

[image: cover]







Dedication


I dedicate this book to my son Robin,


whose support, advice, and unwavering confidence in my abilities have helped me realize this dream. You are not only a wonderful son but also a true source of inspiration.


I would also like to thank Lea, your amazing wife, who has supported my journey with understanding and patience, as well as my family, whose strength and encouragement have always been by my side. Without all of you, this book would not have been possible.


With much love and gratitude,


Bodo










About the Author


Bodo Lehwald, born in Westbarthausen in I960, is a passionate crime writer who blends real-life settings with gripping investigations in his novels. Inspired by his love for East Frisia and his enthusiasm for crime fiction, he began writing in 2023. His books are known for their authentic characters, atmospheric descriptions, and thrilling plots.


With Murder in Emden, he laid the foundation for his crime series featuring detective Lena Berg. Echo des Verborgenen is her second case, but each book can be read as a standalone.


More about the author and his books at:


[image: ] www.bodo-lehwald.de









Chapter 1


2003


At the Zungenkai, where the grey sea meets the city of Emden, the cranes of the Broder shipyards towered into the sky like steel sentinels. Their massive shapes were reflected in the murky water, roughened by the steady rain. The salty smell of the sea mingled with the sharp, metallic aroma of machine oil and the faint vapours of rust. Over the quay lay a soundscape of rhythmic groans and the dull hammering of heavy machinery—an industrial orchestra that epitomized the heartbeat of the city.


Heinrich Broder stood in his office, looking out. The rain-stained window showed him a familiar scene that had taken on a depressing heaviness in recent weeks. In the past, this view had filled him with pride: the mighty cranes, the ships launched here as a testimony to his vision. But today, the cranes seemed less like triumphant symbols and more like sombre memorials to an era that was about to end.


He ran a shaky hand over his face, his skin taut under the rough touch. The coffee in his cup had long since gone cold, yet he clutched it tightly as if the porcelain could give him stability. The news that reached him that morning had weighed heavily on his shoulders: a major order from Scandinavia—a reliable source of income for years—had gone to a competitor from South Korea. "They’ve knocked the price down,” Karl Niemeyer, his chief engineer, had said when he broke the news. Heinrich had only looked at him silently, unable to find the words. It wasn't just an order—it was a warning signal, a crack in the façade of his life’s work.


He turned away from the window and walked to the heavy, dark-wood desk, its surface marked with countless scratches and water stains. On the left-hand side lay a black folder, inconspicuous but menacing in its presence. It had been handed over a week ago by Andreas Falk, an old acquaintance known for his unorthodox methods. The name on the cover was etched into Heinrich’s mind: Dmitri Sorokin.


A knock on the door made him flinch. He took a deep breath before calling out in a calm voice,


"Come in."


Karl Niemeyer entered, his face as tense as the wrinkles on his forehead.


"Heinrich, we need to talk. The men in the hall... they have questions. "


Heinrich nodded curtly.


“Tell them I'll be right there. "


But when the door closed behind Niemeyer, Heinrich remained seated. His gaze wandered back to the folder. The name seemed to challenge him. Dmitri Sorokin. A man with the kind of resources Heinrich desperately needed—but also a man known for his ruthless business tactics. Heinrich’s hand trembled as he reached for the folder.


The decision before him would not only determine the future of his shipyard, it could irrevocably change the fate of his family and the city.


The folder felt heavy in his hands as he slowly opened it. The paper inside was immaculate, the text printed in precise black. But it wasn’t the contents that took his breath away—it was the name. Dmitri Sorokin.


A soft click made Heinrich jump. The door to his office had opened again, and Andreas Falk entered. The man looked as if he had stepped straight out of an advertising brochure for success: tailored suit, expensive perfume, a smile that inspired both confidence and caution. "So you haven't thrown the folder away yet, " said Falk, closing the door behind him. Heinrich snorted and leaned back in his heavy leather armchair. "A good sign, you say? Looks more like my last stand to me. "


Falk sat down opposite him, his smile unchanged. "You’re in a difficult position, Heinrich. We both know that. But Dmitri Sorokin is not just any investor. He is a solution. "


"A solution that brings its own problems. " Heinrichs voice was calm, but its harshness made Falk pause.


"He’s... efficient, "Falk finally replied, pulling out a gold lighter that flashed in the light. "He offers you exactly what you need: capital, modernization, access to new markets. And all he expects in return is... let’s say, a partnership. "


"Partnership, "Heinrich repeated, letting the word melt on his tongue as if it tasted bitter. "A partnership that could cost me my independence. Do you know what this shipyard means to me? To this city?"


