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Christmas is supposed to be peaceful. In reality, it's mostly a tight schedule. Lists, appointments, lights. If anything breaks, it's when routine becomes too fast and safeguards suddenly seem optional.

These 24 short crime stories take place between mulled wine stands and shift schedules, between fog machines and emergency shutdowns. No miracles. No tracking in the moonlight. Just causes set by humans: taped-over sensors, bypassed switches, wrong shortcuts taken at the right moment. And the consequences that last.

Violence here isn't a spectacle. It's mechanical, often quiet, almost always avoidable. No child murders, no transgressions, which don't belong in this book. Instead: decisions, pressure, responsibility. And the question of what order actually means when everything is supposed to move faster—especially during Advent.

In these stories, Christmas is the backdrop, not the solution. Sometimes a paper star, sometimes a cold draft in the wrong direction. Those who want to read them can read them as crime novels. Those who want to read them as records of how small things become big when no one is looking.

The settings are fictitious or altered so that no one is recognizable. Companies, government agencies, processes: realistic enough to be compelling, simplified enough to be readable. Where technology appears, it is researched yet condensed. Where people appear, they are people.

Read as it suits you: one story per evening, or all of them one after the other. Perhaps at the end, you'll end up with a golden dot on your sleeve that won't come off.

Then the book has done what it is meant to do.

Maurice Klein

In Advent
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The frost lay like sugar on the city. On the banks of the Alster, the lanterns stood in a thin halo, and the air cut clear, without much meaning. Chief Inspector Paula Grimm stood at the railing and looked into the gray water, which was unsteady and acted as if it were about to break. Between the reeds and the wooden planks lay a body, half in the water, half out of it, its arms in a position that no longer held anything in place.

"Jogger," said the patrol officer. "Report 6:14 a.m. Rowers from the club over there. They saw him as they were getting out on the water. No struggle, no witnesses."

Paula nodded. She stepped closer, knelt, and smelled the cold, metallic odor that water has in winter. The man was wearing running clothes: dark tights, a windbreaker, and a hat. On his feet were shoes whose soles gleamed in the lamplight as if they had been freshly painted. No tread blocks. Smooth.

"Name?"

"Martin Kehl, 44. Address on Blumenstrasse. Actuary. Runs every morning, the neighbors say."

"Something else?"

"Phone in arm pocket. Strava open. Route aborted at 6:08."

Paula looked at the wooden planks along the jetty. A thin film of frost lay on them, darker at the edges, as if something had been pushing them. No grit. The city had spread grit yesterday, but not here. Two steps from the edge, a small, round scuff mark, as if something had flashed briefly and then gone away. She looked at her shoes. Smooth as dancing shoes.

“Who’s walking around with this?” she said quietly.

“Someone who didn’t intend to arrive safely,” said a voice behind her.

Dr. Arndt Vogel, forensic pathologist, stood there, his hands in thick gloves. He crouched down and looked briefly, but not for long. "Head impact, right back, edge. Water in the lungs, not much. He didn't lose consciousness right away. He was breathing, then stopped. Time of death: shortly after 6."

“What do you think of the shoes?”

Vogel lifted his foot, cautiously. "They're running shoes. They were. The soles are folded over. Smooth rubber plates, neatly glued. No tread. And—" He smelled, briefly, as if it were wine. "Silicone. Polish. Someone wanted these to slide."

Paula looked into the water. Somewhere on the other side, a brass player was rehearsing "Es ist ein Ros entsprungen" (A Rose Has Sprouted), the notes slanting in the cold, but then finally finding their place. "And you do that because?" she said.

"Because you know it's running here," Vogel said. "And because you know a cold front is approaching."

Kehl 's apartment smelled of coffee that was no longer warm and an Advent wreath that was trying to improve the air but failed. Lena Kehl stood in the kitchen, a cup in her hand that she didn't lift. On the table lay a calendar, window 21 open, a piece of chocolate still in its wrapper. A schedule was taped to the wall: "Christmas Visits," neatly arranged in two columns.

"He always walked there," she said, as Paula glanced at the map. "He says, 'If you know the way, you stumble less.'"

"Today it really hit him," Paula said. No question about it. "Did he have problems? Work, money, someone who thought he was in the way?"

Lena Kehl shook her head too soon. "Not that I... well. He's a mathematician. He has numbers that don't want stories. He works at NordVers. There aren't any..." She broke off, glanced briefly at the door. "You'll have to ask there."

