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AN EXCITING THRILLER with surprising twists and turns - When the law suddenly changes sides...
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ALEX, A FORMER INSPECTOR, has retired from the police force after a serious incident - but the shadows of the past won't let him go. When his son Steven mysteriously disappears, a nerve-wracking race against time begins. What begins as a search for the truth soon develops into a shocking revelation that leads deep into the past of an influential public prosecutor and an unscrupulous lawyer. Desperation, guilt and manipulation weave a web of deception in which every truth can have a deadly price. 

––––––––
[image: ]


WHO IS BEHIND THIS perfidious game that is destroying lives and driving justice into the abyss? And can Alex save his son in time - or will he become the next victim of a long-hidden conspiracy?
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A GRIPPING THRILLER that casts a spell over the reader from the very first page and leaves no respite. "In the Shadow of Guilt" is a story about revenge, guilt and the destructive power of the past.

Chapter I

The black hood surrounding his head was like a suffocating bell. He found it harder to breathe, as if the air around him had suddenly become thick and heavy. It was hot, stuffy, as if he was sitting in a blazing furnace, while everything around him was spinning, blurred, distorted. Where was he? This question throbbed like a painful pulse in his foggy mind, but there was no answer. He slowly came round, every thought felt like a struggle through a thick fog. The back of his head throbbed violently, a dull, booming pain that sharpened his consciousness. He remembered the blow. Yes, the blow. The force, the darkness that followed. And now the warm, sticky trickle that ran from the throbbing spot on the back of his head to the back of his neck. Blood. He knew it had been a heavy blow - too heavy to be harmless. 
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HIS HANDS WERE BOUND, brutally and mercilessly. A thick rope encircled his wrists, pulling deep into his skin, rubbing against his flesh until it burned and drowned itself in a stabbing pain. Every movement, every attempt to free himself, however small, was immediately suffocated. The rope only tightened deeper into his swollen joints as he clenched his hands into fists - a helpless, desperate attempt that only intensified the pain. The restraints were unyielding, and yet he could not help but continue, driven by the primitive hope of freedom. 
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HIS UPPER BODY WAS strapped in, a cold leather strap stretched across his bare chest, pressing him into the chair. He felt every rib, every strut of the hard backrest against his bare skin. The strap pressed deeper into his chest with every breath, making breathing an agony, the air seeming to get tighter with every tug. Only now, in the darkness and confusion, did he realise with a shock: he was completely naked. Bound and fixed to a chair, exposed except for the painful restraints and the unrelenting strap. His body felt strange, helpless and vulnerable. This nakedness, this complete exposure, made him glow with shame, but under the hood the heat became unbearable. The fabric of the hood lay over his face like a hot, damp cloth, and the air underneath became increasingly stuffy. Every breath brought less oxygen, less hope.
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HE WANTED TO SHOUT, wanted to make himself heard, but a dark premonition, a deep, instinctive feeling told him that it would be useless. No one would hear him, no one would come. And yet he opened his mouth, forcing his lungs, which were barely able to breathe anyway, to scream. What came out was not a scream - it was a pitiful whimper, a pathetic sound that turned into a shuddering sob. He felt the tears welling up in his eyes, unstoppable, as his body shook with sobs. He thought of his family. How long would it take them to realise he hadn't come home? How long before they started to worry? He had only just promised them that he would do things differently. He didn't want to disappoint them again, he had sworn to them that he would start a new life. And this time, this time he had meant it. 
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NOW, IN THE FACE OF this hell, he missed her painfully. He had promised to become a better person, but now, in these shackles, in this chair, that promise seemed like a distant, unattainable dream. 
