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For the reader who needs no explanation.










The Barbershop Murder


1. The Scene


Kriminaldirektor Hirsch


They were already calling it the Frankfurt extension.


The Belgian clan murders had earned their headlines months ago—execution-style killings, ritualistic staging, foreign script on walls, drugs scattered like confetti. Brussels. Antwerp. Rotterdam, Aachen. It had only been a matter of time before Frankfurt appeared in the same breath. The city always did, eventually.


Still.


The police chief sat at his desk and stared at the file longer than was strictly necessary. The photograph on top showed the living room of a ground-floor apartment, not far from Oeder Weg. Too close, really.


Around the corner. The kind of street he used to walk without thinking.


Gruesome crime in Nordend, the Frankfurter Neue Presse said. Suspected link to Belgian clan series.


He rubbed his temple.


The neighborhood had changed, and everyone pretended not to notice. What had once been a dense patchwork of small cafés, bakeries, bookshops—life— had thinned into something else. Korean street food, Kebap joints, barbershops, one after another, neon-lit and interchangeable. During the day, the streets felt hollower than they used to, as if the sound had been turned down. At night, nobody lingered. No sane parent let their children roam there anymore.


Not the worst area, of course. Gallus had seen three shootings just two days ago. Statistically speaking, this was nothing.


Emotionally, it was different.


A boy. Not even thirty. German, Turkish background. The kind of detail that hardened too quickly into inevitability. He had stopped being easily shocked years ago, but the amount of blood had still caught him off guard. It was everywhere—soaked deep into the carpet, sprayed across the walls in uneven arcs. Not frenzy. Not panic. Violence with intention. Or even joy.


Someone had wanted the room to remember.


The message on the wall stared back at him from the photograph. Thick black letters, clean lines.


We don’t joke around. You pay up or you pay the price.


God is Great.


Crude. Blunt. Almost lazy in its lack of creativity.


And then the drugs. White powder on the table, on the floor, near the body. Bags, traces, residue. Crystal meth, according to the preliminary report in front of him. Ecstasy too, apparently. Chaos, supposedly. A party gone wrong. Or another warning dressed up as indulgence.


It didn’t sit right.


The Belgian—Lebanese, if one was being precise— networks always punished rivals, competitors, people who threatened territory or profit. One didn’t want to be on the wrong side of the knife. Their killings were brutal, yes, but impersonal. This felt closer. Smaller. As if the violence had been calibrated for one specific man.


Europol had taken over anyway. It was for them to analyze the pattern now and synchronize further.


The moment the script was identified as Arabic and the drugs fit the pattern, the narrative shifted upward, outward. The Hague and Brussels. Task forces. Crossborder coordination. Officially, it was no longer his problem.


He flipped through the report. It was good. Too good, perhaps. He smiled. Timelines tight. Evidence catalogued. No obvious gaps. A complicated case, neatly packaged for someone else to solve.


A colleague had leaned into his doorway earlier. “Can you sign off on this today? Europol’s waiting.”


There were other files stacked both on his desk and on his computer. Other dead people. Other signatures.


He hesitated for half a second longer than protocol required.


Then he signed.


Just a formality.


He sent the report to himself to read later that night, when the building would be quiet and the day’s momentum could no longer push him forward. As the file left his outbox, a dull unease settled in his chest—familiar, unwelcome.


Pride followed close behind. His people had worked fast. Clean. Thorough.


And yet, as he stood up to move on to the next case, one thought refused to let go:


This doesn’t belong to them.


Not the Belgians. Not the story everyone seemed relieved to tell.


2. The Script


Kriminaldirektor Hirsch


He told himself it was just his stomach.


It had been acting up for weeks now—burning, tightening, a dull pressure that made food unappealing. No lunch today. He was on a diet anyway, at least officially. If he were honest, the evening gin probably had more to do with it than the bread rolls from REWE across the street. Cutting that habit would help the stomach, but then his evenings would hurt in a different way.


Eugen Hirsch didn’t usually go far during lunch. A quick errand, a few steps outside the building, enough air to remind himself the city still existed beyond files and screens. Today he crossed the Adickesallee, passing pretty mansions and the Holzhausenschlösschen on his way to Oeder Weg. Ten minutes. Familiar ground.


He wanted to stop by the pharmacy.


