
[image: cover.jpg]


Also by Sebastian Fitzek

The Package

Passenger 23

Seat 7A

The Soul Breaker

Amok

Walk Me Home

The Inmate

Therapy

The Eye Collector

The Eye Hunter

Playlist

The Gift


MIMIK

Sebastian Fitzek


[image: aries logo]

www.headofzeus.com




First published in Germany in 2022 by Droemer Knaur

First published in the UK in 2025 by Head of Zeus, part of Bloomsbury Publishing Plc

Copyright © Sebastian Fitzek, 2022

Translation © Jamie Bulloch, 2025

The moral right of Sebastian Fitzek to be identified as the author of this work and of Jamie Bulloch to be identified as the translator of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act of 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be: i) reproduced or transmitted in any form, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording or by means of any information storage or retrieval system without prior permission in writing from the publishers; or ii) used or reproduced in any way for the training, development or operation of artificial intelligence (AI) technologies, including generative AI technologies. The rights holders expressly reserve this publication from the text and data mining exception as per Article 4(3) of the Digital Single Market Directive (EU) 2019/790.

This is a work of fiction. All characters, organizations, and events portrayed in this novel are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

ISBN (PB): 9781035918058

ISBN (eBook): 9781035918041

Cover design: Simon Michele | Head of Zeus

Bloomsbury Publishing Plc

50 Bedford Square, London, WC1B 3DP, UK

Bloomsbury Publishing Ireland Limited,

29 Earlsfort Terrace, Dublin 2, D02 AY28, Ireland

HEAD OF ZEUS LTD

5–8 Hardwick Street

London, EC1R 4RG

To find out more about our authors and books

visit www.headofzeus.com For product safety related questions contact productsafety@bloomsbury.com


For Regina Ziegler


Contents

Also by Sebastian Fitzek

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Epigraph

Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Chapter 55

Chapter 56

Chapter 57

Chapter 58

Chapter 59

Chapter 60

Chapter 61

Chapter 62

Chapter 63

Chapter 64

Chapter 65

Chapter 66

Chapter 67

Chapter 68

Chapter 69

Chapter 70

Chapter 71

Chapter 72

Chapter 73

Chapter 74

Chapter 75

Chapter 76

Chapter 77

Acknowledgements/Author Note

About the Author

About the Translator

An Invitation from the Publisher


We never fully know each other,

and overnight we have become different,

better or worse.

Theodor Fontane


Prologue

‘I’m freezing, Mummy.’

‘You won’t be for long.’

The six-year-old was shivering. She should have put tights on, but it had been so warm at home. Before you left the house it was almost impossible to imagine how cold it might get outside.

Especially if you hadn’t been moving for a while.

‘Can we go back home?’

‘Aren’t you enjoying our little outing?’

‘It’s so hard on the stones.’

‘It’ll pass,’ her mother said, but the girl had her doubts. She bet she’d be bruised all over tomorrow.

‘Just keep lying here.’

‘How much longer?’

‘Until I tell you.’

Mummy’s voice was shaky, as if she were freezing too but didn’t want to admit it. In truth she’d sounded strange all day. Maybe she’d been to the hospital again and come back with bad news. The first time, when she was away for weeks and her hair fell out, her voice was just as weird. As if she were angry and sad at the same time. Could Mummy feel the vibrations too? They’d spread to the girl’s chest and vocal cords.

‘Mummy?’ she asked when she was certain she wasn’t imagining the oscillations rumbling through her body.

‘Yes?’

‘I can hear a funny sound.’

‘Ignore it.’

But why? Nothing had happened for half an hour except for the fact that her arms and legs had become so cold and numb they no longer felt part of her body. She waited a while longer then said, ‘The noise. It’s getting closer.’

‘Don’t worry. Just stay as you are.’

Mummy took her hand. But not like earlier. More like when you grab hold of something. Possessively.

