war, right on the old border. Before he’d been resettled here on the new border, more than a hundred kilometres further west. By that time, with his withered left arm, watchmaking was a thing of the past.

The object looked almost like a fur coat. Perhaps I could dry it and sell it, thought Kazimierz. But it was piled in a lump, and the man felt nausea sweep over him as it dawned on him what – in all probability – lay under the coat.

A body.

An unmoving, dead body.

Kazimierz tried to pull Śnieżka back. He didn’t want any trouble. They’d just forget what they’d seen. It was safer that way.

Keep your head down; keep out of trouble. That’s how Kazimierz had survived all these years, and he wasn’t about to change.

But the dog had different ideas.

She started dragging her master down the bank, giving him no option but to follow, stumbling as he went, frantically trying to keep hold of the lead.

Kazimierz finally had to let go to avoid falling, and he started shouting the dog’s name again.

But Śnieżka stopped dead as soon as she reached the bundle of fur.

Stopped dead and began howling.

A terrible keening wail of terror or lament. And Kazimierz knew his hopes of keeping this quiet had evaporated in an instant.

Finally, the old man’s eyes and brain registered what the bundle was.

It wasn’t a body, it was several bodies. Rats.

Contorted, fused together in a mass of brown hair, tipped with hoar frost. And what really made Kazimierz shudder were the tails.

Tens, scores of lifeless tails, each attached to its own bundle of fur.
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September 1976

Strausberger Platz, East Berlin

The cool September breeze fanned People’s Police Oberleutnant Karin Müller’s lightly tanned face, and she had to fight to keep her blond hair from flying into her eyes as she looked down at her watch for the third time that minute. Already five past the hour and no sign of her boss, Oberst Reiniger, despite his exhortations that she should arrive on time.

She didn’t feel much like an ‘Oberleutnant’ at the moment. In fact, though it had been a few short months since the end of her last case, down in Halle-Neustadt rather than here in the Hauptstadt, she’d almost forgotten what it was like being a police officer, never mind the head of a murder squad. For several weeks now she’d been playing the part of a full-time, stay-at-home mother – something that was rare in their small republic, where babies were despatched to crèches almost as soon as they were born, with mothers quickly back in the workplace.

Now, standing here, at the northern exit to Strausberger Platz U-bahn station, she felt a terrible longing for the twin babies she’d left behind. An almost physical tugging at her heart. She had a horrible feeling, too, that whatever Reiniger wanted, it wasn’t going to turn out well for her new-found family life. Her little miracles – Jannika and Johannes. The babies she’d been told – year after year, by doctor after doctor – that she’d never be able to have.

Swallowing, she held her hand up to her brow and peered eastwards along Karl-Marx-Allee, marvelling at its grandeur. Yes, the Republic wasn’t perfect. The methods of the Ministry for State Security that she’d encountered in her previous investigation into the reform school teenagers, and then the search in Halle-Neustadt for the missing children, had left her feeling uneasy about being so aligned to the state. But this magnificent avenue – with its beautifully tiled, wedding-cake-style buildings lining each side – was testament to all that was good about the socialist system. In Paris, to live in apartments like these would cost a king’s ransom. Here, those higher up in the Party might get priority, but there were ordinary workers too. The rubble women, for example. Those who had heroically cleared tonnes and tonnes of debris from the ruins of Berlin after the war to help build a new Hauptstadt, they had been given priority to get these apartments. Tenement palaces, they were called, and Müller could see why.

She swivelled on her heels to look the other way, back towards central Berlin and the TV tower, and beyond that the Anti-Fascist Protection Barrier. Past the glorious fountain in the centre of Strausberger Platz, the wind whipping up the water and dispersing it into a fine mist across the square. She breathed in the damp air and let the microscopic spray settle on her face. Where the sun hit the water you could see miniature rainbows forming. Never quite a complete arch, coming and going as the flow pulsed from the pumps.

Now, through one of the rainbows, she saw an overweight, middle-aged man approaching. Head down, walking a bit like a penguin. Every now and then brushing water droplets from his epaulettes, as much – no doubt – to draw attention to his rank as to actually wipe them. That was always her deputy Werner Tilsner’s theory about Reiniger anyway. Unterleutnant Werner Tilsner found the People’s Police colonel pompous and dull. Müller on the other hand rather liked him, and as he drew close her face widened into a broad smile.

‘Karin, you’re looking well,’ he said, smiling equally broadly as he pumped her outstretched hand. ‘Clearly motherhood suits you.’

‘I’m not so sure about that, Comrade Oberst,’ laughed Müller. ‘You heard on the phone last night. It’s a bit chaotic in the apartment at the moment.’ Reiniger had rung her apartment police hotline in the midst of domestic chaos, a crying fit from both babies. The one-bedroom flat was overcrowded too: Müller, her hospital doctor boyfriend Emil Wollenburg, the twins themselves and, there to look after them, her newly discovered grandmother, Helga.