"Friends?"

"Philipp Mahr. Runs too. They used to run together. Martin didn't like talking while he was there. Philipp did. Less so lately. Philipp had a cold, he says. And... Uwe from the rowing club, they greet each other. And the neighbor, Mrs. Tesch. That's all there was. We're not..." She shrugged. "We're not tall."

"His shoes?" Paula asked. "Did he have multiple pairs? New ones? Repairs?"

"Shoes?" Lena said, as if she needed to prove the word. "He says he has one pair for wet and one pair for dry. The ones in the hallway are wet. The ones he was wearing today were there yesterday. He cleaned them... he cleaned them himself. He's here... correct."

“Did he have the soles re-taped?”

"Why would he—" She paused, looked at her hands. "You do things like that?"

"Sometimes other people do this," Paula said. "Where does he keep his spare keys?"

"In the closet, top drawer, right. Why?"

"Just like that," said Paula. She found three keys. No note. There was also a small bottle in the drawer: silicone polish, "Glanzfix." Unopened. The receipt was underneath: Drugstore at the corner of Alsterchaussee, day before yesterday, 6:42 p.m. Paula lifted the bottle. "Is that his?"

"No," Lena said. "Mine. For the windows. It was on sale."

“Did you use it?”

"Not yet."

“Who was with you yesterday?”

"No one," she said. Then: "Philipp was here for a moment. He put the snow chains on the car. Martin was worried it would be slippery. Philipp knows his way around. He unlocked the basement. I gave him the key."

"How long?"

“Ten minutes.”

“Cellar opens from the outside?”

"Yes."

"All right," said Paula. You don't have to catch people lying to know where the truth lies. Sometimes the order is enough.

NordVers, open-plan office, office mats that absorb footsteps. An Advent wreath with two burnt-out candles, and someone had placed a small cardboard reindeer next to it, looking unsteady. Philipp Mahr approached her, casual, too casual, as if he were trained in what one calls "collegiality."

"Martin," he said, his voice quickly becoming too soft. "That can't be... He's—"

"He's dead," Paula said. "You were friends. Running, coffee, putting on chains. When did you last see him?"

"Last night. I put the chains in his trunk. He's being careful. I said we'd go together again next week. I had a cough. He's been walking faster and faster."

“Where were you this morning?”

"At home. I have... I have breakfast late."

“Are you supporting this with something that isn’t you?”

"You can ask my wife. So... friend. Saskia. We were at home. Advent breakfast."

"Address?"

"Eimsbüttel, Immenhof. Third floor. You can also ask the bakery. We picked up some rolls. 6:30."

“They don’t run together anymore?”

"Not so often. He liked... quiet. I talk. He said I take his breath away."

“Did he tell you something that could have caused him trouble?”

"Noise? Martin? He's a leaf without wind."

“Did he see anything in your company that didn’t belong there?”

"We don't work together," said Philipp. "He does the math for the one with the gray tie. I do the product. We only see each other in the kitchen."

Paula looked at his shoes. Office shoes with a thin profile, clean. One edge was chipped, on the back right. You memorize things that later might mean nothing, and sometimes everything.

"Sole Factory" was written above a shop on Stahltwiete. The smell was old: rubber, glue, leather. A bell that was too loud. Behind the counter sat a man with blond arms and glasses that were too small for him. Ilija Pavlov was a legend on the street because he repaired things that others would have thrown away.

“Shoes?” he asked, as if there were only one question.

Paula put down a photo. "Did you do something like that? Slippery plates on running shoes?"

Pavlov looked briefly at the picture, then longer at Paula. "I'll do anything if someone pays. But this? Crime." He shrugged. "Oh, yes. Last week. A customer came in with a pair. He said, 'I need smooth soles.' I said, 'Why?' He said, 'Show. Dance. Christmas.' I laughed. He said, 'Do it.' He paid in cash. I wrote the date on the cap because I always do. 19/12. Your shoes?"

"Victim," said Paula. "Do you have a name?"

"On the note: 'Mahr'. Pickup: December 20th, evening. I still have the note." He rummaged around and put it down. "I'm not the police, I'm the one who sees shoes. I thought you might come."

"Why?"

"Because I know the world," he said. "And because someone who wants smooth soles doesn't dance."

“What did he look like?”

