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He
saw the flames rising, saw them eating away piece by piece. The man
paused for a moment and moved a step further. In his right hand he
still held the empty gas can, which he now hurled away with a
powerful movement.




  

    

      
When
      a paper factory goes up in flames, private detective Aldo
      Burmester
      must stop a killer ..
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Hamburg
in 1991...

Dogs
barked from afar through the darkness of the night, while the
masked
man turned up the collar of his leather jacket and looked back for
a
moment. He saw the flames rising, saw them eating away piece by
piece. The man paused for a moment and moved a step further. In his
right hand he still held the empty gas can, which he now hurled
away
with a powerful movement.

He
allowed himself a full second to enjoy the sight of the greedily
licking flames, then voices reached his ears and that meant he had
to
hurry now. They were no more than a few unintelligible scraps of
words. Headlights came on and the masked man ran toward the fence
that surrounded the factory grounds. He was only a mediocre runner,
but that was quite enough in this case. He would make it.

A
little later, he found the hole he had opened earlier with the help
of a long steel pincer and through which he had entered the
compound.
The voices at his back grew louder. He cursed as the end of a wire
tore open his jacket. Then he was finally through and ran the few
meters to the car.

The
masked man yanked open a door and jumped inside. Only a split
second
later, the vehicle started. The tires spun, and then he chased into
the darkness. The masked man breathed a sigh of relief. The voices
and dog barking gradually faded away. He took the stocking mask off
his head, glanced briefly in the rearview mirror and smiled.
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Arthur
Jansen felt his pulse pounding up to his neck as he stopped his
Ferrari a little too abruptly. He sighed audibly and ran the flat
of
his hand over his tired-looking face. The day had been hard enough
for him and now this!

Just
stay calm!, he thought. You'll have to get the hell through it! 


Somewhere
in the back of his mind, Jansen vaguely heard the voice of his
doctor, who had been prescribing less stress for years. But he
could
talk! 


Jansen
took out a tube of tablets from his jacket pocket and took two of
the
round dragées that were inside. Unchewed and forced to choke them
down without water, he hoped that they would drive away the raging
headache that had been plaguing him all day. In fact, since the
mail
had come and he had received that certain letter. A letter that had
been glued together from newspaper clippings and that contained
anything but friendly congratulations on his upcoming sixtieth
birthday!

Jansen
opened the door of the Ferrari and his gaze slid over the factory
grounds. Headlights had turned night into day at this location. He
saw a police patrol car and a fire truck behind it. A tall,
broad-shouldered man came running toward Jansen. It was Hannes
Plötz,
one of the night watchmen. When he reached his boss, he first
gasped.

"What
is it, Mr. Plötz?"

"Everything's
under control," the man puffed.

"It
sounded pretty dramatic on the phone, though."

Mr.
Plötz nodded. 


"It
could have been pretty dramatic, boss! But it turned out all right
one more time. Mainly because the mess was discovered early
enough."

Jansen
nodded. 


"It's
all right, Mr. Plötz ..." he muttered.

"There
was a car waiting over there. It all happened very quickly."

"You
didn't happen to recognize anything else?"

Plötz
shook his head. "No."

"License
plate?"

"Wasn't
lit."

"Damn!"

"The
guy cut a hole through the fence with a pair of pliers. He left the
pliers behind, but I doubt if they'll get us anywhere."

Jansen
raised his arms. 


"Well,
at least that's something!" 


Plötz
seemed less confident. He made a throwaway hand gesture and said,
"Generic stuff, boss. You can get them at any home improvement
store."

Yes,
thought Jansen. And the police probably didn't even need to look
for
fingerprints. If this damned arsonist had any brains at all, he was
wearing gloves.

"Sorry,
boss!" said Hannes Plötz in a tone of voice as if he had set
the fire personally. Jansen approached him and patted him on the
shoulder almost amicably.

"It's
not your fault," he said, walking past him.

He
saw another acquaintance who had just sat down in the patrol car to
make a phone call. It was an inspector from the police in
Hamburg-Mitte. A long, lanky guy whose spine formed an arched line
when he stood comfortably.