Falk leaned forward, the smile disappearing.


"I know what it means to you, Heinrich. But I also know what will happen if you do nothing. Without this deal, you’ll have nothing in a few years—no shipyard, no workers, no city that’s proud of you. "


The words hit Heinrich like a blow. He fell silent, his gaze fixed on the folder. The names and numbers blurred before his eyes. The truth was that Falk was right.


Without modernization, the shipyard was doomed. But was he prepared to hand himself over to Sorokin?


"He wants more than money, "Heinrich finally muttered. "I know these kinds of men. They give you what you need, but in the end, they take everything."


"Maybe, "


Falk admitted.


"But sometimes all we need is a chance—a small step to preserve something big. "


He stood up and smoothed his cuffs.


“Think about it, Heinrich. Sorokin will be in Hamburg tomorrow evening. He’s expecting you at the Hotel Atlantic. "


Heinrich watched Falk leave the room without waiting for an answer. The rain drummed against the windows, and the monotonous ticking of the grandfather clock filled the silence. He felt like a man balancing on the edge of a precipice—forced to take a step without knowing whether he would fall or fly.


He reached for the folder and closed it. Tomorrow he would be in Hamburg. But not to capitulate. If Dmitri Sorokin wanted to make an offer, then Heinrich would ensure that the conditions were in line with his principles. At least, that’s what he told himself.


The next morning began with a cool, rain-soaked silence. Heinrich had hardly slept. The night had been a restless up and down of thoughts, plans, and doubts. As the first rays of sunlight crept through the window, he was already sitting at his desk, staring at a blank notecard. He had planned to organize his thoughts and structure his arguments for the meeting with Sorokin, but the pen in his hand wouldn’t move.


The door opened quietly, and Marie Hoffmann, the longtime housekeeper, entered. Her steps were as quiet as always, and she carried a steaming cup of coffee. "Mr. Broder, you’ve hardly slept," she said, her voice concerned yet reserved.


Heinrich did not answer immediately. Instead, he took the cup and looked at it briefly.


"Marie, if you had a problem—one that could destroy everything you’ve worked for—would you solve it on your own? Or would you ask for help from someone you might not fully trust?"


Marie paused, her hands tightly clasping the tray. She weighed his words carefully before answering.


"It depends, Mr. Broder. Sometimes it’s wiser to accept help, but you have to know what the price is. "


Heinrich nodded slowly. The price—this was exactly what had kept him awake that night. What would be the price of accepting Sorokin’s help? And could he pay it without losing himself and everything that was important to him?


Later that morning, he sat in his office with the heavy door closed behind him and went through the documents Falk had left him. Sorokin was no ordinary businessman. The little information available painted a picture of a man as charming as he was ruthless—a man who swept through the European industry like a storm, rarely leaving anything untouched.


A knock at the door interrupted his thoughts. Karl Niemeyer entered, his brow furrowed.


"Heinrich, the men have heard about the lost mission. They’re talking... about cutbacks, about redundancies. Some say the shipyard is finished. Heinrich closed the file and stood up.


"We're not finished, Karl. As long as I’m here, this shipyard won't sink. "


"But how?"


Karl asked, his voice quivering with concern.


"How will you manage if we don’t modernize? The machines are old, and the competition is faster and cheaper. We need a solution."


Heinrich’s jaw tightened. He knew Karl was right, but it hurt to say it.


"I’m working on it, "


he finally said. "That’s all I can tell you at the moment."


Karl nodded slowly, but his eyes revealed his doubts. As he left the room, Heinrich slumped heavily into his armchair. The ticking of the grandfather clock seemed louder than before, almost like a countdown.


In the early evening, Heinrich finally packed his things for the journey to Hamburg. The rain had subsided, but the sky remained grey and oppressive. Before leaving, he took one last look at the shipyard. The cranes reached into the sky like scarred fingers, and the halls looked deserted and bleak in the fading light.


As he got into his car, he felt the weight of the moment. This meeting would change everything— perhaps for the better, perhaps for the worse. But one thing was clear: there was no going back.


The rain had turned into a fine mist when Heinrich Broder parked in front of the magnificent façade of the Hotel Atlantic. The building radiated the splendour of times gone by—large golden letters above the entrance, a red carpet leading up the steps—an impersonal luxury that made Heinrich seem strangely out of place.