Part of it was practical—he needed Talcid, the brand that worked best for him—but part of it was habit, and part of it was memory. Dr. Gustav Grune had been there for years. Old-school, unfailingly polite, cheerful without being superficial. When Hirsch’s wife had been dying, Gustav had never rushed them, never spoken down to them, never pretended that pills could fix what they couldn’t. That counted for something.


The bell above the door chimed as he entered.


The Goethe-Apotheke looked the same as always—orderly shelves, soft light, the faint medicinal smell that made everything feel temporarily under control. But behind the counter stood someone else.


A woman. Late twenties, maybe early thirties. Headscarf. White coat. On her name tag: Huma.


He felt a flicker of disappointment he didn’t bother to


“Dr. Grune?”


She smiled politely. “Not today.”


hide.


He nodded, didn’t ask where. It wasn’t really his business.


“Talcid,” he said. “The large one.”


She retrieved it quickly, professionally. When she handed him the package, he noticed a small symbol on her name tag—a crescent moon, discreet, almost decorative.


On impulse, he said, “Do you speak Arabic?”


She laughed softly. “Not currently.”


He raised an eyebrow. “No. Of course. I mean in general.”


“Yes,” she said, still smiling. “I do.”


He hesitated. This was not standard procedure. This was not anything at all, really. But the image from his desk rose uninvited in his mind—the black letters on the wall, their deliberate neatness.


“I’m a police officer,” he said, quietly enough that no one else in the shop would hear, but it was empty anyway. “May I show you something?”


The smile faded. Just a little.


He unlocked his phone and held it so only she could see. The photograph of the message filled the screen of his iPhone.


Her reaction was immediate. Not dramatic, but unmistakable. Her shoulders stiffened. Her eyes scanned the text once, then again, slower.


“That’s… frightening,” she said staring up at the Kriminaldirektor.


“There was a murder nearby,” Hirsch added. “A couple of days ago. You probably…”


“Yes,” she said. “I heard.”


He waited.


She took a breath. “You want a translation?”


“If you would.”


She nodded and translated it word for word, calmly, precisely—exactly as the official police translator had done. No hesitation. No embellishment. When she finished, she looked up at him as if expecting more.


“That’s all?” he asked.


“Yes,” she said. “That is what it says.”


He felt a small, familiar disappointment. Another dead end. Another detail that led nowhere.


“Thank you,” he said. “I appreciate it.”


He paid, slipped the Talcid into his coat pocket, and turned to leave.


“Herr…,” she began, then stopped herself.


He paused.


“There is one thing,” she said.


He turned back.


“This is very formal Arabic,” she continued. “Highly correct. Almost textbook.”


“And that’s unusual?”


She nodded. “Very. When people threaten each other, when they are angry or emotional, they don’t write like this. This sounds like someone who wants to sound serious. Not someone who actually is.”


He studied her face. She wasn’t speculating. She was stating a fact.


“If this is connected to the crime,” she added carefully, “then the language feels… chosen.”


He didn’t answer right away. Instead, he sent her the image via Airdrop. No text. No email. No paper trail.


“If you think of anything else,” he said, handing her his card, “call me.”


She nodded, but the unease hadn’t left her eyes.


As he stepped back onto Oeder Weg, the city resumed its lunchtime rhythm. People walked. Cars passed. Nothing marked the street as dangerous.


But the word stayed with him.


Chosen.


Not written in anger. Not written in haste.


Written to be seen.


3. A Language That Lies


Huma


After he had left, the pharmacy felt quieter than before.


The business card was still in front of her.


Kriminaldirektor Eugen Hirsch


Huma stood behind the counter, hands folded loosely, listening to the rain tapping against the front windows. The afternoon had settled into that dull, gray stillness that early spring brought with it—neither winter nor warmth, just waiting. Business was slow. Too slow to distract her.


She looked at the picture on her phone again.


The crime had frightened her. Of course it had. It had frightened everyone. The papers had printed just enough detail to make the point clear without saying it outright: blood everywhere, execution-style, message on the wall. A killing meant to be seen.


And already, the narrative had hardened.


Arab clans.


Immigrant crime.


Foreign violence spilling into German streets.