"Middle-aged. Friendly face, too friendly. Stubble, cap. Yellow jacket. Not the expensive stripes. A scratch on the back of his right hand. He talked. A lot of words. I don't listen. I make shoes."

“Later, someone treated the soles with silicone,” said Paula.

Pavlov snorted. "I glue rubber. I don't spray. If someone wants to die on the ice, they don't need silicone. They'll manage without it. But it helps."

"Thank you," said Paula. "You saved us the evening."

Philipp Mahr was wearing a yellow jacket when Paula picked him up from the parking lot. He raised his hands before she could say anything. "That wasn't me."

"Ilija Pavlov says it was you," Paula said. "Sole Factory. December 20th. You wanted smooth soles on a pair of running shoes. You paid in cash. You said 'Mahr.' He wrote it down."

Philipp blinked. "I don't know the store."

"There's a scratch on the back of your right hand," Paula said. "You used that to count his money. Or mine."

He automatically raised his hand, looking at the scratch he'd had every time he rode his bike for years. "I..."

"Your friend?" Paula asked. "Advent, Eimsbüttel, half past six, rolls?"

"Yes."

"The bakery says there was only a man with a hat and a woman with a stroller standing there at 6:30. Not you. And the camera at the subway shows you near the Alster at 6:05. Hat. Jacket. I know people at VHH who love their cameras."

Philipp breathed through his nose. "That—"

"Don't waste the oxygen," Paula said. "Tell me why."

"It wasn't like that," he said, looking to the side as if searching for the word that would pull him out. "Martin... Martin wanted to bring up the commission issue. He saw numbers. Numbers that weren't right. He said he'd go to the board after Christmas. He said, 'If I clear this away, there'll be peace.'"

“And you?”

"They took numbers that weren't yours," Paula said. "For something you probably wanted to call 'bridging' later."

"Once," said Philipp. "And then again. And then—" He raised his hands, then let them fall. "I thought I had time. He doesn't give me any. He says I'm his friend. I'm standing here with sweat on my hands. I said, 'After Christmas.' He says, 'Before Christmas Eve.' He took my breath away."

“So you took his shoes,” said Paula.

"I didn't hit him," said Philipp. "I didn't do anything to him... I saw his old shoes in his basement, full of mud. I thought: I'll have the soles smoothed out, he puts them on, he slips, he breaks his wrist, he notices something, he—" He broke off and laughed once, short, hard. "I'm talking like an idiot. I believed it myself."

“They polished the soles,” said Paula.

"I... yes. I had silicone for my bike. I—" He was silent.

"And you sent him a message," Paula said. "'Today the west bank is clearer, the east bank is under construction.' Anonymous. Because he usually walks east. West has the jetty."

Philipp looked at her so openly it almost hurt. "I know him."

“They knew him,” said Paula.

"I just—" he began, and the words slipped, fell, found no purchase.

Paula waited. Sometimes silence is more effective than good chairs.

"I just wanted him not to—" he said then. "I thought he'd fall, he'd get up, we'd laugh, he... I'd tell him I need time. I'll give the money back. I... I'll do well."

"Timing isn't a gift," said Paula. "Not on this jetty."

Forensics brought the rest, as clean as numbers can be. On the smooth soles: contact adhesive (Pavlov), plus a layer of silicone oil. In Kehl's hallway, on the inside of the door, a smear of the same silicone mixture, with Philipp Mahr's fingerprint next to it. In Kehl's basement: a missing pair of shoes on the shelf, which explains the mud. In Mahr's trash can: an empty spray can of "Glanzfix," the same batch as the unopened one at Lena's. On Mahr's phone: a prepaid SMS app with a message to a number Kehl used only for Strava: "Ost Steg Glätte - nimm West." All sufficient for a public prosecutor.

Down by the water, frost clung to the bolts of the dock. The rowing club had postponed the trip until later . Paula stood there as the sun decided to rise, thinking about the variations of "only." You can say "only" and mean "almost." You can say "only" and mean "not." Physics turns "only" into a clear line.

“And what is Lena doing?” Vogel asked later when he gave her the final report.

"Breathe," said Paula. "And close the Advent calendar."

“And you?” he asked.

“I put the shoes in my hallway that have tread,” she said.

The interrogation lasted three hours. Philipp Mahr spoke as if his sentences were stones thrown in the hope that they wouldn't return. He signed. The prosecutor applied for an arrest warrant: "Strong suspicion of indirect manslaughter; treachery: exploiting a vulnerable situation by intentionally causing it; subsidiary: bodily harm resulting in death." Words that don't resonate.