A porter in an immaculate uniform opened the door for him, but Heinrich hesitated for a moment before entering. The interior was opulent: marble floors, crystal chandeliers, and a subtle scent of polish and expensive perfume lingered in the air. People in elegant clothing moved as if in a ballet, each step perfectly set. Heinrich felt the weight of his simple, dark travelling bag in his hand—a sign of his own reality amidst this spectacle.


He reported to reception, and the attendant led him through long, quietly lit corridors to a secluded conference room. The heavy wooden doors opened with a muffled sound as Heinrich entered.


The room was silent, except for the soft crackling of a fireplace blazing in one corner. A man stood in front of the fire. Dmitri Sorokin. Tall, slim, wearing a tailor-made suit that emphasized his athletic build. His hair was dark, his eyes grey—cold and penetrating. He turned, a smile showing more control than warmth on his lips.


"Mr. Broder, "


Sorokin said in a quiet but firm voice.


"Welcome. I hope your journey was pleasant. "


"Tolerable,"


Heinrich replied curtly as he put his bag down. He stopped, sensing the distance the room created between them despite its limited size.


Sorokin pointed to an armchair at the solid wooden table in the centre of the room.


"Please, have a seat. We have a lot to talk about."


Heinrich accepted the invitation but did not sit down. His posture remained tense, his hands resting flat on the tabletop. Sorokin, on the other hand, appeared relaxed. He took his time to open a carafe of crystal-clear water and pour a glass. "Water?" he asked casually.


Heinrich shook his head. "I’m not here to drink. "


Sorokin’s smile widened, though it did not become friendlier.


"Of course not. You’re here because you have to make a decision. And I’m here to help you with that. "


"Help?" Heinrich's voice was calm but sharp. "I’ve heard what your help’ looks like. You come in, invest, and in the end, you own more than you promised. "


Sorokin tilted his head slightly, as if examining Heinrich’s words like a chess player analyzing his opponent’s next move.


"You’re right, Mr. Broder. I never take less than I deserve. But I also never give less than I promise. "


He leaned back, his grey eyes fixed firmly on Heinrich. "Your shipyard is a jewel—a symbol of tradition and excellence. But it's also a relic. Your machines, your processes—they come from a different era. If you want to modernize, you need capital. And capital... costs. "


Heinrich’s heart beat faster. The words struck true. He knew Sorokin was right, yet something inside him resisted the thought of giving this man anything.


"And what do you expect in return?" Heinrich finally asked. "What exactly does your capital cost?"


Sorokin smiled—a smile that made Heinrich's blood run cold.


"Access, Mr. Broder. Access to your infrastructure, your contacts—your loyalty. Nothing more. "


"That’s all?"


Heinrich’s voice sounded hollow, though he tried to remain calm.


"That’s all you need to know, "


Sorokin replied gently. "The rest is just... business.”


Heinrich withstood Sorokin’s cold gaze, feeling the man’s words gnaw at his resistance. It wasn’t just the offer; it was the unspoken threat woven into every sentence.


Heinrich’s hands clenched into fists on the tabletop as Sorokin continued speaking in his calm yet firm voice, as if weaving a web of words that tightened around him.


"Loyalty, Mr. Broder,” Sorokin repeated, leaning back and turning the glass in his hand.


"That’s the only price I ask. You keep control, the shipyard stays in your hands, and I’ll take care of it—make it shine again: more efficient, more modern, more competitive."


"And what happens if I refuse?” Heinrich asked, forcing himself not to look away.


Sorokin’s smile disappeared. His face remained calm, but something cold flashed in his eyes.


’’Then everything remains as it is. Your outdated machines, declining orders, the rumours among your workers. And finally... someone else will take over the shipyard. Someone without your values, without your history.”


He paused, sipping from his glass.


"That would be a shame, wouldn’t it?"


Heinrich felt a mixture of anger and powerlessness rising within him. This man spoke of tradition and history, yet threatened to destroy everything Heinrich had built.


"You’re playing a dangerous game, Mr. Sorokin. Do you think I’m someone who can be blackmailed?"


Sorokin placed the glass on the table, and its quiet clink killed the room. "This is not blackmail, Mr. Broder. This is reality. The world has changed, and you have two choices: change with it, or be left behind. "


The words echoed in Heinrich’s mind. He knew Sorokin was right, but the thought of surrendering himself to this man was unbearable. He searched Sorokin's face for a crack in his façade of control and superiority, but found nothing—only the cool, unwavering presence of a man who knew he was in control.