She hated those criminals as much as anyone. Maybe more. They poisoned everything they touched. The Muslim world was vast, fractured, endlessly complex— and every time something like this happened, it collapsed in public discourse into one crude word: Arabs.


Still, something didn’t sit right.


Why had the homicide chief come to her with this? Hirsch, that was his name. Eugen Hirsch. He hadn’t been fishing for confirmation. He had been uneasy. She had seen it in the way he held his phone, the way he waited after she finished translating. Genuinely interested.


What had the news said? Lebanese clans. Expanding territory. Asserting dominance. She tried to remember the exact wording, failed, and made a mental note to actually read the full article later—Frankfurter Neue Presse, not just the headline.


She glanced at the image again.


The writing was immaculate. No marker, no Ed-ding—spray paint, she assumed. On a large wall. Red spatters around it. Blood, according to the reports, but the letters themselves were clean, deliberate. Written right to left, perfectly aligned. Every letter formed carefully, every curve balanced. Thick strokes, as if the lines had been drawn, then redrawn, to make them unmistakable.


Too unmistakable.


The dots were slightly off. Not wrong—just… placed with thought. A fraction too far from the main letter body. As if someone had learned the script from a book rather than from years of habit.


It didn’t change the meaning. The sentence said exactly what she had told the chief. High Arabic. Modern Standard Arabic. The kind taught in schools. The kind used in news broadcasts.


Not the kind used when someone is angry enough to kill.


Maybe, she thought, the killer had chosen Egyptian-style phrasing deliberately. Egyptian Arabic was widely understood, a kind of lingua franca across the Arab world. Decades of hegemony. Movies. TV. If you wanted to be understood by everyone, that was the register you chose.


But that was precisely the problem.


Lebanese criminals didn’t need to be understood by everyone. They needed to be understood by the person or people they were threatening. And for that, they would not need to write like this. Would they?


She locked her phone and exhaled slowly.


She should talk to Gustav.


Dr. Gustav Grune had been a pharmacist longer than she had been alive, but more importantly, he paid attention. He read. He listened. He had an acute, worldly mind, sharpened by years of watching people rather than judging them.


Maybe he could help her phrase a response. Something careful. Something that wouldn’t sound dramatic or accusatory. A simple message to Inspector Hirsch— Kriminalinspektor, right? Or something close to it.


She didn’t want to overstep.


But the language was lying.


Not in what it said—but in why it had been written at all.


4. Passing the Weight


Kriminaldirektor Hirsch


Kriminaldirektor Eugen Hirsch read the message long after he should have gone to bed.


The apartment in Oberursel was quiet. Eerily so. The television was off, the lights dimmed, the city reduced to a distant hum beyond the windows. He sat at the small table in his kitchen with a glass of gin in his hand, the second of the evening, maybe the third. He told himself it helped his stomach. It didn’t.


The WhatsApp notification had come in an hour earlier. An unknown number. The profile picture showed a smiling woman framed by flowers—too cheerful for his taste. For a moment, he didn’t place her at all. Another ad?


Then it clicked.


The pharmacist. Huma.


He read slowly.


Dear Mr. Hirsch, I just wanted to let you know that I couldn't discern anything odd in the writing. It is perfect Arabic. It looks like it was written by an Egyptian or somebody who wants to appear Egyptian, or somebody who just wants to be very clearly understood. It is textbook style Arabic. Not something you quickly throw at the wall in a frenzy. I noticed that some of the lines were drawn and redrawn as if unsure. Maybe the author wasn't a native speaker or else copied it from a template? Best of luck with the case.


PS: You must be careful with certain antibiotics taking Talcid, and if your heartburn doesn't get better soon, you should see a doctor, make sure it's nothing serious.


He let the phone rest on the table and stared at it.


None of that was in the report.


The report had the translation. A technical description of the paint. Standard spray paint, commercially available, no special composition. Nothing remarkable. Nothing that would slow a reader down.


Why had no one thought this mattered?


It was strange enough that the message was Arabic at all. Not Lebanese—whatever that meant linguistically. He made a mental note to google whether there even was such a thing as a Lebanese language, distinct from Arabic. He suspected not, or at least not in the way people imagined.


But still. Egyptian Arabic. Or Arabic that wanted to be Egyptian. That was a distinction he hadn’t considered.


