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Prologue
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The first time Lena Voss understood that something was wrong... it was already too late.

It wasn’t a look.

It wasn’t a word.

It wasn’t even an order.

It was the way the silence filled the room when he closed the door.

Klaus Brandt’s office was no different from the others: clean lines, dark furniture, the cold reflection of the city in the large windows. Berlin kept moving outside, indifferent, as if nothing could touch it. As if no one could fall.

But inside... the air was heavy.

Lena stood in front of the desk, the report still in her hands. She had rehearsed what she was going to say. She had repeated every sentence, every argument, every possible response. Everything correct. Everything safe.

Until he looked up.

He didn’t smile.

He didn’t speak.

He just looked at her as if he already knew something she still didn’t understand.

And then she felt it.

Not fear.

Not exactly.

Something slower. Deeper.

Like an invisible current sliding under her skin, finding her pulse, adapting to it.

“Close the door,” Klaus said finally.

His voice was low. Precise. Non-negotiable.

Lena hesitated for barely a second.

A second that, years later, she would remember with unbearable clarity.

Because she could still have left.

She could have pretended an excuse, left the report on the table, turned on her heels, and returned to the world where decisions had understandable consequences.

But she didn’t.

She simply closed the door.
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The Half-Open Door
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Lena Voss stepped off the train at Berlin’s Hauptbahnhof with her rolling suitcase trailing behind her like a weight. She was twenty-four years old and her heart was beating so hard it felt like it wanted to leap out of her throat. She came from a small town in Bavaria where winters lasted too long and opportunities were reduced to marrying someone local or working at the corner store. Berlin was her bet. The secretary position at the Ministry of Cultural Affairs and Heritage had come after months of sending applications and correcting her resume until her eyes hurt.

The March air was sharp and smelled of old rain and metal. She turned up the collar of her coat and walked toward the subway exit. The gray streets greeted her with the typical indifference of the capital. Tall buildings, constant traffic, people passing without looking at her. She felt small but also free for the first time. No one here knew that her father had died from alcoholism or that her mother could barely pay the electricity bill each month. Here she could be whoever she wanted.

The ministry building stood discreetly on a side street near Unter den Linden. Gray stone façade, tall windows, and a modest sign. Inside, the smell of old paper and stale coffee enveloped her. A receptionist with a monotonous voice guided her to the third floor. The hallway was long and silent, broken only by the sound of her heels.

The office was smaller than she had imagined. Four desks, a glass-walled meeting room, and an office at the back with the door half-open. Klaus Brandt was waiting for her, standing by the window. Tall, broad shoulders, black hair with some gray at the temples. He wore a dark suit without a tie and looked at her with an attention that made her straighten her back without thinking.

“Sit down, Lena,” he said in a low, measured voice. “I want you to understand from the first minute how things work here.”

She obeyed. The leather armchair creaked softly. Klaus leaned against the desk and crossed his arms. He spoke to her about loyalty, absolute discretion, and that in this office opportunities were not given away. They were earned with total dedication. As he spoke, his eyes traveled slowly over her face. They stopped on the curve of her neck, on the way her lips parted every time she breathed.

Lena felt an unexpected heat rise through her chest. It wasn’t just the intensity of that gaze. It was the promise floating between the words. Fast promotion. A salary that would allow her to stop counting every euro. A place where she could finally prove she was worth more than her past. But there was also something darker, something that made the hair on the back of her neck stand up. A current she didn’t know if she wanted to follow or flee from.

The interview lasted more than an hour. Klaus asked her about her studies in Munich, about her weaknesses, about what she was willing to sacrifice to advance. She answered honestly, although she kept to herself the part where she admitted she needed to feel she was in control of something for the first time. Her life had been a succession of losses. The job in Berlin was her way of taking the reins.

“There’s no room for half measures here,” Klaus said at the end. “If you come in, you come in completely.”

He stood up and extended his hand. The handshake lasted a second longer than necessary. His fingers were warm, firm, and Lena felt a tingle run down her arm. When she left the office, her cheeks were burning.

She met the rest of the team that same afternoon. Greta Müller and Emma Fischer were the other two secretaries. Greta, blonde with cold blue eyes, smiled at her with perfect courtesy but looked her up and down as if evaluating her. She was thirty-two years old and moved around the office with a confidence that seemed to hide years of experience in that place.

“Welcome,” Greta said. “Here we learn fast. Klaus values that more than anything.”

Emma Fischer was shorter, with short black hair and a smile that never quite reached her eyes. Exactly thirty years old. She showed Lena her desk and explained the filing system in a soft voice.

“Try not to make mistakes in the first few days. Klaus doesn’t like repeating things.”

Hans Keller, the driver, appeared shortly after. Stocky, forty-five years old, well-groomed beard and a calm gaze that seemed to have seen too much. He handed her the keys to a filing cabinet and murmured:

“Mr. Brandt always chooses his collaborators well. You seem... different.”

Thomas Weber and Lukas Neumann, the clerks, greeted her from their positions. Thomas was thin, nervous, about thirty-eight years old. He ran his hand through his hair every time he spoke. Lukas was more relaxed, with an easy smile, thirty-four years old. Neither said much, but Lena noticed how their gazes drifted toward Klaus when he passed through the hallway.

The first day passed between paperwork, emails, and learning the protocols. Klaus called her to his office twice. The first time was to explain a complicated filing system. The second, for no clear reason. He simply sat in front of her and watched her while she took notes.

“Tell me something real, Lena. What are you really looking for in this job?”

She looked up. Their eyes met.

“Stability. To grow. To feel that I’m worth something more than what I left behind.”

Klaus smiled slightly, a gesture that didn’t reach his eyes.

“Here you can have all that. You just need to be open to the rules of the place. And the rules are few, but strict.”

That afternoon, when almost everyone had left, Klaus walked her to the main door. The hallway was deserted. He placed
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