Reiniger waved his arm, as though by doing so it would magic her problems away. ‘We’ll have to see what we can do about your living conditions. I may have a possible solution. And sorry I was a little late. You know how it is. I had a meeting at the Café Moskau and thought I may as well walk after that. Actually, the person I was meeting asked after you.’

‘Oh yes?’ Müller was pleased she hadn’t been totally forgotten by her People’s Police colleagues during her maternity leave. ‘Who was that?’

‘Someone who – if you accept my little proposal – you may be seeing a lot more of again.’

There was something in Reiniger’s smirking face that immediately made Müller wary. Seeing a lot more of again. The implication being it would happen, whether she wanted it to or not.

Müller was aware that her face must have fallen, even though she’d tried to keep a neutral expression. But the next words from Reiniger’s mouth came as no surprise.

‘It was your old Ministry for State Security contact, Oberst Jäger.’

Jäger. The Stasi colonel with the suave good looks of a West German TV presenter.

A manipulator. A string-puller. A man to fear.

*

Reiniger seemed in no hurry to get down to business. Instead, lunch – sitting outside the restaurant on the northern semi-circle of the Platz – was spent discussing the children, with Reiniger swapping tales about his first taste of fatherhood years earlier, and his recent reacquaintance after becoming a grandfather just the previous year.

In fact, the conversation was so convivial Müller had almost forgotten the sense of dread she’d felt earlier, when she heard Jäger’s name again. Not that the Stasi officer was someone she hated. She was ambivalent. Some of his methods, and those of the agency he worked for, were ruthless, cruel, underhand. But it was Jäger who had traced her grandmother, Helga – allowing Müller to feel a sense of belonging, at last, after years of feeling like the odd one out in her adoptive family back in the forested, low mountains of Thuringia. And perhaps if Jäger were to re-enter her working life again, she might, this time, persuade him to try to find information about her natural father, who – as far as she knew – had been a victorious Soviet soldier who had got her teenage mother pregnant with her in the dying days of the war, or very shortly after.

Finally Reiniger belched, sending the fumes of his meal and accompanying smell of wheat beer across the table into Müller’s face. She pretended not to notice. Then he wiped the linen napkin across his mouth, spat on it, and then repeated the action, examining the resulting red-brown sauce deposits with a curious look of satisfaction.

‘So, I hope you enjoyed that as much as I did, Karin?’

‘Certainly, Comrade Oberst. It’s not often I get the chance to eat at a restaurant as fine as this.’

‘Good. Good. On to the next part of our little outing, then. You don’t have to rush back, do you?’

‘Not at all.’ Müller recalled Jannika and Johannes’s whining from the previous night, and the way Helga had managed to calm them. Her grandmother was more than capable of looking after them on her own.

‘All right, then. Let’s get our coats. We’re going to see something that I think you’ll like.’

*

Reiniger used a key to enter the lobby of an apartment block just to the side of one of the four high towers that dominated each corner of Strausberger Platz. Everything was bright, white, clean – it had nothing in common with her crumbling block on Schönhauser Allee.

The lift accelerated them upwards in a smooth glide to the floor – the sixth – that Reiniger selected from the bank of brass buttons surrounded by glowing green neon. When they exited, the floor and architectural detailing had the same feeling of opulence. If it was polished concrete rather than actual marble or white stone, the designers had done an excellent job of camouflage. Müller suspected that at least some of this was the real thing, even though she knew the stone-effect exterior along the whole of the Allee was achieved by the clever use of ceramic tiles.

Reiniger’s key ring jangled like a child’s percussion triangle as he pulled it from his pocket and fitted one of the keys into a heavy oak door. He opened it and beckoned Müller to follow, still not revealing what the purpose of his little tour actually was.

Once inside, he gave another of his sweeping arm gestures around the expansive hallway – big enough, Müller noted, to have a dining table. The one here looked like it was antique. The apartment probably belonged to some high-up Party apparatchik. But if so, why was Müller being given a guided tour?

‘What do you think? Impressive, isn’t it?’

‘It certainly is, Comrade Oberst.’ Müller would usually have dropped the repetitive honorifics by now, even with a senior officer, but she knew Reiniger appreciated being reminded of his high rank as often as possible. She wasn’t going to disappoint him.

‘Take a look around. This is a three-bedroomed apartment. Highly unusual. And, of course, very much sought after. I think perhaps they knocked two together.’