Later, Lena Kehl sat in the living room, her hands flat on the table as if she were holding it. Paula placed the unopened silicone bottle in front of her. "You can throw it away," she said.

"I'll keep it," Lena said. "As a reminder that shiny things are bad."

“Sometimes,” said Paula.

"Martin didn't buy any presents," she said. "He said, 'Things are cheaper after Christmas.' He saves money while others breathe. I loved him for that." She looked out the window. Stars hung outside. "You know we were supposed to take the train to Lübeck?"

“Every train leaves at some point,” said Paula.

"Not ours," said Lena. "Not anymore."

On the third Sunday of Advent, the brass band played on the banks of the Alster. "Lift up the door," they called, a little too quickly, as if they were trying to get somewhere warm. People stopped, pretending they weren't cold. Paula didn't stop. She walked along the jetty, to the edge, and looked at the screws. Someone had sprinkled sand, late, but still. For a moment, she imagined what it was like when a foot lost its grip. The body knows it a fraction sooner than the head. And then there's the clacking sound of bones playing the wrong music on metal.

She concluded by writing: "Cause of death: unnatural; Circumstances: forced fall due to deliberate manipulation of the running shoes (smooth soles, silicone shine), controlled route change; Motive: concealment of embezzlement, delaying detection; Chain of evidence: shoe repair receipt, fingerprints, forensic evidence, messages, contradictory alibi findings; Result: arrest warrant. - Note: Check the scattering plan on the west bank, Pier X." She signed her name. No adjective. No music.

At home, her shoes stood by the radiator, wet from the morning. She placed her hand on the soles. Tread. Sometimes that's all you need. Sometimes that's all it takes.

​On the kitchen table lay a small, cheap chocolate angel, taken from a package at the checkout counter. Paula ate it. It tasted of nothing. She threw away the wrapper and opened the window. Cold air came in, real, with no smell. You can live with that.
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The air hung like glass when Chief Inspector Jana Holm first heard the antiquarian bookshop's bell ring. The sound was thin and old, almost insulting that he had to work so early in the afternoon. Outside, snow blew across the cobblestones of Birkengasse; inside, it smelled of paper, wood polish, and an Advent wreath too large for the round table. Four candles, one lit, the wick blackened, as if it had hesitated.

"Back here," a voice called, a touch too loudly. "Please... be careful."

The sales room was narrow, with books up to the ceiling and ladders on rails that moved silently. On the counter were two plates of cinnamon stars, one untouched. A dark blue velvet curtain led to the back room. Jana pushed it aside. The room behind it was colder.

Henrik Abel lay half-bent under the library ladder, his head turned inward as if he'd gone to look for a book. Beside him lay a heavy piece of metal, warm and blind: an old type pad, a lead type as big as a fist. A shallow gash on the dead man's forehead, the skin open, the blood darkening. No drama. Just a body that no longer knew what to do with the cold.

"I found him so ," said the young woman at the shelf, her hands around a cup that didn't help. "I'm Nelly Grawe. Internship, two days a week. I was supposed to set the table for the reading. He wanted to get something from the stacks. Then—" She swallowed. "Then all I heard was the sound. Not a scream. Just... wood."

Jana knelt without hurry. Leather boots, no rush. She looked at the ladder: open casters, no locking bolt, a felt glider missing from the left foot. The step on which Abel's foot was still half-lying was dry. No glasses, no slip marks. On the floor beside it, a thin film of fine dust, gray-blue, like wool. She brushed it with her glove; it barely crunched. Paper dust with something else.

"Dr. Keller is on his way," Timo Reuther reported from the doorway. "Colleagues are securing the front. No one in, no one out. The neighbor from the teahouse was here first. He didn't touch anything. Nelly was waiting."

Jana nodded. "Time?"

"4:58 PM emergency call. Reading starts at 6:00 PM. According to the notice: 'Winter Songs – Rare First Editions, read by the owner.'"

Jana looked at the workbench. A book lay there, open, on a soft surface. A slim volume, an old linen cover, the spine gilded with lettering: "R. Hartung: Winterlieder, 1959." On the inside, top left, was a dedication in a pale, even hand: "The cold writes the clearest line. For AM – Dec 1959. RH." Next to it, a typed card read: "First edition with dedication – €12,000."