He had seen killers do strange things before. Copycat behavior. Deliberate misdirection. People trying to sound like someone else, be someone else, for reasons that made sense only to them. Maybe this was nothing more than that. A flourish. A distraction. A game.


And yet.


He didn’t have the time for this. Nor the mandate. Europol had the case for now. His own people were already moving ahead, efficient, confident, relieved to hand the mess upward. If he started pulling at threads now, he would be pulling alone—and he was no longer sure what might unravel with them.


He finished the gin and stood up, feeling the familiar weight settle between his shoulders.


There was, however, another way to carry it.


Someone who had time. And distance. And a habit of noticing the wrong details.


He picked up his phone again and scrolled to a name he hadn’t called in years.


Leopold Schreiber.


Retired. Officially. Which meant nothing at all.


Hirsch hesitated for a moment, then attached the file to the temporary Telegram chat. Photographs. Reports. Notes. The whole thing, heavier than it looked.


Take a look, he typed. Off the record. Something doesn’t fit.


He sent it before he could change his mind.


As the message disappeared from his screen, Hirsch felt the weight shift—not gone, not lighter, but no longer his alone.


5. The Residue


Leopold


Leopold Schreiber entered his flat on Schweizer Straße with a mountain of letters tucked under one arm and his suitcase dragging behind him like an afterthought.


He didn’t open the suitcase. He didn’t even bother to take off his coat. Instead, he dropped the letters on the dining table—too large for one man, too rarely used these days—and sat down heavily on the couch, the case file already open in his hands.


Frankfurt. Blue-collar worker. Lebanese clans. Belgian network.


He sighed.


At first glance, it wasn’t exciting. Not even mildly. The pattern was familiar: similar murders in Germany, Austria, the Netherlands. Writing on the wall. Excessive blood. Crystal meth present in conspicuous quantities. The same visual language repeated often enough that journalists had begun to use phrases like signature and calling card.


This case fit neatly into that mold.


Very neatly.


Leopold read on.


The drugs were the first thing that held his attention. Not just crystal meth, but MDMA. Cocaine, too. A chemical menagerie scattered across the living room like evidence of a final, catastrophic party. According to the report, there had been a small heap containing crystal meth on the table itself. The rest was described vaguely: traces, residues, contamination.


A wild party before it went sour, he thought.


Except executions didn’t usually come with party favors.


He skimmed further.


There it was—half a sentence, buried deep in the procedural section.


First patrol unit entered the apartment prior to full forensic securing due to reports of loud noise.


Street cops. Alerted by neighbors. Noise complaint. The usual.


That alone didn’t mean much. In these kinds of cases, early contamination was often glossed over, politely euphemized. Police protecting police. Leopold had seen it often enough. Still, it mattered. It always mattered.


And yet, despite that, the evidence was described as “of integrity” and “highly promising.”


He snorted quietly.


Photographs followed. So many of them. Hundreds. They had photographed everything. Every scrap of paper, every stain on the wall, every hair on the carpet. Multiple bloody footprints overlapping each other. The killer. A helper. Maybe more. At least four people had been in the room at some point, if one believed the preliminary reconstruction.


Neighbors’ statements were, as expected, useless.


Nobody saw anything. Nobody heard anything. Backfiring car. Loud music. A bang that could have been anything.


He lingered on the photographs of the wall.


The Arabic writing was neat. Almost decorative. The kind of thing you saw in modern street art cafés, stylized menace for people who liked their fear aesthetic. The message itself was transliterated in the report:


Nahnu la namzah. Satadfa’ ma ‘alaik, wa-illa satadfa’ ath-thaman. Allahu Akbar.


The translation was generic. No nuance. It could have been anyone unhappy with the victim. Anyone with a grievance and access to Google Translate.


Leopold leaned back and exhaled, finally taking off his coat.


He let his gaze drift to the pile of letters on the table. The table looked too big in the half-lit room. It had once hosted dinners that stretched late into the night—wine, conversation, laughter. Scottish grouse. Haggis. Indulgences from a life that felt unreasonably distant now.


He wouldn’t be using it for that anytime soon. Strict diet. Too many doctors’ warnings.


It was time to attend to his mail scattered across. Mostly junk.


One envelope caught his eye.


Unmarked. No stamp.


That was never a good sign.


He opened it anyway.