Müller entered the lounge first. The furnishings here were ultra-modern: curved wooden table, an unusual all-white, leather-look sofa with a shiny chrome frame. Most impressive of all were the high windows, flooding light into every corner of the room. Müller ambled over to one of them. If you wanted to be picky, you could say that the view was only a side-on of Strausberger Platz – you couldn’t see the whole square from here. But you could see enough: the fountain with its fine mist of blown spray, which a couple of children were running in and out of; the two imposing towers on the eastern side of the square; the start of the long, majestic Karl-Marx-Allee, leading past the U-bahn station entrance for kilometre after kilometre until it became the road that would take you to the very east of the Republic, and beyond that, to Poland.

She felt overwhelmed by all the luxury. Slightly guilty too, because it highlighted some of the inequalities of what was supposed to be an equal society. Had the Trümmerfrauen – the rubble women – really acquired the leases on apartments like these?

Müller made her way back to the hall, off which all the apartment’s rooms led. She could see the corner of the kitchen, with its ultra-modern fitted cupboards. The bathroom, too, had its door open and looked to be of the highest specification.

At the dining table, Reiniger had sat down, and for once was in shirt sleeves, his jacket with its epaulettes of shiny stars hung over the back of his chair. In front of him, various papers were spread out on the table itself, with a pen alongside.

‘Come,’ he said, pointing to the chair opposite his. ‘Sit yourself down, and I’ll take you through everything.’

Müller frowned. ‘Take me through everything?’

Reiniger was smiling broadly, his teeth unusually white for a man of his age. Müller knew that, like her, he didn’t smoke, and was always casting disapproving glances towards Tilsner when he lit up. But as well as that, he must spend a lot of time polishing his teeth, just as he did the stars on his shoulders. That, or he’d found a very good dentist. He picked up the pen.

‘Yes. The lease. There’s a few things I need to explain.’

Müller felt the colour drain from her face, and a rapid trembling begin somewhere deep in her belly. ‘I . . . well, even we . . . couldn’t possibly afford something like this, Comrade Oberst. Not on the salary of a police first lieutenant nor a hospital doctor, and not even if we combined those with my grandmother’s pension.’

‘I think you’d be surprised, Karin. This is hardly more expensive than any other flat in the Republic. Cheaper than some, in fact. Less than one hundred marks a month. Surely you could manage that?’

Müller felt her heart racing. Of course they could afford that. It was virtually no more than the Schönhauser Allee apartment. There has to be a catch. There’s always a catch. She started looking round the room furtively, up into each corner. Reiniger eyed her with suspicion.

‘If you’re doing what I think you’re doing, Karin, don’t worry. This is a police apartment. It’s been thoroughly checked for surveillance devices. It’s clean.’

Reiniger was turning one of the documents round, pushing it in front of her. She could see it had her name on the rental agreement, as yet unsigned. Immediately, however, she spotted a mistake in what had been typed, awaiting her signature. She traced the rank before her name.

‘There’s an error here, I’m afraid, Comrade Oberst. They’ve called me Major. I’m not a major. I’m a first lieutenant.’

‘Hmm. Yes, that could be a problem. But have a look at the counter-signature.’

She recognised Reiniger’s angled scrawl above his printed name.

‘You don’t think I would have signed a document and not noticed a mistake like that, Karin, do you? If so, you underestimate me.’

‘I . . . I d-don’t understand,’ Müller said.

‘There is a problem. Or rather there was. An apartment such as this can only be rented to a police officer of the rank of major and above.’

‘So . . .’

‘So usually, as a mere Oberleutnant, albeit a much-valued one, you would be disqualified. However, things have changed in your absence on maternity leave. A lot of talking’s been going on. We realise it might be difficult for you to return to work and look after twins at the same time, although I gather from your personal circumstances that your grandmother should be able to help a great deal, and in effect be the twins’ full-time carer?’

Müller nodded, but said nothing, too shocked to speak.

‘At the same time, we in the People’s Police want to use you to your full abilities, while realising you can’t go gallivanting all over the place as the head of a murder squad.’

Müller had a sudden feeling of dread. Their answer would be pen-pushing. Not just pen-pushing, but pen-pushing as a major, in charge of a team of pen-pushers. If that was it she was going to say ‘no’, without question. But for now, she allowed Reiniger to continue without interruption.

‘So there’s been a bit of a reorganisation. Not solely to accommodate you, although that’s part of it. We’ve been worried for some time about discrete murder squads in the various regions working in their own sweet, but perhaps idiosyncratic, ways. For the highest-profile cases we can’t allow that to continue, so we’re creating an overall Serious Crimes Department. Based in Keibelstrasse. Liaising at the highest levels with other agencies and ministries. I probably don’t need to spell that out. You’ve done plenty of it in your last two cases.’

Liaising with the Stasi. That was what Reiniger meant. And that was where Jäger came into the equation.

Reiniger was still in mid-flow, though he now lowered his voice, despite what he’d said about the apartment being ‘clean’.