In the darkness she turned to her mother who was facing her. Moonlight fell on Mummy’s eyes and she fancied she could see herself reflected in them. The little girl would have been hard put to say what scared her more: what she saw in her mother’s face or what Mummy said.

‘There’s one thing you must never forget.’

‘What’s that, Mummy?’

‘You came out of me. My own flesh and blood.’

The cold of the night combined in disturbing unison with the frost in Mummy’s eyes. The girl wanted to look away but couldn’t, as if her mother’s pupils were powerful magnets drawing in her gaze.

‘What happened to the love that was always in your eyes when you used to look at me?’ she wanted to ask. Now Mummy’s eyes reminded her of a frozen lake.

The vibrations distracted her. They were juddering through her entire body when her mother snapped, ‘Close your eyes! And no matter what happens don’t open them again until I say so.’

Brimming with fear, the girl obeyed. For she’d seen something else in her mother’s eyes that she would spend the rest of her life trying to stave off.

They lay side by side in silence, as the noise grew louder and the vibrations more uncomfortable.

All of a sudden her mother barked, ‘Never forget that we’re the same, you and me. One and the same person!’

Even though they were lying beside each other, she’d had to shout these words to be heard over the noise and vibrations, which were now so menacing that the girl defied her mother’s instructions and opened her eyes. She found herself gazing up at a sky that was much brighter than it had been when they’d lain down here.

‘Mummy?’ The girl turned to her again but couldn’t make out her face because she was so dazzled by the light.

She wanted to scream, run away, sob – all at once.

But for most of these it was too late.

She felt so lethargic she couldn’t pick herself up.

The cold ballast she was lying on had paralysed her arms and legs. And the headlights of the goods train hurtling towards her through the darkness were far too close.
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HANNAH HERBST

Twenty-seven Years Later

Quiet.

Too quiet.

Normally around this time Hannah would be able to hear the children’s laughter and squeals from the street, at least when she was lucky enough to find a parking spot near Zwergenwald Kindergarten. Sometimes she had to drive around the block several times until a space became free, even though most local residents had garages on their properties. But at rush hour, when the football players thronged to the nearby pitches, and the pupils at the neighbouring Waldorf School waited for their parents to ferry them home, double-parked cars would jam the roads in this smart neighbourhood of Westend like delivery vans on Kottbusser Damm. Today, however, Hannah had arranged to pick Paul up earlier, and thus enjoyed a choice of parking places right outside the flat-roofed building of the Protestant kindergarten.

The gate wasn’t closed properly and that was unusual too. Unnerved, Hannah put a hand to her throat. Something here wasn’t right, and this something seemed to have clamped cold fingers around her neck.

She’d never been able to enter the front garden before without putting in a PIN first. Everyone abided by this security measure, waiting as they went in and out until the buzzer stopped and the gate was firmly shut so no child could run out into the road.

Have they gone on an outing?

But Myrte, the head teacher, would have said something that morning when Hannah told her about how the whole family were going to Dresden for the opening of an exhibition of Richard’s new paintings. They would be taking Kyra, Richard’s daughter from his first marriage, out of school a bit earlier too.

It was still silent when she opened the door to the porch.

Inside Hannah checked the notices and found one introducing Wolf Schlagmann, the new trainee, who wanted the children to call him ‘Wolle’. Beside his photo was a note about the resumption of early-years music lessons. Kindergarten swimming wasn’t until tomorrow. There was nothing particular scheduled for today.

Hannah opened the next door, which led to the cloakroom area. A dozen small coats were hung here in more or less orderly fashion, changes of clothes stored in compartments and little shoes arranged beneath.

Here the silence was broken. But the invisible noose around her neck tightened. For the sounds that now reached Hannah’s ears were ones she’d never heard in the kindergarten before. Nor did they tally with a place where children were supposed to be happy. Sure, there were tantrums, blubbering and tears, like when one of the children tripped and hurt their knee. But what was the cause of this uninterrupted hissing which, as she discovered when she listened more closely, was composed of at least three elements: whispering, whimpering and sobbing?