Inside was a small Eppendorf vial, wrapped carefully in a Post-it note.


I know how you like to do your own analysis.


Best,


Eugen.


Leopold smiled despite himself.


It wasn’t too late.


He grabbed his coat again, pocketed the vial, and was out the door before the suitcase had time to complain about being ignored.


The pharmacy smelled the way it always did—disinfectant, menthol creams, order. Leopold inhaled deeply, feeling something in his chest loosen. Dr. Gustav Grune stood behind the counter, glasses perched low on his nose, already looking tired in that energized way that meant he had been reading all night.


“I hope you’ve come to tell me you know who the killer is,” Gustav said, half-joking.


Leopold held up the vial.


Gustav’s eyes lit up instantly.


“Ah,” he said. “That kind of visit.”


He beckoned his friend into the back room with the Apotec Near Infrared machine—slightly too advanced for everyday pharmacy work, but perfect for the kinds of curiosities that found their way to Gustav’s counter. Concerned parents. Anxious students. And, occasionally, detectives who didn’t trust labels.


Gustav loaded the sample.


The machine hummed briefly, then chirped.


“Are you expecting street drugs?” said Gustav.


Leopold’s look must have told him everything.


He took the tiniest amount of the powder, dissolved it in acetone. A capillary. A white sheet. And the liquid began creeping up the plate.


“The machine says ‘ephedrine,’ but it’s most probably the related methamphetamine, or a mixture,” he said. “Crystal. And—yes—methylenedioxymetham-phetamine. MDMA or Ecstasy or whatever they call it these days. Also present.”


He frowned.


“And that’s not all.”


He scrolled.


“Cocaine lights up too. Some research chemicals, too maybe? Things that don’t usually meet socially.”


Leopold leaned closer.


“So?” he asked.


Gustav took the wet plate from its glass container.


He flicked a switch.


“So this isn’t residue,” he said, examining the chromatogram in black light. “This is a collection.”


6. The Killer’s Work


The Killer


He was going away.


Not home—no. Home was for people who wanted to be found, or remembered. Italy first, maybe. Naples or Bari. Somewhere loud, somewhere with noise thick enough to disappear into. Ports. Movement. Cash changing hands without questions. Cyprus later, perhaps. Easy enough. Sun. Distance. New names.


The money was already in his bag.


Cash.


The only kind that mattered.


It had been easy work. Bloody, yes—but easy. That was what came of preparation. People above him had done their part. Timings. Access. Gaps that looked accidental if you didn’t know how to look. He hadn’t had to improvise. Improvisation was for people who lacked discipline.


He should have asked for more.


Fifty thousand was nothing for what he delivered. But you didn’t push when things were finally moving your way. You stayed reliable. You stayed available. There was always more work for men who didn’t ask unnecessary questions.


He replayed the night without trying to.


The knock.


The pause.


The door opening just far enough to be a mistake.


A foot in the gap. Pressure applied without hurry. The moment when the man understood that this wasn’t about discussion. Not about explanations. Just correction.


The fear came quickly. It always did.


He watched it with a practiced calm. Not excitement—clarity. This was the part that separated people like him from the rest. Rage was crude. Undirected. Anyone could lose control. Control was something else. Control was elegance.


The man tried to explain. Tried to make himself useful.


“I can’t do it.”


“There’s no way.”


It wasn’t defiance. It was admission.


Under pressure, people told the truth. Not the truth they wanted to tell—but the one that had already caught up with them. The source had gone dry. He’d skimmed too much. Taken more than he could replace. Sooner or later, someone would notice.


That wasn’t the killer’s problem.


That was for the people who paid him.


He let it take time. Not out of cruelty—out of necessity. You didn’t rush truth. You let it surface. Pain was simply the method by which it did.


When it was clear there was nothing left to extract, he ended it.


Cleanly.


He would have preferred more resistance. The slow ones were better. The ones who lied, bargained, tried to negotiate their way back into relevance. This one collapsed too fast. Efficient, but unsatisfying.


Still—work was work.


The waiting afterward was the hardest part.


Everything in him wanted distance. Door. Stairwell. Street. Movement. But the instructions had been precise. No shortcuts. Timing mattered. Not because of superstition—but because appearances mattered.


Exactly nine in the evening.