‘You’ll be aware that the Ministry for State Security took a very close interest in your last two major cases. What you may not have been aware of at your previous rank is that, in some similar circumstances, inquiries have been taken away from the People’s Police, by what are known as the MfS’s – the Stasi’s – Special Commissions.’

Müller frowned. The conversation had taken an ominous turn. Reiniger’s joviality had been replaced with an icy seriousness.

‘It has tended to be cases with political overtones, or cases where the Ministry feels it is essential that ordinary citizens do not find out more than they need to. That has even included the families of the victims themselves.’

Reiniger glanced at each of his shoulders in turn, as though to admire his star-studded epaulettes – forgetting for a moment his uniform jacket was over the back of his chair. As though to check he really was a police colonel. That he really was in charge. Müller was starting to doubt it.

He cleared his throat. ‘Now, you can imagine that if that continues, if it extends to more cases, the Kripo’s remit in tackling and solving serious crimes will be severely undermined.’

Müller watched Reiniger wringing his hands. Then he fixed her with a stare.

‘So that is why we are creating this new department. To, if you like, get ahead of the game. So that we can make a case for our own specialist team to keep control of the most serious murders, rather than them being taken out of our hands and given straight to the Stasi.’

Müller felt tension taking over her body, constricting her throat. This all felt like she was being set up to fail again, that she would be in opposition to the Stasi from the word go. If that were the case, there would only be one winner.

‘It will be a small team,’ continued Reiniger, picking up the rental contract and turning it over. ‘But you will have a roving brief across the whole country to oversee such murder investigations. Especially those that could, shall we say, prove embarrassing to the Republic. Werner Tilsner is being promoted to join this team, working as your deputy again. There is a catch, however. You probably knew there would be. You will have to start immediately and end your maternity leave.’

Müller was about to object. The twins were only six months old. She didn’t feel ready, whatever carrots were being dangled in front of her. But before she could say anything, Reiniger was in full flow again.

‘Don’t say anything hasty. Hear me out. Both you and Tilsner will jump a couple of ranks. He’s already working in his new role, although he doesn’t know about yours, should you choose to accept. He will be your Hauptmann and you will be Major Karin Müller of the People’s Police.’ It was Reiniger’s trump card, and with a flourish, he leant over and traced his finger under her rank on the rental agreement. ‘Look around, Karin. Is it really fair to your family to deny them all this? You’ll never get a chance like this again. It’s not a desk job, if that’s what you were afraid of. This will be real police work, real detective work. And you’re being chosen because of your previous experience in dealing with the Stasi. But you will be the boss, able to ask for any assistance you require. That way, you can be certain, you can still look after your family in the way you want to.’ Reiniger lifted the pen and then stretched his arm out, offering it to Müller.

She lifted her hand as though to take it, then stopped the motion in mid-air.

Was it really what she wanted? Being separated from the children she’d yearned for, at such an early age?

To have the Stasi watching her every move again, as they surely would?
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September 1976

Senftenberger See, Bezirk Cottbus

As he introduced himself, shaking the local Kripo captain’s hand, Tilsner stumbled over his own rank.

‘Unt— sorry . . . Hauptmann Werner Tilsner, Comrade.’

A Hauptmann now, not a mere Unterleutnant. Not that he really cared about the title, or the fact that Oberst Reiniger seemed to have secured him a double promotion. A jump up the ranks, missing out Leutnant and Oberleutnant. What Tilsner cared about was why. Why he’d once again been sent abruptly from his beloved Berlin to another godforsaken part of the Republic. This time, the banks of an artificial lake in the middle of the industrial Lausitz brown coal belt.

‘Lovely spot, isn’t it?’ said his opposite number from the local force. The man had clearly mistaken Tilsner’s gaze across the lake as one of admiration, rather than bewilderment. Tilsner, being Tilsner, had already forgotten the officer’s name, so he just nodded to keep the peace. He could hear Karin’s voice in his head admonishing him. You wouldn’t have forgotten the name if it was a woman, would you? 

Karin. Or, more correctly, Oberleutnant Karin Müller. He didn’t expect her to be coming back to work at all, what with her new twins to look after.

Here, the wind whipping off the lake’s surface made the canvas of the large tent erected by the local police slap rhythmically. To one side, the beached dinghies from the boating club joined in, their partly furled sails and lanyards snapping in Aeolian syncopation. Tilsner held his hand against his forehead for a moment, then moved it backwards through his hair. He could feel a migraine coming on.

He tried to focus. ‘Sorry, Comrade Hauptmann? . . .’ If he couldn’t remember the other detective’s name, he might at least give him his full honorifics.

‘Schwarz. Helmut Schwarz,’ the man replied. If Schwarz felt slighted at having to remind Tilsner of his name for a second time, he hid it well. Instead, a faint smile played across his face. ‘Did you want to see the body, or did you come all the way down from Berlin just to stare into space?’