"He proudly showed the dedication this morning," Nelly said quietly. "He said it was a sensation. 'You can't get anything like this anymore.'"

“Where did he get the tape?” asked Jana.

"An estate. Dr. Markwald. He died in the summer. His wife contacted us. There were many things in it, but this—" She nodded at the book with her chin. "—that was the highlight."

“Anyone besides you, Ms. Grawe, was in the back room today?”

"I, Henrik, or Mr. Böhm from the city archives, picked something up. And Oskar Wendt. He's from the other antiquarian bookshop on Wolfsgasse. They know each other. He brought paper, he said, thin Japanese paper for restoration."

“Why does a competitor bring material?” asked Timo.

Nelly shrugged. "In this city, everyone trades with everyone else. They hate each other, yet they drink together."

“How long was Wendt here?”

"Not long. Fifteen minutes? He came in around four-thirty, at the front. I was sorting. He went to the back and said hello. I don't know if he was at the ladder. I heard him talking, a low tone. Then he left. I went over to the kitchen to get some cups."

“Was the ladder already where it is now?”

"Yes. Henrik was standing there when I left. He had that tape up there. Told the customers to see where to look."

“Did he look excited?”

"He was proud. As always when he's doing big things. Not excited. Just focused."

Jana looked at the piece of metal again. The edge wasn't sharp, but it was heavy. The corner shone darker. Something pale, like dried paste, was stuck to the handle. She carefully placed the piece in a bag.

"Surely Mrs. Grawe's gloves," Jana said quietly to Timo. "And Mr. Abel—wallet, phone, keys."

She stepped back, scanning the shelves. A shelf at the top was empty, the dusty edge casting a narrow shadow: a large book had once stood there. It now stood on the workbench. Next to it, almost invisible, was a second, smaller, fresh, dusty shadow. Someone had taken something out, then put it back. Or replaced it. Under the table lay a narrow, cut, blue-gray cord. A piece of linen binding thread.

The bell on the shop door clanged again. Dr. Keller came in, wearing a thick hat and a thin sense of humor. "What do we have?" he asked, kneeling, without looking.

"Fall from a ladder or a blow," Jana said. "A fracture isn't enough to kill. The head is. Lead lettering next to it. Felt pads are missing, but the floor is dry. No slipping. The angle of the blow... you'll tell me."

Keller nodded, looked at the top of his head, at the splinters. "If it fell, then the edge here—" He pointed. "—that doesn't make this pattern. I prefer metal. I love simple things. One blow, diagonal, from behind and to the right. Fatal enough. Time of death: half an hour ago. Body cold, but not cold-cold. It's cool in here."

“The dust?” asked Jana.

Keller stroked the floor. "Paper, yes. But there's something bluish there. From the book edge? Some people dye it. Or from the yarn. I'll take a sample. And that on the typesetting block is paste, old, made from wheat starch. Bookbinding adhesion."

“Wendt,” Timo said quietly.

"Maybe," said Jana. "Maybe someone who just rebound a book."

“And the dedication?” Keller asked, without looking at what he saw.

"We'll ask someone who's interested in handwriting," Jana said. "But that line sounds too good to be true."

Oskar Wendt had a face that had learned to appear friendly. His antiquarian bookshop on Wolfsgasse smelled of cold coffee and wax. He was polishing a bookcase when Jana entered. Behind him was a wall of bookshelves filled with slim volumes, spines in gray linen, neatly labeled. On the wall hung a calendar depicting a winter forest, too clean to actually exist.

"Inspector Holm," Wendt said, as if he knew her. "I learned... Abel. This hurts me. He was... a miserable competitor, but a good man."

“You were just with him,” said Jana.

"Yes. I brought him paper. Japanese, 4 grams, as thin as breath. He asked."

"For what?"

"For an insert. A bookplate repair, I think. Nothing major."

“Were you in the back?”

"Just briefly. I dropped the role, we exchanged two sentences. He was on the ladder. I said, 'Careful, Henning.'" Wendt smiled briefly, inappropriately. "He liked it when I called him Henning. He hated the name Henrik."

“And then?” Jana asked, ignoring the smile.

"Then I left. I had another delivery. I'm a busy man, Mrs. Holm."

“Do you know the volume ‘Winter Songs’?”

