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1. Shadows of the Spree
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Sophia Lange walked quickly along the bank of the Spree River that cold February night. The lights from the Kreuzberg bars reflected on the dark water, and she clutched her coat tightly to her chest to fight the wind that cut into her skin. She had accepted the waitress job at the private club only for the fast money. Three more months and she would pay off her father’s debt. Then she could disappear from Berlin forever.

Inside the venue, the air was thick with the smoke of expensive cigarettes and low-voiced conversations. Red lights bathed the tables, and men in tailored suits occupied the booths without ever smiling. Sophia served drinks with her eyes lowered. She knew very well that this place belonged to the Koenigs. The entire underworld of the city knew it and feared it.

Viktor Koenig occupied the booth at the back, his back straight against the black leather. Thirty-eight years old, dark hair shaved at the sides, a thin scar crossing his left eyebrow, and gray eyes that saw everything without effort. He observed the room without moving his head. When Sophia passed by his table with a full tray, he slowly raised a hand.

“Japanese whisky. No ice.”

His voice came out low and controlled as always. Sophia nodded without looking him in the eyes and returned minutes later with the cold bottle. As she placed it on the table, her fingers brushed his for a second. Viktor noticed the slight tremor in the young woman’s hand.

“You’re new here,” he commented, though it didn’t sound like a question.

“I’ve only been here two weeks.”

Viktor leaned back against the booth and let his gaze travel over her body with deliberate calm. Sophia felt the weight of those eyes like a slow caress on her skin.

“Tell me your full name,” he requested.

“Sophia Lange.”

He repeated the surname under his breath as if tasting it on his tongue. Then he pulled a thick wad of bills from the inside pocket of his jacket and placed it on the table with a soft thud.

“This is for you. Not for the house and not for tips.”

Sophia looked at the money. It was too much for a single night. Her pride screamed at her to leave it there, but her father’s debt weighed heavier than any dignity.

“I can’t accept this,” she said in a firm voice.

Viktor smiled faintly, and the gesture never reached his eyes.

“Nobody says no to me, Sophia. Nobody.”

She took the bills with cold fingers and walked away between the tables. The rest of the night she felt Viktor’s gaze pinned to her back like a hand that wouldn’t let go. Every time she turned, he was there, watching her.

When the club closed its doors, Sophia exited through the back entrance onto the empty street. The wind dragged dry leaves, and the echo of her boots resonated against the walls. She didn’t see the black car that stopped beside her until the rear door opened with a soft click.

“Get in,” Viktor ordered from the dark interior.

“I’m not going anywhere with you.”

He tilted his head and looked at her with that dangerous calm that defined him.

“Your father owed my family three million. You signed the papers six months ago to take on the full debt. Or have you already forgotten in these two weeks?”

Sophia froze on the sidewalk. Her heart hammered against her ribs, and the night’s cold seeped into her bones.

“I thought it was a normal bank loan.”

Viktor let out a short, dry laugh.

“Nothing of mine is normal. Get in now or I’ll put you in the seat myself.”

She got into the car because she had no other choice. The interior smelled of new leather and expensive cologne mixed with something darker. Viktor didn’t touch her. He simply watched her while the driver pulled away in silence and the car crossed the bridge toward Charlottenburg.

“You’re going to work for me directly,” he announced without raising his voice. “In my house. And you’re going to pay every euro you owe down to the last cent.”

Sophia clenched her hands on her knees until her knuckles turned white.

“And if I refuse all of this?”

“Then your father ends up floating in the Spree with a concrete weight on his feet. You decide how you want this night to end.”

The car stopped in front of a three-story mansion with a gray stone façade and high walls covered in ivy. Inside, everything was modern and cold: black marble floors, polished steel, and dark abstract paintings. Viktor led her to a room on the second floor without another word.

“Sleep. We start early tomorrow,” he said before locking the door from the outside.

Sophia sat on the huge bed and looked at the window protected by discreet bars that didn’t allow a view of the snow-covered garden. She didn’t shed a single tear. She simply stayed there, counting the heartbeats pounding in her ears and wondering how she had gotten here so quickly.

On the other side of the door, Viktor loosened his black tie and poured himself a glass of whisky in the main salon. The girl had fire in her eyes, and he liked that more than he wanted to admit. But it also complicated his plans. Because Viktor Koenig never mixed business with desire. Until that night.
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The morning arrived with gray light filtering through the second-floor window. Sophia woke to the metallic sound of the key turning in the lock. A woman in a gray uniform entered with folded clean clothes and a breakfast tray that smelled of freshly made coffee.

“Herr Koenig wants to see you in the study in twenty minutes,” the woman informed her with no emotion in her voice.

Sophia showered with hot water that failed to loosen the permanent knot in her stomach. She put on the simple black dress they had left for her and descended the stairs, her steps echoing on the marble. Viktor stood in front of the floor-to-ceiling window overlooking the garden covered in fresh snow. He wore a white shirt rolled up to the elbows, his arms marked by veins and dark ink.

“Good morning, Sophia,” he greeted without turning yet.

“Good morning, Herr Koenig.”

“Here it’s just Viktor. Sit down.”

She obeyed and settled into the chair in front of the oak desk. The study smelled of strong coffee and old file paper. Viktor sat across from her and opened a thick folder of documents.

“Your father worked for us transporting merchandise from Rotterdam. He kept an entire shipment. Three million euros. You signed as personal guarantor. Now you’re mine until the debt is paid.”

Sophia lifted her chin and looked straight into his gray eyes.

“What exactly do I have to do to pay?”

“Be my personal assistant. Accompany me to every meeting. Smile when I order you to. And keep silent about everything you hear or see.”

She swallowed with difficulty.

“And if I see something I really don’t like?”

Viktor leaned forward, and his eyes locked onto hers with intensity.

“Then you’ll learn to keep it inside, like everyone who works for me.”

The first day passed between constant calls and men coming in and out of the study speaking rapid German and Russian. Sophia took notes in silence with a steady hand. Viktor watched her from the corner of his eye and noticed how she gripped the pencil every time she heard words like “delivery” or “outstanding payment.”

In the afternoon he took her to a large warehouse at the port of Berlin. The place was full of stacked containers and armed men guarding every corner. Viktor took her elbow firmly so she would walk close to his side.

“This is part of your job now,” he explained in a low voice. “To see where the money you owe comes from.”

A bald man approached and handed him a black briefcase without saying a word. Viktor opened it in front of her. Used bills tied with bands. Sophia looked away toward the nearby river.

“Does what you see bother you?” he asked without raising his voice.

“It’s not my world and it never will be.”

“Now it is, Sophia. Accept it.”

Back at the mansion, Viktor invited her to dinner in the main dining room. Just
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