Now it was Tilsner’s turn to grin. Schwarz didn’t seem a bad sort. Better company than misery guts Jonas Schmidt. The forensic officer had accompanied Tilsner here in the Wartburg, but had hardly said a thing the whole journey. Usually Tilsner was grateful on the rare occasions Schmidt ended one of his tedious monologues. But the new silent Schmidt was even worse. Something was clearly troubling him, but the Kriminaltechniker didn’t seem inclined to enlighten Tilsner as to what it was.

Schwarz pulled back the flap of the tent for his Berlin colleague to enter. Tilsner wondered how the man felt. This initiative from on high, delivered to him by Reiniger, had brought Tilsner’s team of two – himself and Schmidt – from Berlin to take charge of this investigation.

He swatted a fly away from his face, irritated by its buzzing.

All he could see of the body, almost completely encircled by policemen, police photographers and forensic experts, was the bottom portion of the young man’s legs – pale and obscenely swollen from the time they’d been under the water.

Schwarz leant towards Tilsner’s ear, as though about to impart some delicious piece of gossip. ‘He was weighted down. We were never meant to find him. Someone didn’t do a particularly good job, and the weight must have eventually come off. Perhaps whatever was binding it to the body rotted away. So the body floated to the surface.’

Tilsner knew all this already. He’d been fully briefed by Reiniger. But he wasn’t about to play the clever fox with the locals. He’d need their help.

Having taken his place in the circle, Tilsner could see that Schmidt was at the head end of the body, talking and nodding away.

‘So we don’t know the cause of death yet?’ the portly Kriminaltechniker asked, peering through his centimetre-thick spectacle lenses.

‘I’m a pathologist, not a magician,’ replied a fierce-looking middle-aged woman hunched down on the opposite side of the body.

‘But do we know how long the body was in the water?’ continued Schmidt.

‘I refer you to my previous answer,’ said the woman, gruffly, puffing out what Tilsner noted was a not inconsiderable chest. ‘If you’d let me get on with my work, Comrade, I might have a chance of finding out. Though I won’t be able to say anything with any certainty until the autopsy.’

Tilsner watched as the woman poked at the youth’s face with an implement that looked a little like a speculum, occasionally brushing flies away as they hovered round her hair, which was such a lustreless, deep black that it was obviously dyed. The sooner the body was moved and put in the cooler, the better. At least they were planning to conduct the autopsy immediately – that afternoon, he’d been told. As soon as this initial external examination was over, the body would be moved to the nearby town of Hoyerswerda.

Schmidt’s failure to elicit any useful information saw him cast an apologetic glance towards Tilsner, who beckoned him away from the pathologist with a slight jerk of his head.

‘Just leave her to it for now, Jonas,’ he whispered. ‘She doesn’t seem the friendliest of sorts.’

Tilsner turned back to Schwarz. ‘Why don’t you have a go?’ he said quietly. ‘Grumpy guts might respond better to questions from someone she knows.’

Schwarz smiled conspiratorially, and gave a slight nod.

‘Come on, Gudrun, you could be a bit more welcoming to our visitors from Berlin. This must be an important case for them to have been sent here. A chance of a bit of glory for you.’

The pathologist lifted her head and shot Schwarz a withering look, then turned her attentions back to the body. ‘Not more than two weeks,’ she grunted.

‘ “Not more than two weeks”, what?’ asked Schwarz.

‘That he was in the water for, of course.’

‘And what makes you say that?’ asked Tilsner.

This time it was the Berlin detective’s turn to receive a glacial stare.

‘Who is this one, Helmut? Another interloper?’

‘He’s Comrade Hauptmann Werner Tilsner. As I explained, he’s come all the way from Berlin, Gudrun. So I’d be grateful if you could extend your usual helpfulness and cooperation to him too.’

‘Two police captains on the same case? Isn’t that overkill, even for you lot?’

Tilsner laughed. ‘I agree,’ he said. ‘I’m sure Comrade Schwarz could have handled this perfectly well on his own, Comrade Gudrun . . .’ Tilsner extended his hand. The pathologist peered at it for a few seconds, before putting down her implements. She wiped her gloved right hand on her white overalls, and took Tilsner’s in a firm grip.

‘Fenstermacher. Dr Gudrun Fenstermacher. Not Comrade, thank you.’

Tilsner was surprised that the woman was so ready to divorce herself from the greeting for a fellow Communist Party member. But there again, she didn’t seem the type to be afraid of very much, rather someone content to plough her own furrow, whatever the consequences.