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"DON'T CRY, DEFENDANT!" The deep, threatening voice suddenly cut through the oppressive silence like a sharp knife through thick fog and brutally threw him back into harsh reality. His whole body jerked, adrenaline coursed through his veins and a cold shiver crawled up his spine. The words echoed off the walls, a menacing echo that seemed to fill the room and make the air even stuffier. The hood on his head sealed him in darkness, but he raised his head, straining to see through the thick fabric in the direction the voice was coming from. His muscles tensed, like an animal in a trap that sensed a threat but had no chance of escape. 'What was going on here?' he thought desperately. Every second in this situation was an agony that was slowly but surely driving him mad. The panic bubbling deep inside him was gaining more and more strength, making waves inside him that grew higher and more threatening with every breath he took. 
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HE TRIED TO BREATHE calmly, but it didn't help. His heart hammered in his chest like a wild animal trapped in a cage of fear and despair. The fabric of the hood pressed uncomfortably against his face, clinging to his skin as if it wanted to take away any possibility of breathing. With every breath he took, the air became hotter and more humid, as if he had only his own breath left, which was suffocating him more and more.
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"DEFENDANT!" THAT VOICE again. Deep, cold, merciless - it thundered out of nowhere, struck him and made him flinch again. His pulse raced even faster, his heart threatened to leap out of his chest.
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"YES," HE MANAGED WITH difficulty. It was little more than a whisper, a stutter that threatened to die away in the oppressive silence. 'Accused?' What did they mean? What were they up to? He tried desperately to remember, to become aware of any guilt, but his mind was a blank. Nothing. Just the burning question of why he was here and the paralysing fear of what was to come. His tongue felt dry, as if his mouth was filled with dust and he would have given anything to get a single sip of water.
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"ARE YOU AWARE OF YOUR guilt?" This time it was more of a statement than a question. The voice spoke with absolute conviction, as if the judgement had long since been passed. 
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"CAN I HAVE A GLASS of water, please?" It was the desperate attempt of a man who knew that he could expect no mercy here, but was still clinging to the last hope. 
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"NO! ANSWER THE QUESTION, defendant!" The harshness in his voice cut through the darkness like a cold wind that drove the last bit of courage from his bones. The threat in these words left no doubt that this was a matter of life and death. 
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"WHAT GUILT? WHERE AM I?" he suddenly shouted. His voice was hoarse and brittle, but the desperation gave it a strength that surprised even him. His body shook with tension, the shackles cut even deeper into his flesh. What was this? No court, that was for sure. No court would tie a man naked to a chair. But what then?
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"AS WE CAN SEE, YOU still haven't come round! Defendant, this is your last chance. Confess your guilt!" The voice pierced into his ear like an icy dagger, penetrating deep into his mind and leaving no room for contradiction. 
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WHO WERE 'WE'? HIS thoughts were a chaos, a wild jumble of questions, fears and fragments of memories. He couldn't get a clear thought, couldn't organise anything, everything was swimming in a cloud of panic. The hood pressed hotly and relentlessly against his skin, while fear finally took over his senses. Then it burst out of him, like a dam giving way under the pressure of the water: "But I didn't do anything! I'm innocent!" His voice broke, and with it his emotions. Desperate, on the verge of madness, he continued to plead. "Listen to me! You've got the wrong man! I didn't do anything!" The words came in a desperate stream, he couldn't stop until his head finally sank and the last remnants of his strength sank into sobs. He felt like a small child, broken and helpless, as the tears flowed in torrents.