Any earlier and it would look personal. Any later and people would remember too much. Nine was perfect. That was when things blurred. When alibis softened. When shops closed and routines dissolved.


So he waited.


When the signal came, when the second man arrived, it was already over for him. He took the bag. Counted the money without really seeing it. Left.


No sentiment. No backward glance.


The writing on the wall still amused him.


Arabic. Large. Clear. Chosen.


He didn’t speak the language. Didn’t need to. It wasn’t meant to be understood. It was meant to signal. Foreignness. Threat. A shape people already feared.


Drugs scattered. Blood everywhere. A Turk on the floor.


The story arranged itself.


By the time the sirens came, he was already thinking about the sea.


7. The Narrative


Leopold


Dr. Gustav Grune called early, his voice sharper than usual, energized in a way Leopold had learned to recognize.


“I ran it again,” Gustav said without preamble. “Three times. Different TLC plates. Different solvents. It’s not a trace, Leopold. It’s the substance.”


“Which one?” Leopold asked, though he already knew.


“Ephedrine. Not a contaminant. Not background noise. It’s the main component.”


Leopold closed his eyes for a moment.


“The meth precursor? That makes no sense,” he said.


“Exactly,” Gustav replied, pleased. “Crystal meth residue makes sense. MDMA traces make sense. Ephedrine as the dominant compound does not. Nobody parties on ephedrine.”


Leopold thanked him and hung up.


He called Kriminaldirektor Hirsch next.


“They know,” Hirsch said before Leopold could finish. “Europol ran their own analysis. Asked for more of the sample.”


“And?” Leopold asked.


“And they’re not interested,” Hirsch said. “Still fits their model, apparently.”


Leopold didn’t ask which model. There was only one.


The building was a typical Nordend block—late nineteenth century, thick walls, exposed aggregate concrete, narrow stairwells with glass tiles that amplified every sound. The kind of place where neighbors heard everything and claimed they heard nothing.


The front door was open.


Leopold started on the ground floor.


A middle-aged woman opened the door just enough to see him. She wore a cardigan despite the mild weather and held a cigarette she hadn’t lit.


“I’m asking a few questions about what happened here,” Leopold said, holding his long-expired Dienstaus-weis low, not pressing it forward. “Off the record.”


Her eyes flicked to the opposite door, still sealed with a strip of green tape, a red and white lion gleaming on it.


“I didn’t see anything,” she said quickly.


“I didn’t ask if you did.”


A pause.


“I heard shouting,” she said. “Music, too. Loud.


Like… like a party that’s gone too far.”


“Voices?”


“Men. Several.”


“Accents?”


She hesitated, then shook her head. “I don’t know. Foreign.”


“Foreign how?”


She gave him a look that said she regretted answering at all. “Not German.”


Leopold thanked her and moved on.


On the first floor, a young man with tired eyes and a hoodie listened politely, nodded, and offered nothing.


“People come and go here,” he said. “Always have.”


“Anyone in particular?”


“No.”


“Did you hear the shot?”


He shrugged. “Could’ve been a car.”


Leopold made a note he didn’t need.


On the second floor, an older couple invited him in reluctantly. The living room smelled of boiled coffee and dust. The woman spoke; the man stared at the floor.


“It’s gotten worse,” she said. “The street. The shops.”


“What shops?” Leopold asked gently.


She waved a hand. “You know which ones.”


He waited.


“The barbershops,” she said finally. “They’re everywhere now. Nobody cuts hair all day and all night.”


Her husband shifted uncomfortably.


“Do you know anyone from there?” Leopold asked.


“No,” she said too quickly. “But everyone knows.”


“Knows what?”


“That they deal. That they protect their own.”


“Have you seen it?”


She shook her head. “You don’t see these things.”


They watched him leave.


On the third floor, he found the man everyone else later referred to as the old racist.


The door was open. The television was loud. A news channel played footage of police tape and blurred bodies.


“They should’ve listened years ago,” the man said before Leopold could introduce himself. “Now look at it.”


“Listened to whom?” Leopold asked.


“To us,” the man said. “People who’ve lived here long enough to see it rot.”


“See what?”


The man leaned forward, eager. “The barbershops. One on every corner. No customers, but plenty of cars. Young men coming in, young men leaving. You think they’re discussing hairstyles?”