‘Citizen if you must use these silly names, but certainly not Comrade.’ The pathologist held the Berlin officer’s gaze. ‘The reason I can tell the body has not been in the water more than two weeks is the state of the hands and feet. There is wrinkling there, as you would expect.’ She held up the dead youth’s left arm to illustrate her point, turning it slightly so that Tilsner and the others could see the tiny ridges that had formed on the underside of the pale, waxy-looking hand. Then she pinched the index finger between her thumb and forefinger. ‘But the skin is not yet fully detached,’ she continued, maintaining her pincer grip. ‘That usually happens between the first and second week of immersion, be it in seawater, or – as in this case – freshwater. So, not more than two weeks. When we do the full autopsy this afternoon, I’ll be able to give you a better estimate. Now, I’d guess at about a week.’

‘Impressive,’ smiled Tilsner. ‘Thank you.’

‘It’s not impressive. It’s just science. It’s simply doing my job. They only need one of me. Not two, as they seem to require of you, and your forensic scientists.’ She threw a sarcastic grin towards Schmidt.

‘Very useful anyway,’ said Tilsner. ‘I know it’s a very early stage, but is there anything else – anything at all – that you can tell us?’

‘Well, there is something slightly odd. There aren’t the classic signs of drowning. Not all of them anyway.’

‘So whoever it was, was killed before entering the water?’

‘Possibly. See these marks round the stomach area?’ The woman drew her finger backwards and forwards in mid-air, hovering a few millimetres above the body, where the skin, in two encircling stripes, was a slightly darker colour. ‘They may have been caused by ropes or similar used to secure whatever weight was attached to make sure the body sank to the bottom of the lake. But at the moment that is speculation.’

‘Cause of death, I would guess, is asphyxiation,’ she continued. ‘But not through drowning. No bruising round the neck, so at this stage I would say not through strangulation.’

‘What then? Pillow across the face?’ asked Tilsner.

The woman shrugged. ‘I don’t know . . . yet.’ Then she lifted the left arm back up and gestured to the wrist. Then did the same to the body’s right arm. ‘See the marks here?’

‘Weights again?’ asked Schwarz.

The woman shook her head. ‘Restraints. Cutting into the skin as this poor boy struggled against them.’

Tilsner furrowed his brow. ‘So he was tortured?’

The woman held up her hand. ‘I don’t know, I don’t know. And that’s enough questions, thank you. I’ve told you all I know at this stage.’

‘So we have no idea who this youth was, or indeed why the powers that be at Keibelstrasse have seen fit to send Schmidt and myself down here?’ Tilsner wasn’t entirely sure who he was directing this question to.

Schwarz shook his head. Then his face lit up. ‘Ah, no. There is one other thing. On the other side. Can you show him, Gudrun?’

The pathologist lifted the body up by its left arm again, rotating it slightly to expose the underside of the left shoulder blade. A tattoo. Some sort of emblem permanently etched in black ink on the dead youth’s skin.

‘We’ve no idea what it is,’ said Schwarz. ‘It looks a bit like the Greek letter pi.’

Schmidt, who’d lapsed into a morose silence – similar to the one he’d maintained in the Wartburg – now spoke up. ‘More likely to be Cyrillic, here in the Republic, surely? It looks a bit like a letter ‘L’ . But it’s still not quite the right shape.’

Tilsner kept silent. He hadn’t helped his children with their Russian lessons, and he certainly hadn’t studied it at school. In fact, he hadn’t done much of any worth at school at all, what with the war. But that didn’t stop his brain working. There was something about the tattoo that was familiar.

‘Of course,’ said the pathologist, ‘it’s incomplete.’

‘What do you mean, incomplete?’ asked Schwarz, a note of annoyance in his voice. ‘You didn’t mention that before.’

‘No, I had a better look. This is one area of the body where the skin has detached. Or where a fish has had a nibble. Or . . .’

‘Or what?’ asked Tilsner.

‘Or where part of the design was deliberately cut off.’

‘To make it look like something else?’

‘Possibly,’ replied Fenstermacher. ‘I can’t speculate as to motivation.’

‘But how much of the design has disappeared?’

Fenstermacher was still partially holding up the body, but with her muscular arms it seemed to take little effort. ‘Hard to say. Except if you look at the top and bottom of our Cyrillic “L” or Greek “pi” or whatever it is, you’ll see the top, bottom and left-hand side are all smoothly curved.’

Schmidt looked excited, some of his old enthusiasm for the job temporarily overcoming whatever was weighing him down. ‘On that basis, Comrades, I would say all that’s left is the left-hand third of the design. It must, surely, be a circle, and the other two thirds are missing.’

For the first time in several hours, Tilsner felt a great love for his Kriminaltechniker colleague again. Because this was the key to his mental block. The image at the back of his mind suddenly became clear.

An image from a town at the east – the far east – of the Republic. Bordering the Oder river. Bordering Poland. As near to Lenin’s mausoleum in Moscow as it was possible to get without actually leaving the borders of the Deutsche Demokratische Republik. So yes, perhaps the Cyrillic ‘L’ guess of Schmidt’s had some significance.