His
name was Bergmann and Jansen still had unpleasant memories of him
when he had shown up at the police station with the first
threatening
letter. Bergmann was totally incompetent, at least that was
Jansen's
opinion. A few extra patrols around the factory and in front of his
apartment building, that was all this commissioner had managed. 


Jansen
stood with his legs wide apart in front of the open door of the
patrol car, from which Bergmann's long, thin legs protruded.

"I
hope you finally find the people who are trying to take me down!"
he grumbled. "So far, your investigations haven't gotten you
very far."

Bergmann
came out of the car and looked down at Jansen. The commissioner's
face contorted as he replied, "I don't like people who assume
they are alone in the world. My men are stepping up patrols outside
your house and factory. What more do you want?" He shook his
head uncomprehendingly. "I don't like people who, just because
they have money, think they should be treated everywhere as if they
were alone in the world."

Arthur
Jansen looked very angry. His eyes flashed aggressively and the
vein
on his neck swelled thickly. 


"And
I don't like people who get paid by my taxes and don't do anything
for it," he then growled back.

Bergmann
seemed to consider paying back in kind for a moment, but then
decided
against it. 


"I
understand your anger, but please take it out on someone else!
You'd
better think about who in your oh-so-fine circle of acquaintances
might have forgotten their good manners!"

There
was a flash in Jansen's eyes.

"Pah!"
he said, but of course he knew that his counterpart was right.
Jansen
had racked his brains a hundred times about who might be behind the
threats, intimidation and attacks. Someone was out to get him.

Jansen
left the inspector and walked toward the factory site to see the
damage with his own eyes. It didn't seem too bad. But who could
guarantee that it wouldn't be really serious the next time?
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Aldo
Burmester, the well-known private detective, let the doors fly
aside
as he entered his office on Beenckstraße. Jana Marschmann, his
blonde-haired assistant gave him her brightest smile in
greeting.

"Well,
how was court?"

Aldo
threw his coat into some corner and then shrugged his shoulders. 


"We'll
see," he said. "I made my statement today, but in the end I
guess it will all depend on what the psychiatric reports look like.
But that's not our job anymore, Jana." 


It
had been almost half a year since Aldo had investigated a
particularly gruesome murder of a woman. The victim had been
dismembered and kept in a freezer, and now they were arguing in
court
about the extent to which the perpetrator was insane.

"Before
I forget: Someone called for you, Aldo!"

"Who?"

"A
Mr. Jansen from Altenwerder. It sounded very urgent ..."

"Did
he say what it was about?"

"No.
He just wanted to talk to you in person. I told him you'd call
back."
Jana pattered away on her high-heeled shoes and came back with a
piece of paper, which she handed to Aldo. "This is the number.
I've since done some research on who we're dealing with. I mean, in
case he becomes our client."

"You
are one of a kind, Jana!"

"I
know that, Aldo," she returned. "But it's nice that my boss
is starting to realize that, too."

Aldo
smiled. "Well, go ahead and shoot!"

"It
is the paper Jansen. He has several factories and suppliers in
Germany. But the nucleus of his company is here in Hamburg." She
blinked her improbable blue eyes at Aldo. "Could be a lucrative
contract."

Aldo
grinned. "I didn't know you were so materialistic."

"You
never stop learning, Aldo!"

"Yes,
it seems so," Aldo returned and went to the phone.

"I'm
going to give that Jansen guy a call ..."
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The
house had something blatantly ostentatious about it and should make
it clear to any onlooker, even from a distance, that it was not
inhabited by poor people.

Aldo
Burmester parked his champagne-colored Mercedes 500 SL next to a
Ferrari and got out. It was only a few meters to the portal and, as
it seemed, Aldo was already expected. A man in a dark suit stood
there. A mixture of majordomo and bodyguard, that's how Aldo
estimated him. The private detective moved towards the portal,
climbed the stairs and then gave the man in the dark suit his card.



"Here,"
he said as he did so. "I'd like to see Mr. Arthur Jansen."

The
dark-suited man took a quick look at the map and nodded.

"I
know, Mr. Burmester. Mr. Jansen is already expecting you. If you
would please follow me."