"I need time, "Heinrich finally said, his voice heavy with tension.


Sorokin nodded as if he had expected exactly that. "Of course. Take all the time you need. But remember, Mr. Broder: time is a luxury we sometimes can’t afford. "


He stood up, his customized suit gliding like a second skin.


"I'll be here until tomorrow evening. When you’ve made up your mind, let me know."


With these words, he left Heinrich alone in the room.


The silence was oppressive. Heinrich sat motionless, his eyes fixed on the glass of water before him. The man’s words had thrown him off course. It wasn't just the offer—it was the knowledge that Sorokin sought not only capital, but power over everything Heinrich had built.


He got up, went to the window, and stared out into the rain-soaked night. The city’s lights blurred behind the droplets on the glass. For the first time, Heinrich felt small—like a chess piece on a board dominated by someone else.


Yet, something stirred deep inside him—a determination he didn’t fully understand. He would not surrender control to Sorokin without a fight. If there were a way to save the shipyard without betraying his principles, he would find it.


The streets of Hamburg disappeared into darkness as Heinrich drove back to Emden.


The city’s lights glided past him, barely noticed, while his thoughts lingered on Dmitri Sorokin’s words:


’’Loyalty... time is a luxury... access."


The weight of the decisions ahead seemed unbearable. But it wasn’t just the pressure to save the shipyard—it was the question of what would remain of him if he failed, or if he chose the wrong path.


When Heinrich arrived at his villa late at night, only silence greeted him. Marie Hoffmann had left the hall way light on, as she always did when she knew he would return late. He hung his coat on the hook and stepped quietly into his study.


The room was dark, except for the faint glimmer of the grandfather clock in the corner. Heinrich went to his desk, pulled open the bottom drawer, and took out a small, leather-bound book.


His diary—the only thing that brought him clarity in these moments.


He sat down, opened the book, and let his eyes wander over the yellowed pages. The entries told the story of his life—the founding of the shipyard, the triumphs, the setbacks, the mistakes. Heinrich ran his fingers over a page he had written years ago:


"The shipyard is not just steel and machines. It is family, it is home. Everything we create carries our soul out into the world. "


But today, the shipyard felt like a burden —a legacy crush - ing him. Heinrich picked up his pen and began to write. The words flowed as if he had to rid himself of them before they swallowed him whole.


"Today I met a man who could change everything. Dmitri Sorokin—a name that hangs like a shadow over my thoughts. He offers salvation, but I see the chains that come with it. If I agree, I will save the shipyard.


But at what price? And if I refuse... will there even be a shipyard?"


He paused, the pen hovering over the page, then continued more slowly, almost hesitantly.


"I don't know if I have the courage to choose truth when the lie is easier. Perhaps that is the greatest betrayal— not just of my family, but of myself." He closed the diary and put it back in the drawer. Before closing the drawer, he hesitated. A sudden thought made him pause. He reached for a small key lying on the edge of the desk and locked the drawer. For the first time, he felt a sense of relief—as if he had kept something important, something meant only for him. But deep down, Heinrich knew that the diary would not only guard his secrets—it might one day reveal his truth.









Chapter 2


The dull roar of lorry engines vibrated in Heinrich Broder's chest, reverberating across the shipyard. Between the towering cranes and endless rows of containers, he seemed like a lost figure in a sea of steel and concrete. The wind clawed at his coat—sharp, biting—but the real chill that made him shudder came from something far deeper than the weather.


The air was thick with diesel fumes, metal, and damp concrete. Somewhere, a crane groaned, its deep, resonant creak like an agonized breath. Three men in black jackets moved with eerie precision, their hoods pulled low over their faces. They unloaded the containers with a mechanical efficiency—every movement deliberate, almost ritualistic. Not a single word was spoken. It was the kind of silence that made Heinrich uneasy.


A noise behind him.


He flinched, spinning around too fast.


A shipyard worker stood there, his face weathered, his sharp eyes scrutinizing Heinrich with a look that carried more than curiosity. With his hands buried deep in the pockets of his grease-streaked jacket, the man exuded an unspoken challenge.


“Mr. Broder?” His voice was rough, marked by years of labor under open skies. Heinrich's stomach tightened. His fingers instinctively gripped the fabric of his coat before he forced himself to relax. “Special assignments,” he said, keeping his voice casual. “Not our concern.”


The worker nodded slowly, but skepticism lingered in his gaze. Heinrich stood his ground, resisting the urge to shift his weight, but the silence between them thickened. When the man finally moved on, Heinrich didn’t feel relief—only the gnawing sensation of being watched.


