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  Chapter 1

  
  




Shadows of the City




The autumn rain fell on Berlin with the grim persistence of a guilty conscience. It slicked the cobblestones of Charlottenburg, blurring the elegant facades of the sandstone buildings into weeping watercolour impressions. From the window of his unmarked LKA vehicle, Kriminalhauptkommissar Maxmilian Kraus watched the city drown. The grey sky was the colour of old ghosts, a feeling Maxmilian understood intimately. It had been a year since the incident in Marseille, a year of phantom pains in his shoulder and the lingering taste of metallic fear he couldn’t seem to wash away.




His partner, a young, eager detective named Schmidt, tapped nervously on the tablet in his lap. “We’re here, Herr Hauptkommissar. Penthouse apartment. The victim is… significant.”




Maxmilian grunted, pulling the collar of his worn leather jacket tighter. The cold wasn’t just in the October air; it was a permanent resident in his bones. “Significant how?”




“Jürgen Voss. The industrialist. Von Holmes Consolidated.”




Maxmilian’s grip tightened on the door handle. Von Holmes was a name that resonated with power, a titan of German industry with tendrils reaching into every corner of European politics. This was not just a murder; it was a statement.




They ascended in a private lift, a silent, mirrored box that reflected Maxmilian’s tired eyes and the sharp, uncomfortable newness of Schmidt’s suit. The penthouse was a study in sterile luxury: vast open spaces, floor-to-ceiling windows revealing a panorama of the rain-swept city, and furniture that looked more like art installations than places to sit. It was a space designed to project power, but now it was dominated by the quiet, methodical ballet of the forensics team.




Voss was in the centre of the living area, sprawled on a white rug that was now a gruesome canvas of crimson. He was a large man, even in death, his expensive suit soaked through. The cause of death was brutally obvious—a single, precise wound to the chest. But it was the object clutched in his hand that drew Maxmilian’s attention. A small, intricately carved wooden bird.




“Any sign of forced entry?” Maxmilian asked, his voice a low gravel that cut through the sterile quiet of the room.




“None,” Schmidt replied, scrolling through his notes. “The security on this place is state-of-the-art. No alarms triggered. It’s as if the killer was invited in.”




Maxmilian knelt, his knees protesting, getting a closer look at the victim. The air was thick with the coppery scent of blood and the faint, incongruous smell of expensive cologne. He studied Voss’s face, frozen in a rictus of surprise and perhaps, something else. Recognition?




“He knew his killer,” Maxmilian murmured, more to himself than to Schmidt. He looked at the bird again. It was a nightingale, he realised, its beak open in a silent, eternal song. A calling card.




He spent another hour absorbing the scene, the details etching themselves into his memory: the overturned glass of whisky on a nearby table, the subtle disarray of papers on a grand mahogany desk, the cold, impersonal perfection of the room that felt more like a mausoleum than a home. Every instinct screamed that this was more than a simple homicide. This was an execution, meticulously planned and flawlessly executed.




As they were leaving, a woman with a press badge tried to push past the uniformed officer at the door. She had sharp, intelligent eyes that missed nothing and a trench coat that had seen better days. “Hauptkommissar Kraus,” she called out, her voice confident, “Laura Stein, Berliner Morgenpost. Any comment on the death of Jürgen Voss? Was it a robbery?”




Maxmilian shielded his face from the flash of her photographer’s camera, his patience wearing thin. “No comment,” he growled, pushing past her.




But her eyes held his for a fraction of a second longer than necessary, a flicker of something knowing, something that suggested she already understood this was no simple crime.




Back in the car, the rain had intensified, drumming a frantic rhythm on the roof. Schmidt was chattering about preliminary reports, but Maxmilian was elsewhere. He was in the cold, silent penthouse, with the dead industrialist and the small wooden bird. The nightingale’s song was a whisper of conspiracy that he could feel resonating deep within the city’s shadowed heart. The ghosts of Berlin were stirring, and Maxmilian Kraus knew, with a certainty that chilled him to his very soul, that this was just the beginning. The darkness was calling, and he had no choice but to answer.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




The Castle’s Secret




The fluorescent lights of the Landeskriminalamt headquarters at Tempelhof did little to dispel the gloom that had settled over Maxmilian. On his desk, the wooden nightingale lay sealed in an evidence bag, a silent, malevolent oracle. The preliminary forensics report was as clinical and unhelpful as he’d expected: no foreign DNA, no fingerprints other than the victim’s, no fibers out of place. It was a ghost’s work. A ghost who left behind wooden birds.