"If I could, I'd marry him," Wendt said without hesitation. "Rudolf Hartung, 1959, small edition, hardly any dedications, and if there were, then to women you can't find anymore. 'AM' is—" He raised his hand. "—a gentle hint. Abel showed it to me. I said, 'Congratulations.' In all honesty: I was happy for him to have it."

“Who is AM?”

“If I knew that, I wouldn’t be sitting here now.”

Jana looked at his hands. Something blue and dusty was stuck under the nail of his right index finger. Wendt saw her look and casually pulled his hand back, as if he were cold. A spool of blue-gray twine lay on the counter.

“Nice yarn,” said Jana.

"Line 30/3," Wendt said, his tone that of a man who likes to talk about things that aren't dangerous. "You take what holds. Do you need anything?"

"Maybe later," said Jana. "Where were you at five?"

"As I said, deliveries. I was at the warehouse on Schieferstrasse, picking up a crate. You can ask Mr. Teichert, he saw me."

"We're asking everyone," said Jana. "One more thing: Do you know Dr. Alena Markwald?"

"The widow? From the dentist with the art collection? She came to see me before she went to Abel. I offered her a fair price. Abel gave more. He had more breathing room. I don't hold it against him. Sometimes the other guy wins. That's how it is."

“Did you review the volume with him?”

"No. I would have lied. I would have said, 'Beautiful, but be careful, dedications are a science in themselves.' I wasn't invited to lie."

“But you were invited to bring paper,” said Jana.

Wendt smiled, smaller. "We help each other. Abel once carried a box for me when my back—"

"I'll call when I want to hear your novels," Jana said. "Stay available."

On her way out the door, her gaze caught a shop window. A small volume lay on a stand, cut blue, the edges shimmering slightly under the light. "Cut blue, Prussian blue," Wendt said from behind her. "It's hardly used anymore. It stains your fingers. Glad you saw it."

“It stains,” said Jana.

Dr. Keller delivered his first batch of results early in the evening. "The blow matched the typesetting block. Angle from top to bottom, perpetrator was standing on the ladder or in an elevated position. Or Abel wasn't quite upright. No signs of resistance. He could have been surprised. Time of death between 4:35 and 5:00 p.m. On his hands: traces of paste, paper dust, a hint of Prussian blue. Minimal particles of brass on the wound. The typesetting block is probably an alloy. And: on the typesetting block – a single, short fiber, blue-gray linen, 30/3 thread. What bookbinders like. And stuck to the base of the ladder was a tiny grain of artificial snow. It hangs on the photo wall at the front of the store. A shady friend of cinnamon stars."

“We saw Wendt with yarn of this quality,” said Timo.

"And he has Prussian blue in his window," Jana said. "But in a neighborhood with three secondhand bookshops, everyone has the same things on their hands." She looked at the workbench. The volume was still lying there, still, patiently.

"The dedication," she said. "Before the hand steals it from us."

The city archives smelled of heating and postwar files. Michael Böhm, a small man with glasses that never fit, had already opened the doors for Jana that the city considered "closed." He took the book without breaking his breath, placed it under the lamp, and switched on the UV light.

"Iron gall would remain dark under UV, sometimes brown. Here, it glows slightly, minimally. This is modern—dyes from the 80s, 90s. It may be a mixed ratio, but look here—" He pointed at the "December" with tweezers. "Hartung always used Roman numerals for the month in his dedications. XII. Never 'December'. And the H in his R has a short flag to the left. Here, someone drew a long one. It's well done. But not perfect."

“'The cold writes the clearest line?'” asked Jana.

Böhm nodded, dry as paper. "The line is well known. Hartung used it in a letter in 1961. Before that... no evidence. In a dedication in 1959, that would be early. Not impossible. But he rarely quoted himself."

“So, probably fake,” said Jana.

"I'd say: made with love, but a lie ," said Böhm. "One more thing: The cut here—" He flipped through it carefully, lifting the pad. "—is stained. It's old, yes. But there's a residue of glue on the first cut, smoother than the others. As if the pad had been newly pressed. And the covers were greased. Fresh putty on the hinge. The book has been... improved."

“Who can do something like that?” asked Timo.

Böhm looked at her as if he'd been expecting the question. "Anyone who wears Prussian blue on their fingers in the evening."

Alena Markwald welcomed them into a house so clean it almost looked sickly. The tree in the corner was too small for the high-ceilinged room, as if it had been deliberately chosen for humility. It smelled of oranges and a perfume reminiscent of cold metal surfaces.