His eyes returned to the men at the containers.


One of them stood slightly apart, taking a slow drag from a cigarette. His gaze rested on Heinrich—calm, assessing, unshaken. The smoke curled lazily around his face, his expression unreadable. Relaxed. Almost indifferent.


But the message was unmistakable.


We see everything.


Heinrich lowered his gaze and turned away, quickening his pace as the wind drove him forward. But the weight of those eyes clung to the back of his neck like invisible chains.


Inside, it was quiet.


But not the comforting kind of quiet.


The air felt heavier than usual, thick and unmoving. The steady dripping from the roof—normally a small, familiar sound—had stopped. The absence of it unsettled him in a way he couldn’t quite explain.


He shrugged off his coat, stepped toward his desk—


And stopped.


An envelope.


No return address.


It was placed carefully, deliberately. Not simply left behind, but positioned—waiting for him.


His fingers trembled as he picked it up. His palms were damp. Without realizing it, he wiped them against his trousers before turning the envelope over in his hands. The paper was thick, unnaturally heavy, as though the words inside carried a weight beyond ink and meaning.


He slid the letter out.


No exit. No mistakes. We are watching you.


His throat turned dry.


The letter sagged in his hands, but the words burned into his mind, searing past his defenses. A cold, creeping panic slithered up his spine, gnawing at his self-control His right eyelid twitched, rapid and involuntary.


He reached for the phone and dialed Andreas Falk.


It rang. Once. Twice. A third time.


It felt like an eternity before Falk finally answered.


"Heinrich.”


No greeting. No pleasantries. Just his name, clipped and unreadable.


Heinrich exhaled sharply.


“He's threatening me, Andreas,”


he said, his voice hoarse. “Sorokin... he's watching me. What if he—my family—?”


“Stay calm. " Falk's voice cut through his panic like a blade. “As long as you do what he asks, nothing will happen. But one thing is clear— "


A beat of silence.


“There's no way back.”


Then the line went dead.


Heinrich slowly lowered the receiver. The envelope slipped from his fingers, landing crumpled on the floor. The living room was bathed in warm light, but the atmosphere remained cold. Katrin sat curled in an armchair, a book resting on her knees.


When Heinrich entered, she set it aside, her gaze following him—not with concern, but with quiet expectation.


"Dad.”


Her voice was pleasant, but distant.


He sank heavily into the armchair across from her. His fingers drummed against the armrest, his jaw tightening.


"Katrin, I... I wanted your advice. ”


A raised eyebrow.


"You're asking me?” A slight smile, dry and knowing.


"That’s new. ”


He hesitated, choosing his words carefully.


"The shipyard is under pressure. I had to make a decision. ”


Katrin closed her book with slow deliberation.


"You’ve always treated the shipyard like your personal empire, Dad. Maybe it’s time to let go. ”


A sharp pang shot through his chest.


“This is no time for reproach,” he snapped. “Everything I do, I do for you. For the family. ”


“For the family?” Katrin leaned back, her eyes piercing through him. “Or for your pride?”


The words landed like a slap.


He shot up from his chair, hands clenched into fists.


But Katrin didn’t flinch. She remained composed, her expression unreadable. A fleeting smile brushed her lips, but there was no warmth in it. “Maybe you should ask yourself what really matters to you, Dad. ”


Hundreds of kilometers away.


In a lavish hotel suite, Dmitri Sorokin lowered his phone, his fingers drumming lightly against the polished tabletop.


A satisfied smile curled at the corner of his mouth.


Outside, lightning slashed across the night sky. The wind howled against the windows.


“He’s playing exactly as expected, ” Sorokin murmured, his voice tinged with amusement. He lifted his glass, swirling the dark liquid inside. “Soon, hell realize he stopped deciding a long time ago. ’He took a slow sip. “A peasant who still believes he's a king.”









Chapter 3


2024


The old warehouse of the Emden shipyard was a place frozen in time. Amidst rusted machinery and heaps of discarded metal parts, the steady patter of rain on the corrugated iron roof seemed to echo forgotten secrets. The dim glow of aging overhead lights flickered in the damp, stale air—as if reluctant to let the darkness fully prevail. Since the early hours of the morning, Erik Meyer and Timo Reinders had been clearing away obsolete tools and bulky metal parts from this forsaken space.


“Damn, watch out, Timo!” Erik barked as his colleague nearly knocked over an old metal crate. “This place is dangerous enough.”