“Richard von Holmes has agreed to see us,” Schmidt announced, his voice tight with a mixture of awe and apprehension. “His estate in Grunewald. Now.”




The drive out was a journey into another world. The gritty, graffiti-scarred face of inner-city Berlin gave way to the stately, brooding calm of the Grunewald forest. Here, behind imposing iron gates and ancient stone walls, lived the city’s silent rulers. The Von Holmes estate was less a house and more a fortress, a neo-baroque castle of grey stone and dark slate that seemed to absorb the light from the sky. Manicured lawns, unnaturally green for late autumn, rolled down to the dark, placid waters of the Wannsee.




Richard von Holmes met them not in a formal office, but in a vast library. The room smelled of old leather, woodsmoke from a cavernous fireplace, and money so old it had its own distinct, papery aroma. He was a man who wore his power as easily as his tailored Savile Row suit. Tall, impeccably groomed, with a warm, disarming smile that never quite reached his cold, calculating eyes. He moved with the fluid grace of a predator.




“Hauptkommissar Kraus,” he said, extending a hand. His grip was firm, his voice a smooth, modulated baritone. “A terrible business. Jürgen was more than a colleague; he was a friend.”




Maxmilian met his gaze, refusing to be drawn in by the performance. “We need to understand his state of mind in the last few days, Herr von Holmes. Did he seem worried? Was he in any kind of trouble?”




“Jürgen was a titan,” von Holmes replied, gesturing for them to sit in leather armchairs that sighed under their weight. “Titans don’t get into trouble. They solve it.” He offered them espresso, served by a silent butler in a crisp uniform. The entire scene was a masterfully staged piece of theatre, designed to intimidate, to assert control.




For half an hour, von Holmes painted a picture of a loyal employee and a stable business. He answered every question with polished precision, revealing nothing. He was a closed door, a smooth, impenetrable wall. But Maxmilian wasn’t listening to the words; he was watching the man, searching for the tell, the tiny crack in the perfect facade.




It came as they were about to leave. Maxmilian’s gaze swept across the room one last time, across the shelves groaning with first editions and the priceless art on the walls. And then he saw it. On the heavy oak mantelpiece, nestled between a silver polo trophy and a framed photograph of von Holmes with the French President, was a collection of small, exquisitely carved wooden animals. A fox, a bear, a stag. And a nightingale. It was identical to the one they had found in Jürgen Voss’s dead hand.




Maxmilian’s blood ran cold. He felt Schmidt stiffen beside him.




“A hobby of yours?” Maxmilian asked, his voice carefully neutral as he walked towards the fireplace.




Von Holmes followed his gaze and smiled, a flash of white teeth. “A collection. I appreciate the artistry. Simple things, beautifully made. They come from a small artisan in the Black Forest.” He picked up the nightingale, turning it over in his long, slender fingers. “A reminder that even in this complex world, there is still beauty in simplicity.”




It was a taunt. A brazen, arrogant declaration. *I am the killer. And you will never prove it.*




The drive back to Tempelhof was thick with unspoken tension. The castle had revealed its secret, not in a hidden passage or a locked room, but in plain sight. It was a secret of absolute, untouchable power.




As they pulled into the LKA parking garage, a figure stepped out of the shadows. It was Laura Stein. She looked different from the day before, less like a journalist on the hunt and more like a co-conspirator. The sharp energy was still there, but now it was laced with caution.




She ignored Schmidt and spoke directly to Maxmilian, her voice low. “I know you just came from seeing von Holmes. Don’t trust him.”




“That’s my job, Fräulein Stein.”




“Voss was scared,” she said, ignoring his dismissive tone. “He was trying to get a message to me. He mentioned a name. ‘Le Chasseur’.”




“The Hunter,” Maxmilian translated, a new piece clicking into place with a sickening thud.




“It’s a network,” she continued, her eyes scanning the garage. “People like Voss and von Holmes. They operate across Europe, in the highest circles. They’re not just businessmen. And Voss… I think he wanted out.”




Before he could ask another question, she pressed a folded piece of paper into his hand. “Voss had a second apartment, not registered in his name. A safe house. Be careful, Hauptkommissar. These hunters don’t just kill their own.”




She melted back into the shadows, leaving Maxmilian standing in the damp, cold air of the garage. He looked from the note in his hand to the imposing silhouette of the LKA building. The castle had its secret, and now he had a key. But he knew, with a chilling certainty, that the door it unlocked would lead not to answers, but to a far deeper and more dangerous darkness.