"I promised my husband I wouldn't sell the books for nothing," she said, as if they'd asked for a motive. "Mr. Abel offered the best price. He was fair."

“Did he show you the dedication?” Jana asked.

"He read them to me on the phone. I said I was glad someone still cared about these things."

“Did you know Oskar Wendt?”

"Yes. He gave me coffee the first time I stood in Wolfsgasse with four crates and didn't know how it worked. He offered to take the things on consignment. My husband didn't like him. I don't know why."

“Has your husband ever met Hartung?” asked Jana.

"Never. He was a dentist. He liked short poems. These were too cold for him." She smiled, flat as ice. "I liked them. But I never signed anything."

“Are you still in contact with Wendt?” asked Timo.

"He wrote last night: 'If I can help.' That's how dealers write. They always have help."

Outside, the snow was thicker. Jana stopped on the sidewalk and saw the breath. "Wendt lost something," she said. "The linen, the fiber. He was close. He was by the ladder."

"He brings paper, sees the dedication, knows it's fake—" Timo raised his hands. "—or..."

"Or he made it himself," Jana said. "Years ago. In a quiet moment. And now he sees the thing going public. He wants to take it away. He comes, says 'Japanese paper,' and takes what doesn't belong to him."

"Abel stops him. It gets loud. Nelly is in the kitchen. Wendt grabs the block and hits. Adjusts the ladder so the lintel fits. He doesn't have time for the finer details. Get out of here," Timo said dryly.

"And leaves yarn and blue behind," said Jana. "He has the hands of a man who never has time."

They picked up Wendt the next day at his shop. He was wearing a blue-gray, silky scarf with small fibers clinging to his cheek. He looked at the handcuffs and opened his mouth as if he were about to object, but didn't.

He sat upright in the presidium. He was the type of person who could maintain his posture even while sitting in a chair.

"They were with Abel," Jana said. "They saw the dedication. They knew it. They made it."

“That’s an insult,” Wendt said calmly.

"You read Hartung like others read the weather forecast," Jana said. "You knew how he wrote. You found the line in an older letter. You thought no one was looking closely. And you had a steady hand. But you wrote 'Dec.' Hartung wrote in Roman numerals."

Wendt blinked. Once. "That's splitting hairs."

"That's the hair on which truth hangs," Jana said. "Your yarn is at the crime scene. Linen 30/3. Your fingers were Prussian blue. Your delivery of 'Japanese paper' was the pretext. Your alibi 'Schieferstraße warehouse' will last two minutes, as long as you don't ask Mr. Teichert, who was sick yesterday. The camera from the teahouse shows you walking into the back alley at 4:41 p.m. You were on foot, not in a car. You used Abel's back door."

"He was on the ladder," Wendt said suddenly, as if fed up with the notes. "I told him to come down. He said I was a forger. I said, 'You're a charlatan.' He wanted to lock the book away. I grabbed it. The metal was lying there. I didn't aim. I—" He took a breath. His voice remained clear. "I didn't mean it that way."

“They wanted the volume,” said Jana.

"I wanted to prevent myself from destroying myself," Wendt said. "Sometimes that's the same thing."

“They tried to make it look like a fall,” Jana said.

"I pulled the ladder. I—" He shook his head briefly, as if there were water in his ears. "You don't do things like that often. You don't learn. I was bad."

“They didn’t take the book,” said Timo.

"I had no hand for it. I had blood on my hand. The blue was everywhere. I couldn't have hidden it." He laughed, short, bitter. "Sometimes a little thing saves you. Sometimes it doesn't."

“Who originally made the dedication?” Jana asked again.

Wendt looked at his hands. "I didn't make them. That's the truth you can perhaps do without. I saw them at an auction in Cologne. Twenty years ago. The volume already had the line. I bought it cheaply because people said it was dangerous. I improved it a bit to make it last. I gave it away later. I saw the mistake and kept it. And when it came back here..."

“...it fell on your head,” said Jana.

“More or less,” said Wendt.

“Who did you sell back then?” asked Jana.

"I don't remember," Wendt said, but his gaze shifted a millimeter to the left. "Maybe I can find the receipt."

"We'll find her," said Jana. "Even without you."

He nodded, slowly. "I'm not a bad person, Ms. Holm," he said after a minute, as if it mattered to him. "I like books. People... less so. That's a mistake."

“And a crime,” said Jana.