The
man was tall and almost as tall as Aldo. And he seemed very stiff
and
formal, although he was certainly no older than thirty. He turned
and
left, while Aldo walked behind him, letting his eyes wander a bit.
They passed through an exquisitely furnished reception room. The
pictures on the walls were probably originals and, to all
appearances, had the same function as the entire mansion - to show
that one belonged to those who had made it big.

Well,
thought Aldo. After all, Arthur Jansen had made something of
himself.
And if someone had money enough to put such an estate in the
countryside, then perhaps there was also a generous fee for the
private detective.

Suddenly,
the man in the dark suit spun around.

"Are
you carrying a gun, Mr. Burmester?"

"Yes."

"Then
please give them to me!"

"Why?"

"Mr.
Jansen's order. Please understand, but Mr. Jansen has been through
a
lot lately and has become very suspicious."

The
man's jacket fit snugly and spanned his muscular torso. The bulge
under his left shoulder revealed that the guy was also armed. Aldo
shrugged, took out his automatic and handed it to his counterpart.
Then they went through a hallway and finally into a bright winter
garden, where it was quite hot. Aldo loosened his tie and undid the
top button of his shirt.

A
stocky man around sixty was examining some noble houseplants and
seemed to be completely absorbed in them. That had to be Arthur
Jansen. In his right hand he held a brass teapot, which he put down
when he noticed Aldo.

"Mr.
Burmester?"

"That's
me," Aldo nodded, looking around a bit. 


It
almost looked like a greenhouse here. The high humidity was quite
sweaty after just a few moments. But Arthur Jansen seemed to feel
comfortable in this climate.

The
stocky man was silent for a moment and subjected Aldo to some kind
of
scrutiny. He was probably one of those people who thought they
could
tell if someone could be trusted. Finally, he had apparently made
up
his mind, approached Aldo and extended his hand to the private
detective.

"I'm
Arthur Jansen. We spoke on the phone." Jansen turned to the man
in the dark suit. "Leave us alone, please, Kai." The man
nodded and left the room.

Meanwhile,
Jansen turned back to his guest: "My son recommended you to me!
You are supposed to be the best and that's exactly why I want you
to
take the matter in hand."

Aldo
raised his eyebrows. 


"What
kind of thing are you talking about? You were pretty tight-lipped
on
the phone."

Jansen
shrugged. 


"I'm
sorry, Mr. Burmester, but I wanted to get a personal impression
before I decided to trust you."

"I
understand that."

"Well,
to make a long story short: Someone seems to have it in for me. It
was only a few days ago that someone tried to set fire to my paper
factory again..."

Aldo
frowned. 


"Again?"
he echoed.

"Yes,
it was the second attempt. Thank God the damage is not worth
mentioning. But that's not all. One of my cars was demolished, and
I'm getting strange calls."

"Did
you record any of these calls?"

Jansen
smiled wanly. 


"That's
just it. When I pick up the phone, I hear someone breathing.
Nothing
more. No response. Nothing. And then he - or she - hangs up again."
He raised his arms in an almost incantatory gesture. "Someone is
out to terrorize and torment me, if you ask me." Jansen reached
into his pants pocket and pulled out an envelope, which he handed
to
Aldo. "And then there's this!"

Aldo
took the envelope and pulled out the contents. It was a letter
glued
together from scraps of newspaper. And the contents were anything
but
friendly. 


We'll
get you, Jansen!" it read. Think of how well paper burns...'.

"This
one isn't even the worst," Jansen explained in a clipped voice.

It
certainly sounds very personal, Aldo thought. Like the lines of
someone who was not primarily interested in setting fire to a
factory, but in meeting its owner. The question remained, how far
the
unknown person would go!

"Did
you show this to the police?" the private investigator
inquired.

"The
first ones I got, yes. Not this one."

"You
should!"

"I
now get something like this in the mail almost regularly once or
twice a week. By now I have a whole collection of them. As far as
I'm
concerned, you can keep that there."

"And
what do you expect me to do now?"

"That
you find out who is behind it!" 


Aldo
pocketed the letter and took out his cigarettes. He lifted the pack
and asked, "You don't mind, do you?"

"No,
go ahead!"

Aldo
lit a glow stick and took a drag, asking as he blew the smoke out,
"Do you suspect anything?"

"No."

"No
enemies out to get you?"