Crossing the cloakroom area, Hannah opened a final door and saw the crazed hostage taker at the same time that she heard him.

‘Tell me who it was!’ he shouted. ‘Or I’ll kill both of you!’
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The scrawny chap, who was around twenty-five perhaps, was standing in the middle of the multipurpose room that lay between the classrooms and the kitchen. At this time of day it was used as a lunch hall. The smell of rosemary potatoes and chickpeas hung in the air. The full plates were laid out on small tables, but the children who were supposed to be eating from them were sitting by the piano, which Myrte and Anja had kneeled in front of, holding out their arms to protect the little ones.

This was the source of the whispering: ‘Don’t stare at him. Look away; look at the floor,’ they said quietly to the children, hardly daring to raise their eyes themselves.

The hostage taker was standing in the spot where they always put a Christmas tree in December. He had two children at his mercy, one arm around the neck of each.

Brain hiccups is how Hannah would later describe to Richard the throbbing she felt in her head at the sight of the life-threatening danger. As if millions of cells beneath her skull kept going into spasm at irregular intervals, each time interrupting her train of thought.

The girl in the grip of the madman was… yes, that was it… Samira, dark-haired and with shining green eyes, who always wore a ribbon in her hair. Today it was red, matching her Mickey Mouse dress. She was the one responsible for the gut-wrenching sobbing and whimpering.

The boy beside her was silent, even though it was his head the hostage taker was pointing his gun at. Unlike with Samira, Hannah didn’t have to think hard about the name. Because it was Paul. Her five-year-old son.
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‘Oh God!’ she gasped almost silently, the invisible hands around her neck hardly allowing her to breathe. Nobody was taking any notice of her. Not the teachers, not Paul, not even the armed hostage taker.

‘Which one of you told these lies?’ he bellowed.

Hannah felt as if a torrent of thoughts were squeezing its way out of her head.

I know that man. I’ve just seen him.

Wolf’s – ‘you can call me Wolle’ – face was contorted into a grimace and bore little resemblance to the smiling photograph Hannah had just seen on the noticeboard.

*

In a few hours’ time the news websites would post what the newspapers would only be able to publish the following day: how the ‘Kindergarten Killer’ had forced his way into the building with a weapon and gone berserk.

Who’s afraid of the big bad Wolle? one editor would later have the nerve to ask on the front page.

Wolf ‘Wolle’ Schlagmann had been accused by one of the children – nobody would ever find out who – of groping them while he pushed them on the swing. The kindergarten management had suspended the trainee until the matter was cleared up. Unfortunately, not only had they forgotten to take his profile down from the noticeboard, they’d also left a message on his voicemail, which Wolle’s highly pregnant wife had listened to. Their marriage was already on the rocks, and here was another reason to boot the expectant father out of their shared flat. She also spread the rumour amongst their friends, and it soon did the rounds of the teaching college where Wolle was completing his training.

Dumped and defamed, he felt at the end of his tether in both his private and professional life. It was never established whether he ever did touch a child inappropriately. But it was out of the question that someone with a tendency towards excessive bouts of aggression could work with children again. He must have a pathologically violent streak and his rage made him blind and indiscriminate. Samira and Paul were not carefully chosen hostages; they merely had the misfortune to be the first ones he ran into.

Paul.

He stared towards Hannah, but through her. As if numbed. She waved at him and shook her head. Not too forcefully, because the last thing she wanted to do was to arouse the hostage taker’s attention.

Good. He can see me.

Hannah switched to non-verbal communication mode. Her best friend Telda had once said that the way she was able to communicate with those close to her without using her vocal cords was akin to telepathy. Although she needed a sensitive counterpart like Paul, who she’d practised with over and over again ever since he’d begun to show an interest in his mother’s work.

‘I’ll protect you!’ she signalled to him by shutting her eyes tightly twice in succession, waiting a second before opening them again.

‘Mummy, what do you do
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