Timo winced, wiped the sweat from his brow, and gently set the crate aside. “Sorry, man. That wall—there’s something off about it.”


Erik followed Timo’s gaze. In the far end of the hall, where light barely reached, a section of wall appeared out of place. The bricks were roughly grouted, as if hastily patched together.


“This doesn’t fit here at all,” Erik murmured, running his calloused hand over the uneven stone. “Maybe they bricked something up without caring about the finish.” Timo shrugged. “Well, we’re supposed to clear everything out anyway. Want to see what’s behind it?”


After a brief hesitation, Erik nodded. “Alright, but be careful.”


With hearts pounding, they fetched a crowbar and began to loosen the first bricks. Piece by piece, the mortar crumbled until, at last, a heavy wooden door emerged—its surface ravaged by rust and damp.


“Hey, this thing could collapse any second,” Timo muttered as he lowered the tool.


“Give me a hand,” Erik requested. Together, they pressed against the rotten wood. The door creaked open in along, reluctant groan, releasing a gust of cool, moldy air that seemed to carry echoes of the past.


As that ancient breath swept out, the incessant drumming of rain began to fade into a foreboding silence. The eerie whisper of the past was replaced by the distant sound of approaching sirens—a reminder that reality was reclaiming this forgotten place.


Inside, the room was shrouded in total darkness. Only the faint beam of a torch revealed dusty tools huddled together, and the air felt unmoved for decades.


“Wow...” Timo exhaled in awe, allowing the narrow cone of light to wander across the room. “It’s like no one’s been here for ages.” Then, the beam settled on an object— a chair placed in the far corner. Slowly, as Erik stepped closer, the shadow on the chair resolved into a ghastly figure: a mummified corpse with its hands bound behind its back, its leathery skin and sunken features frozen in a silent, accusing stare.


“Erik...” Timo’s voice cracked, fragile as glass. “There’s... something there.”


Erik’s heart pounded in his throat as he inched forward; his knees trembled with each step. The sight was surreal—a grotesque figure stripped of life, as if time had exiled its flesh long ago.


“It really is there,” Erik whispered, adrenaline surging through him.


For several agonizing seconds, they stood, caught between morbid fascination and unyielding horror. Outside, the rain continued its relentless drumming on the metal roof—a strangely calming counterpoint to the terror within.


“We... we need to call the police,” Erik said in a thin, wavering voice.


Timo staggered back. “Yes... immediately.”


Erik fumbled for his mobile phone. As Timo pressed his back against the wall to steady his ragged breathing, Erik reported the scene. After a brief call with the emergency center, he tucked the phone away, his hands still shaking.


“They’re sending someone. We’re to wait here and not touch a thing.”


Timo nodded silently, eyes fixed on the lifeless form as if it were a magnet. The oppressive silence was finally interrupted by the piercing blue lights of arriving patrol cars, their beams cutting through the rain-soaked gloom.


The surreal tension of the warehouse slowly gave way to the clinical reality of the police presence. As the flashing blue reflected ghostlike images on the wet metal walls, the sound of tires crunching on soaked gravel heralded the arrival of authority.


A police car halted at a respectful distance from the warehouse entrance. Two officers stepped out, unfurling barrier tape as they approached.


“Good evening. Emden Police. Have you made an emergency call?” one officer asked, his tone calm yet firm. “Tell us exactly what happened.”


Erik cleared his throat, his voice trembling. “At the back... we found a mummified corpse.” His words betrayed his inner turmoil.


Timo added in a brittle tone, “In a bricked-up cellar room. We just removed a few bricks, then...” The officers exchanged a glance. The younger one pulled his collar up against the chill, while the older reached for his radio.


“Are you sure it’s a corpse?” the older asked, professional skepticism lining his words.


Erik nodded silently.


“Okay,” the officer said as he pressed the intercom button. “We need immediate assistance. Stay calm and don’t touch anything.”


Shortly after, another vehicle—a civilian police car-rounded the corner. Detective Lena Berg and her partner, Bodo Zimmermann, emerged, both their faces set in focused determination and quiet tension.


“Erik Meyer?” Lena asked, scanning the two men. “And you’re Timo Reinders, correct?”


Erik shifted uneasily. “Yes. This is Timo. We... we found this.”


A patrolman stepped forward, gave Lena a brief rundown of the situation, and pointed toward the dark opening in the wall. “This is the entrance. The cellar is pitch black— we only have torchlight.”