But this wasn’t an ‘L’ .

It wasn’t ‘pi’.

Instead, Tilsner knew the design showed two linked, cursive initials. Not one. And Roman – not Greek or Cyrillic.

And Tilsner knew the other letters in the puzzle too. But as the others scratched their heads and furrowed their brows, he wasn’t going to let on that he knew the solution.

*

Some thirty minutes after leaving the lakeside, Tilsner and Schmidt watched rows and rows of Plattenbauten – concrete slab apartment blocks – rise up from the surrounding countryside of the Upper Lausitz. It was almost as though they’d gone back in time a few months to their previous case in Halle-Neustadt. Another new, model socialist town – although this one existed as a dormitory for lignite miners, rather than chemical workers.

Tilsner slapped his hand on the Wartburg’s steering wheel. ‘You see, Jonas, if we’d chosen to become brown coal miners, we could have had brand new flats like those ones.’

Schmidt didn’t respond. Still in his grumpy fug, thought Tilsner.

Tilsner had been following Schwarz’s car, until they’d lost him at a junction soon after Senftenberg. But the local police captain had given him detailed directions to the mortuary, and they found their way without trouble. Tilsner just hoped the prospect of seeing a dead body being sliced open might spark some life into his colleague. Forensic scientists seemed to revel in that sort of thing. And whatever was weighing Schmidt down, he shouldn’t be letting it affect his work.

*

When they arrived at the mortuary in the local hospital, they found that Fenstermacher had wasted no time, and had already set to work. But that wasn’t the only surprise. Tilsner recognised a familiar face. His old boss.

‘What are you doing here?’ Tilsner whispered, sidling up to Müller as she watched the pathologist making incisions in the youth’s body. ‘I thought you’d become a permanent childminder.’

‘Don’t you mean, “I thought you’d become a permanent childminder, Comrade Major.” ’

Tilsner rubbed his brow. ‘Major? Are they throwing around ranks and promotions like confetti?’ He felt a momentary flash of annoyance – he’d thought that he might have been top dog in this new specialist crimes unit. Instead, he was still Karin’s deputy – they just both had new ranks. And, he began to realise, that suited him just fine. Too much responsibility usually meant you ended up with too much of the blame when things went wrong.

‘Careful, Comrade Hauptmann.’ Müller grinned, then added quietly: ‘I’ve the power to demote you if I wish, just like that.’ She clicked her fingers to emphasise the point.

The sound attracted an angry glare from the pathologist. ‘I do appreciate silence when I’m working, you know. It helps one to concentrate, especially if you’re wielding one of these.’ She nodded to the scalpel in her fist.

Fenstermacher then bent back over the body and began to make a cut through the upper section of the youth’s neck. Once she considered the incision large enough, she plunged her hand into the cavity.

‘Aha,’ she exclaimed, with what Tilsner felt was an inappropriate amount of glee. ‘Just as I thought.’ She held out a piece of red material, covered in mucus and dried blood, then waved it from side to side. ‘I couldn’t understand how this young man had died through asphyxiation and yet the usual signs of death by drowning, or strangulation, were absent. Here, ladies and gentleman, is our answer.’

‘And what exactly is the answer, Comrade Fenstermacher?’ asked Müller.

‘He couldn’t breathe. And so he died. And he couldn’t breathe because he’d had this sock stuffed down his windpipe.’

Tilsner fought the temptation to clutch at his own neck, and instead took several deep breaths. Normally he was unmoved by violent deaths – he’d seen much worse as a teenage boy in the war. But he could see Müller’s face had gone pale too.

‘Jesus,’ he exclaimed. ‘What a way to go.’

‘Yes, unpleasant,’ agreed the pathologist. ‘And something that – due to the gag reflex – would be impossible to self-administer. So we have our answer and, perhaps, all of you many police officers haven’t had a wasted journey. Because this boy was most definitely murdered. Murdered in a particularly sadistic way.’
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Six months earlier (March 1976)

Pankow, East Berlin

‘C’mon, speccy. Show us what you’re going to do about it.’

I peer at what’s being waved in front of my face.

My spectacles.

I know they’re there, but I can’t see them clearly. Just an unfocussed blob, like so many objects.

My spectacles with the centimetre-thick lenses.

They have to be that thick at the edges to allow sufficient concavity in the centre – sufficient concavity to finally give the world a hard-edged precision, rather than the blur it is without them.

I thrash my hands around trying to grasp them. But it’s useless.

‘Please give them back, Oskar,’ I plead. Although I can’t see my tormenter’s face with any clarity, I know who it is from his voice.

‘Please give them back, Oskar,’ he repeats in a high-pitched whine. Then drops the glasses to the floor. The next thing I hear is the crunch of breaking plastic and glass as a foot stomps down on them.