Leopold didn’t argue.


“Did you see anyone from those shops in here that night?” he asked.


“No,” the man admitted. “But that’s how it works. They don’t want to be seen.”


“Do you know the victim?”


“A Turk,” the man said dismissively. “That should tell you enough.”


Leopold stood.


“That tells me nothing,” he said, and left.


Further up, doors stayed closed.


One woman whispered through the crack that she had children and didn’t want trouble. Another man said he’d been away that night and asked if Leopold could come back some other time. Someone else didn’t answer at all, though Leopold could hear breathing on the other side.


By the time he stepped back onto the street, the pattern was clear.


Everyone knew something. Nobody knew anything specific.


No names. No faces. No firsthand accounts. Just the same story, repeated with small variations, polished by fear and prejudice: Moroccan barbershops. Drug dealing. Control.


It was an easy story.


Too easy.


Leopold looked up and down the street. Neon signs. Closed shutters. A barber pole spinning slowly in daylight.


He understood why the story stuck. It had shape. It had villains people already believed in.


And it required no one else to be guilty.


8. First on Scene


Police Officer


He still remembered it as clearly as if it had been a training video.


Noise complaint. That was all. Loud music, shouting. Possible domestic. Nothing unusual for a Friday evening in that part of town. He and his partner had been nearby, finishing a cigarette in the car, when the call came in. He remembered thinking that it was good timing—something to break the monotony, even though his shift had only just started.


They arrived fast.


Dangerously fast, maybe, but that was the point, wasn’t it? Being there when it mattered.


The door had been open. Just ajar. A draft moving it slightly, back and forth. That alone should have told him something was wrong. Doors weren’t left like that after parties. Low music was still on.


The neighbors were already in the hallway. Two women, one man. Nervous. Whispering. Someone had said there was blood.


He had gone in first. Of course he had. That was his job.


The smell hit him immediately—metallic, thick, unmistakable. He remembered thinking, this is bad, and then pushing the thought away because thinking didn’t help in moments like that. Acting did.


There was blood on the floor. A lot of it. He took one step, then another, scanning the room the way he had been taught. Weapon? Movement? Threat?


Nothing.


Just the body.


He remembered the carpet giving slightly under his boot. Remembered looking down and seeing red soak into the tread. For a second, it registered as an inconvenience. New boots weren’t cheap. Hessen didn’t pay for good ones. Then the training kicked back in and the thought vanished.


He hadn’t touched anything. Not really. He was careful. Always was. He opened windows. Called it in. Turned off the music. Secured the area as best as one could before the professionals arrived.


By the time the forensic team showed up, the place was already chaos anyway. Footprints everywhere.


Neighbors trampling around before anyone could stop them. He’d told them to stay back, but people didn’t listen. They never did.


Later, they called him in to go over it again.


“What did you see?”


“Who was there?”


“Anything unusual?”


He answered calmly. Clearly. He stuck to facts.


Open door. Blood. No suspects.


His girlfriend listened to the story that night with wide eyes.


“You’re a hero,” she said, half joking, half not. “What if someone was still in there?”


He shrugged. “Someone had to go in.”


His boss had clapped him on the shoulder a few days later. Said he’d reacted exactly right. Said that initiative mattered. That these things were noticed.


Promotion wasn’t mentioned outright, but it hovered there. Possibility. Recognition.


The footprint crossed his mind once, late at night, when he couldn’t sleep.


Just once.


But it didn’t matter. It couldn’t matter. The place had been a mess. The real killer had left far worse behind. Focusing on something like that would only distract from what was important.


From catching the right people.


And everyone knew who those were.


9. The Footprint


Leopold


Leopold hated looking at crime scene photographs twice.


The first time, you absorbed the story as it wanted to be told. The second time, you noticed what the story was trying to step over.


He spread the prints across his dining table, pushing letters aside with the back of his hand. Close-ups. Wide shots. Angles taken for reasons that made sense only in the moment. He muttered under his breath as he went through them.


Amateurs.


The hallway alone was a disgrace. Neighbors’ shoes everywhere—tiles streaked with diluted blood, handprints smeared across doorframes where people had leaned in to get a better look. Someone had touched the wall near the light switch. Someone else had pressed a palm flat against the door to the living room.
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