Bodo exchanged a concerned look with Lena, brushing rain from his jacket. “Have you touched or altered anything since discovering the body?”


Timo immediately shook his head. “No. We only removed some bricks and then called the police.”


Lena quickly scribbled a few notes. “It’s good you called immediately. Forensics are on their way. We’ll need a detailed description later.”


Erik pulled a packet of cigarettes from his pocket, but his hands trembled too much to light one. Bodo noticed and said, “You can wait over there in the shelter. We’ll be right with you.” Relieved, the two men retreated, visibly shaken yet glad to hand off the burden.


Alone for a moment, Lena lingered by the dark opening. A cold, moldy breeze wafted out, carrying with it the heavy scent of damp decay and long-forgotten memories. In that instant, a faint whisper—almost imperceptible-rippled through the darkness, and her heart raced. Her hands curled into fists, and her breath caught in her throat.


“Lena?” Bodo’s gentle touch on her shoulder broke her reverie.


Forcing a weak smile, she replied, “It’s just this place— the confinement, the odor... it feels like the walls have swallowed everything.” Bodo nodded. “Every case is unique, yet sometimes it feels all too familiar.” “No,” she whispered, “never.”


Determined, Lena added, “Forensics should be here soon. Until then, let’s take a look around.” Raising her torch, she led Bodo into the pitch-black cellar.


The dusty floor crunched under their steps as the beam of light danced over walls shrouded in creeping shadows. A thin layer of dust blanketed every surface—as though no one had disturbed this space for decades, apart from the brief work of the two men at the wall.


In the far corner, a mummified body sat on a worn wooden chair—ancient as the building itself. Its hands were bound with rotted ropes, and its head tilted slightly, as if locked in a silent vigil.


Lena inhaled deeply, her pulse pounding in her ears, and focused the beam on the faded clothes. A shiver raced down her spine—not only from the chill but from the disquieting thought of how long this person had been abandoned.


Bodo knelt carefully, letting his light slide across the dusty floor. “No fresh tracks,” he murmured. “No one's been here for years.”


As Lena’s senses absorbed the haunting surroundings— the creak of the floor, the subtle rustle of dust—the physical tension in her body mirrored the storm raging outside. Her heart hammered, her fingers trembled, and a deep-seated ache welled up inside her. Then, footsteps echoed from behind. Markus Weber, a forensics technician, entered with his team.


“Lena, Bodo,” he said quietly, “we’re setting up the spotlight to reveal more.” Within minutes, a cold, clear light filled the space. Dust particles shimmered in the beam, and the corpse’s features became ghostly: parch-ment-like skin, sunken eyes, and decay etched in every line.


“It’s remarkable how well-preserved the body is,” commented Corinna Stein, the forensic specialist. “The dry environment and poor air circulation likely led to its mummification. We’ll secure it after documentation.”


As Corinna and Markus worked, their eyes drifted over rusted tools, tattered manuals, and empty crates—silent witnesses to a long-forgotten era.


Bodo gently placed his hand on Lena’s shoulder. “Are you alright?” She managed a nod, though her eyes betrayed the turmoil inside. For a moment, memories surged—a familiar cologne, the warm timbre of her father’s laugh, the well-worn bracelet he always wore—each detail a poignant reminder of what she’d lost. “Just memories...” she whispered, the pain nearly overwhelming.


“We’ll get through this,” Bodo assured softly.


Later that night, as Lena and Bodo returned to their car for a brief respite, the relentless rain drummed on the windows. Shortly after midnight, Lena’s mobile phone rang, its shrill tone slicing through the darkness. The caller ID flashed “Corinna Stein,” and Lena’s pulse spiked as the cold night suddenly felt much more personal.


“Corinna? Do you have any results?” Lena asked, her voice unsteady.


“Initial indications, yes,” came the muffled reply from the lab. “The ring found on the mummified body bears the engraving: ‘Karin - For Dad.' We also discovered a name on an old metal plaque attached to the jacket lining— Broder.” A sickening twist of emotion gripped Lena. Broder. It was a name that had surfaced earlier in the investigation. She closed her eyes as memories of her father’s gentle voice, the comforting scent of his cologne, and that cherished bracelet flooded back.


“Do you mean... the body could be Mrs. Karin Broder’s father?” she whispered, barely able to process the thought.


“It seems very likely. We need further tests—DNA samples won’t be analyzed until tomorrow. But the engraving is clear: ‘Karin - For Dad.’ It’s more than mere coincidence.”