“Today, yes,” said Wendt.

The following week, there were no cinnamon stars left on the plates at the antiquarian bookshop on Birkengasse. Nelly was packing books into boxes, carefully, as if one of them might scream. The Advent wreath had shrunk. Two candles were burning. It was quieter than it should have been.

“What’s happening with the store?” asked Timo.

"The sister decides," said Nelly. "Maybe someone will take it. Maybe not. It's a poor market for beautiful things."

“And the band?” asked Jana.

"This one's going to the museum. On loan. With a sign saying 'Dedication probably later.' That's how the truth is always written there," Nelly said, a thin smile crossing her face. "Sometimes that's enough."

Jana nodded. "Sometimes not."

She went back into the back room and looked at the workbench, where there was nothing sensational anymore, just tools and dust. The typesetting pad was gone; evidence. The ladder had new felt pads, even though no one needed to climb it anymore. She ran her hand over the wood. It was smooth with use.

Outside on Birkengasse, a choir sang, poorly and sweetly, "A ship is coming loaded." The snow was no longer falling; it hung there. Lights in the windows, artificial and warm. Jana pulled her scarf higher, because you don't get stronger when you're cold.

At home, she filed the report in her folder. She wrote the sentence that cleared everything up and didn't make anything better: "Killing by blow with a heavy object; suspect in the offence makes a partial confession; Motive: preventing the discovery of an act close to fraud (suspected forgery), attempting to cover up by feigning an accident."

She blew out the first candle on the wreath, which had burned too long. A thin thread of smoke rose, precise, like a line that knew where it was going. Outside the window, an untitled volume leaned against the glass, abandoned. She turned it, adjusted it. You have to give things your back, she thought. Otherwise, they'll fall.

Outside, the bells began somewhere. Not loudly. Just right. The city held its breath and continued to breathe.
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The atrium floor shone like ice. Someone had dropped the mulled wine, and the sugar had made the stone greasy. Chief Inspector Moritz Bender stood for a moment at the glass front, letting the cold outside wash the heat out of the room. Inside, it was stuffy. The smell of pine, perfume, fear. A pile of tinsel still lay in front of the Christmas tree, as if it had shed itself.

"He touched the lights," said the woman in the sequined blazer. "Then..." She waved her hand helplessly, as if she couldn't say the rest without it happening again.

“Your name?” asked Bender.

"Mara Lentz. Event Management. I organize the Christmas party every year."

“And the dead man?”

"Klaus Grüber. Managing Director. He always gave the speech. Today too. Then he should turn on the tree. Symbolically and all."

Bender nodded. Klaus Grüber lay in front of him. The paramedics were gone; the emergency doctor had stopped when he'd seen enough. Grüber lay on his back, his eyes half-open, his lips slightly blue. His right hand was clenched, the palm showing a small, gray mark, burned, barely larger than a coin. No pool of blood, no drama. Just the still body of a man who had just spoken.

“The fuses?” asked Bender.

A man in a gray suit, a gray face, and a gray name stepped forward. "Roth. Building Services. The fuses are in. I've approved everything. The fairy lights are from a certified rental company. LumiRent. I have the reports."

“Still, there’s someone lying on the floor here,” said Bender.

Roth lowered his gaze. "Yes."

Bender didn't kneel. He looked around. The tree was large, ambitious, reaching all the way to the second gallery. Fairy lights ran between the branches like cold water. The power strips disappeared behind a backdrop of cardboard presents. To the side stood a lectern, on top of which stood a microphone that no one wanted to touch anymore. On the lectern lay a note with bullet points in large, confident letters. "We thank you... a difficult year... together... looking forward." Useless words now.

He looked up. On the gallery, people were leaning against the railing, pale and quiet. A Christmas carol was still playing, right at the back, "Last Christmas," as if it had nothing to do with them. He looked at the equipment. A DJ in a red hat, not knowing what to do with his hands.

"Music off," said Bender. The DJ nodded, pressed a button, and the silence fell like dust.

“Who was close when it happened?” asked Bender.

"CFO Falk," Mara Lentz said immediately. "And Mr. Kiener from HR. And... me." She swallowed the rest.

Ina Falk stepped forward. Slender, black pantsuit, dark hair. Her face was still. "He touched the ring on the switch. There's a button there, at the back, on the pedestal. It's always the same routine. He says 'Lights on,' we press it, everyone claps. Today he pressed it himself. And
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