"So now we pronounce judgement." This announcement cut through the room like a guillotine. The words hit him, but he barely heard them. They fell like stones into a deep, dark hole in his head and were lost in the void. He was too exhausted, too broken to fight anymore. The last spark of resistance had been extinguished and now all he felt was emptiness. Nothing but the silence inside him.
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THE JUDGEMENT WAS PRONOUNCED, but he heard only one thing: "You are guilty! The sentence will be carried out immediately." 
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THEN EVERYTHING WAS quiet. Out of the darkness, he suddenly saw a light. It came closer, became brighter until it finally enveloped him. He felt light, liberated, as if all the weight had been lifted from him. The world faded away and in this warm, glistening light he felt a peace he had never known. It was over.

Chapter II

"Okay, we're on our way," said Sally, slipping the mobile phone into the tight pocket of her jeans with a practised flick of her wrist. She waited patiently while the machine buzzed and spit out the coffee she had selected before the phone rang. With the steaming mug in her hand, she made her way back to the open-plan office, towards her colleague's desk. She took a quick sip - but immediately grimaced in disgust and threw the almost untouched mug into the waste bin. "Does it still taste that bad?" asked Alex, who was sitting in his office chair with a relaxed expression on his face and scrolling through his mobile phone. "Nah, it'll never be anything. This vending machine coffee is and always will be a disaster," replied Sally, annoyed, giving him a light push on the shoulder. "Come on, we've got to go."

––––––––
[image: ]


"OH COME ON, NOT ON Friday! What are we having this time? Can't the others do it?" grumbled Alex, his face contorted into a mixture of tiredness and frustration and garnished with a childish pout. "No, that's our business," Sally replied, with vigour in her voice. She knew how to shake Alex out of his lethargy. He had long since become an outsider in the neighbourhood, especially since his wife had left him a few months ago. Sally had witnessed the gradual changes in him. The once cheerful, always cheerful colleague had turned into a man who still did his work conscientiously, but no longer with the same vigour and enthusiasm. 
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ALEX, IN HIS EARLY forties, was until recently considered the most sought-after man among his colleagues. Many envied his wife for her position at his side. He was attractive, always well-groomed and even the small beer belly that slowly began to show under his suits only added a sympathetic touch that made him seem more human. But then his world fell apart: His wife left him, ran off to Italy with a younger lover and left him alone with their son who was studying. The separation left deep scars that could not be overlooked. It wasn't long before Alex regularly turned up at the office unshaven, the three-day beard became a habit and the dark circles under his eyes became his new trademark. He often wore his shirts for days on end - sometimes it seemed as if he had completely lost interest in himself. Despite everything, he was still able to use the analytical skills that had once so characterised him at lightning speed. But the charm, the sociability, everything that had made him so popular with his colleagues had disappeared. Instead, he was grumpy, bad-tempered and withdrew further and further into himself.
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"DO YOU REALLY HAVE to do that? What's it about anyway?" grumbled Alex, scowling at Sally, who was still standing demanding in front of his desk.
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"I'LL TELL YOU ON THE way, now come on. Let's go!" Finally, he reluctantly put his mobile phone in the inside pocket of his blue suit and stood up. With a tired gesture, he tried to straighten his half-opened tie before following Sally out of the office. They were walking quickly towards the car park when Sally suddenly began to rummage frantically in her handbag. "Shit, where are the damn keys?" she muttered angrily to herself as she reached deeper and deeper into her bag. When she reached the blue BMW, she finally gave up and unceremoniously dumped the contents of her bag onto the bonnet. An open packet of biscuits, several packets of cigarettes, crumpled tissues, cosmetics and her mobile phone were scattered all over the shiny paintwork. Before she could drop a lipstick on the floor, Alex held the car keys under her nose with a grin. "This is what you're looking for?" 
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WITH AN ANNOYED LAUGH, he added: "Typical. Putty for your face and cigarettes always to hand, but of course you only look for the important things when it's almost too late. Girls, you check that beforehand!" Sally countered without hesitation: "And someone who is obviously too stupid to use his washing machine says that? By the way, I'm looking for this one!" With a cheeky smile, she fished a packet of cigarettes out of the pile on the bonnet.
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"TAKE ALL THE STUFF or throw it away, but let's go!" Alex replied, jokingly threatening to sweep the contents of the bag off the bonnet. "He's in a mood again today, just marvellous," she muttered more to herself as she hastily packed everything back into her bag. She snatched the keys from his hand and got into the car without another word.
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AS SOON AS SHE GOT into the car, Sally lit up a cigarette. In Alex's eyes, she was an extreme smoker, and he could well imagine that she suffered most from the ban on smoking in public buildings. When she wasn't standing in front of the vending machine, she was outside, where thick clouds of smoke often turned the entrance to the station into a ghost train scene. She once almost beat up a kiosk owner when he refused to sell her cigarettes after closing time. Alex had only managed to calm her down with difficulty. The idea of Sally
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