"My
husband has ten enemies on each finger," a bright female voice
cut through the somewhat stuffy air of the conservatory. 


Aldo
turned around and looked into the even features of a tall, willowy
woman who was at least ten years younger than Jansen. Her eyes
seemed
alert and intelligent, her movements graceful and careful, like a
cat. She approached Aldo and shook his hand. Her smile was cool and
rather businesslike.

"You're
back already, Katharina?" asked Jansen.

"Yes.
Who is the man, Arthur? The man Andre recommended to you, perhaps?
This private detective?" 


Jansen
nodded. "That's right."

She
eyed Aldo disparagingly from top to bottom. Then she said, "I
hope you will put an end to the terror, Mr. ..."

"Burmester."

"You
know, my husband would never admit it, but he's already at his
wits'
end." She stepped up next to Jansen and put her hand on his
shoulder. She wore high heels and was therefore almost half a head
taller than her husband at the moment.

"You
spoke of enemies," Aldo commented. "What enemies does your
husband have?"

"Well,
for example, those fanatical environmentalists who value a few fish
more than the people my husband gives jobs to!"

"But
that's why no one tries to set fire to the factory right away!"
Jansen shook his head vigorously as he said this.

"Why
not?" Katharina shrugged her shoulders.

"The
matter will be fought out in court. They would only be hurting
themselves if they resorted to such means now."

"Well,
you must be giving Mr. Burmester some kind of clue!" She sighed
and looked frankly at Aldo. "My husband was never very squeamish
in his dealings with other people, you must know." She said this
with an undertone that echoed that the same was true of Arthur
Jansen's relationship with his wife. "There are just too many
people who could wish him ruin or worse." A quick glance went to
her husband. Katharina Jansen showed two rows of flawless teeth as
she murmured to him, "Surely you'll forgive my frankness, won't
you, dear? But if you don't lay your cards on the table for our
guest
here, then his surely salty fee is money wasted. But it probably is
anyway."

"You
don't seem to have very much confidence in my abilities, Mrs.
Jansen," Aldo interjected.

"That's
right!"

"I
don't force anyone at gunpoint to engage me."

Katharina
Jansen raised her eyebrows and put on a face that expressed a clear
trace of disdain.

"This
is not against you personally, Mr. Burmester. But what can someone
like you accomplish that the police can't with all their
apparatus?"

Aldo
shrugged his shoulders.

"Maybe
it's best if I just get back in my car now and make my way back to
Hamburg-Wilhelmsburg," he said.

"No,
stay, Burmester!" It was Arthur Jansen. He had taken a step
forward and grabbed Aldo, who had already half turned around, by
the
arm.

"Listen,
Mr. Jansen! On the phone, it sounded like it was very urgent. But
it's really not like I have nothing to do when I'm not working for
you."

"That
was just my wife's opinion, not mine."

"Okay,"
Aldo nodded.  


At
that moment, Kai, the majordomo, entered the room. Jansen was
annoyed. 


"What's
up?"

"Phone."

Jansen
took a deep breath and turned briefly to Aldo.

"Excuse
me for a second! We'll talk more in a moment." As he made his
way out of the room, Catherine Jansen turned away from Aldo and
looked out into the spacious gardens that surrounded the
estate.

"Maybe
you can help me a little," Aldo said. "You seem to know
your husband's enemies better than he does."

She
shrugged her shoulders. Her gaze was turned inward as she let it
glide over the millimeter-precisely cut lawn. 


"You
see, Mr. Burmester, the company my husband owns is his life's work.
He built it up from the smallest of beginnings. But when you want
to
get from so far down to so far up, you can seldom do it without
using
your elbows. Do you understand what I mean, Mr. Burmester?"

"I
can imagine."

"That's
where some of the people you cross paths with get left behind."

"Name
a few that have fallen by the wayside!"

She
turned around to face him. Her gaze was scrutinizing. She gave Aldo
the impression of a clever and very controlled woman who seemed to
know exactly what she was doing at every second. "You are quite
curious," she observed.

Aldo
smiled. 


"That's
my job," he said. 


She
shrugged her shoulders and pursed her mouth a little. There was a
hint of mockery in her features as she said, "Exactly, Mr.
Burmester. It's your job, not mine."
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