Lena’s heart pounded in her ears as countless questions surged: How long had he been missing? Why was no one searching? And how was she to tell a daughter that her father might have perished in a dark, hidden cellar?


Bodo, sensing her mounting distress, reached out and gently touched her arm. “Are you okay?” She hesitated, then said quietly, “Corinna thinks it might be Karin Broder’s father.” Bodo raised an eyebrow.


“Do you think it’s the same name we...” Lena pressed a finger to her lips. “I’ll speak with her in a moment, okay?” She turned back to the call.


“Thank you, Corinna. What do you suggest?”


“I recommend you contact Karin Broder as soon as possible. An official DNA match will take time, but if she can share details—any unique features, past medical interventions, or personal jewelry of her father—it would help. She might also know if he was ever reported missing.” “Understood,” Lena murmured. “I’ll handle it. Please keep me posted.”


After hanging up, Lena sat motionless, staring out through the rain-beaten windshield. Inside, her body trembled with a mixture of dread and determination. The thought of having to break such devastating news to a stranger in the dead of night made her stomach twist, especially with the victim’s identity still uncertain.


Bodo switched on the interior light.


“You have to call her, don’t you?”


Lena ran her hand through her hair, her pulse thundering.


“Yes. But I hate this part of the job. I can secure a crime scene and grill a suspect, yet nothing prepares you for delivering human tragedy.” Gently,


Bodo squeezed her hand.


“Shall I take it?”


Grateful, she shook her head. “I know you would. But I’m the lead investigator. Besides, the person on the other end may be too distraught.”


With trembling fingers, Lena scrolled through her contacts until she found Karin Broder’s number—a number that once belonged to a routine call months ago when the name meant little more than a peripheral detail. Now, it carried the weight of unimaginable loss.


Taking a deep breath, she pressed the dial button. The call seemed to stretch on interminably before a sleepy, slightly irritated “Yes?” finally broke the silence.


“Mrs. Broder? This is Inspector Lena Berg. Please excuse the late call, but it’s urgent.”


A rustling, then a soft clearing of the throat was heard.


“Inspector Berg? What’s happened at this hour...?”


Lena’s throat tightened, but she forced herself to speak calmly:


“We discovered a mummified body at the old Emden shipyard this evening. While we haven’t confirmed its identity yet, we found a ring engraved with your name. There is a strong suspicion that it may be your father.”


For a long, heart-stopping moment, there was only silence—punctuated by the distant hum of a heater or ventilation. Then, in a voice thick with emotion, the reply came:


“That... can't be. My father disappeared without a trace twenty years ago. The police never had any leads... How... how could this be?”


Lena felt her own throat tighten as she fought to maintain her professionalism.


“Mrs. Broder, I understand this must be a shock. We will do everything we can to confirm the facts. Tomorrow, we’ll come by to discuss the details—DNA tests and all. I know this is hard, but please try to get some rest.”


A trembling


“Yes, of course... oh my God,”


came through before the line went dead.


Lena slowly set the phone aside, her eyes fixed on the dark interior of the car as her heart hammered with the weight of responsibility. She felt as if she had just delivered the worst possible news to a stranger. Bodo’s concerned gaze met hers.


“You did the right thing," he murmured softly.


Tears welled in Lena’s eyes as she recalled the comforting scent of her father’s cologne, the soft timbre of his voice, and that cherished bracelet that now seemed like a relic of another life. The memory was so vivid it almost made her feel his presence beside her.


“Thank you,”


she whispered, barely managing a weak smile.


In that moment, Lena knew the true investigation was only beginning. If the body really was Karin Broder’s father, the questions loomed large:


Who had locked him in that cellar—and why?


Was this a long-forgotten missing persons case turned murder, or was there an entirely different story behind it?


Looking at the police tape sealing off the hall—a hall now silent and shut tight—she sensed that answers lay buried deep, waiting to be unearthed with great effort.


As the last beams of the forensic lights danced outside in the rain, Lena leaned her head against Bodo’s shoulder, a silent vow forming in her heart. The coming day would test their limits, but there would be no turning back.


Outside, the rain began again—first as a gentle drizzle, then as a torrential downpour. Like a stubborn companion, it sang its monotonous song as Lena steeled herself for the painful task ahead: calling Mrs. Karin Broder and unveiling a truth that might shatter a lifetime of memories.


It wouldn’t be easy. But one thing was certain: for the unknown soul trapped in that dark cellar for decades, the truth had to—and would—be brought to light, no matter the cost.
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