‘Whoops. Sorry, queer boy. That was a silly place to leave your specs, wasn’t it?’

I can feel the tears start to sting my eyes. I get down on my knees and scrabble round to retrieve what I can of the broken pieces.

The second time it’s happened this year.

Mutti and Vati will be furious.

But as I’m thinking about that, I feel the first blow to the side of my head, then another, then more to my back and bum. I roll into a ball with my hands clasped behind my skull, elbows protecting my face, willing them to stop. Then a shout.

‘Oi! Krüge! Leave him alone. And you lot. Pick on someone your own size.’

‘Ah shut up, Winkler. You’re just another queer boy like him.’

I keep my elbows wrapped around my face till Jan Winkler prises them off. Oskar’s friends laugh, but the laughter fades as they all move away, their sadistic urges temporarily sated.

‘It’s OK, Markus. They’ve gone now. Here, I’ll help you clear up, though I’m afraid these are wrecked. Are you OK?’

I brush myself down. Feel my heart rate start to settle. Thankful that I have one friend here at Oberschule Pankow Ernst Thälmann. ‘Bruised. Nothing broken, I don’t think.’ I flex my arms. There’ll be swelling by the morning. A black eye. But what hurts most – as usual – is my pride, or what’s left of it.

‘They’re just bullies,’ says Jan. ‘It’s best to try to ignore them.’

I try to focus on his face, but can’t. I know what he looks like anyway. A pretty-boy face. All the girls fancy him, but Jan Winkler just ignores them. And that makes them fancy him even more.

‘Here. Take my arm,’ he says. ‘I’ll help you home.’

I’m grateful for the help. Grateful, too, in an odd way, to Oskar Krüge in that he waited till the end of the school day – the end of the school week – to pick me out for his sadistic games. At least I don’t have to go back into class and invent some stupid excuse.

I know I could walk unaided, but I rather like having Jan holding me. He seems to pull me along effortlessly. Most things are effortless to Jan Winkler. Top of the class. Destined for university. Unlike me. I know I’m a disappointment to my People’s Police forensic scientist father. Jan’s as clever as my father expected me to be. Each week, when Kriminaltechniker Jonas Schmidt quizzes me over Sunday lunch, I can feel the disappointment radiating from him as I recount how well I’m doing – or rather how well I’m not doing – in various subjects. How he would love to have a son like Jan Winkler.

*

Jan bundles me onto the tram, so we get home quicker.

‘Isn’t this out of your way?’ I ask him.

‘Don’t worry. What are friends for if they can’t help out in times of need? I’m sure you’d do the same for me.’

Yes, yes, of course I would, Jan, I think. The difference is you’d never get in a situation like that. I think all this but say nothing.

‘Cheer up, Markus. Oskar will have forgotten all about it by Monday. I’ll look out for you.’

*

The disapproval on my mother’s face as she opens the apartment door couldn’t be clearer.

‘Don’t be too harsh on him, Frau Schmidt,’ says Jan. ‘I challenged him to a run and there’s a bit of rough ground on the way back. Markus caught his foot and fell over. I think he’s all right, but I’m afraid his specs aren’t.’ He hands the broken pieces of glass and plastic to Mutti even though all three of us know they aren’t repairable. But I’m thankful. Thankful he didn’t tell the truth about the bullying. If Mutti went to the school, if Oskar was hauled in front of the head teacher, it would only make things ten times worse and mean the next beating probably would result in broken bones, not just wounded pride and a smashed pair of glasses.

‘Hmm,’ sighs my mother. ‘Well, thank you for helping him back at least, Jan. I bet your mother doesn’t have to put up with this sort of thing.’

‘Oh, I’ve got into my fair share of scrapes during my time, Frau Schmidt, don’t you worry about that.’

I’ve already stumbled ahead into the flat, eager to get into the bathroom to check the damage, when Jan shouts to me before my mother has a chance to shut the door in his face.

‘What are you doing this weekend, Markus? Do you fancy hanging out together tomorrow? I’m expecting the delivery of my new scooter.’

My mother’s ears prick up at that. ‘I don’t want you riding on the back of a motor scooter, Markus. And certainly not without your glasses.’

‘Mum,’ I sigh.

‘It’s OK, Frau Schmidt. I’ll make sure I look after him. He can hang on tightly to me. And it’s not very powerful. We won’t go far.’

My mother’s resistance crumbles in the face of Jan’s pretty-boy charm. It’s the same for all women and girls. He just has a way with them. I wish I could learn a few tricks from him.

‘Oh all right, then. As you say, I suppose it’s not his fault he’s broken his glasses, again. And he has got a spare pair, although they’re old ones and not as strong.’

‘Great. That’s a deal, then. I’ll make sure he doesn’t come to any harm. You can rely on me, Frau Schmidt.’

‘I hope I can, Jan.
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