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Chapter 1: The Cemetery

Even as late autumn approached its zenith in North Rhine-Westphalia, the sunlight struggled to assert its dominance over the morning fog that clung tenaciously to Aachen like an unwelcome guest. The sun's weak rays pierced the misty veil only intermittently, casting feeble shadows through the skeletal branches of the trees lining the narrow streets and leaving their ephemeral imprints on the cobblestones beneath. In one such street, the sunlight briefly illuminated the dampened leaves that carpeted the ground, revealing the deep grey silhouette of a heavy-duty garden rake propped against the wrought-iron fence of a well-tended house.

Sunday afternoon found Benjamin Hoffmann ensconced on a cold, weathered bench in a quiet corner of the smallest park in Aachen, tucked neatly beside the city's largest cemetery. His overcoat hung open, revealing a rumpled shirt beneath as he absently brushed away an insect that had landed on his sleeve. He was engrossed in the worn pages of a book balanced on his lap, his focus unwavering save for the occasional flicker of his eyes scanning the park's perimeter before returning to his reading.

Benjamin Hoffmann had long since resigned himself to the fact that Sundays were no longer his own; they belonged now to the clandestine life he'd chosen. He didn't begrudge the work – not entirely, at least – but there were days when he craved the simplicity of a park bench on a quiet afternoon, without the weight of secrets and expectations bearing down upon him.

Today was not such a day.

As he sat in the small park beside Aachen's sprawling cemetery, Hoffmann found his thoughts drawn to the peculiarity of their surroundings. Why, he wondered, had someone deemed it necessary to create this tiny pocket of greenery when the expansive cemetery beyond offered more than enough solace and seclusion? To him, the park felt like an afterthought, a mere whisper of a place compared to the grand necropolis next door. It was almost as if the park served as a prelude to the silence and stillness that lay beyond – a waiting room for the cemetery, much like those sterile chambers in hospitals where one hopes never to find oneself.

For now, all seemed well with Hoffmann. He was precisely where he needed to be, awaiting the arrival of someone he knew would not keep him waiting long.

A sleek, dark sedan bearing Netherlands plates glided into the nearly empty parking lot of Aachen's public cemetery. As its engine fell silent, a man emerged from behind the wheel, his deep blue overcoat whispering softly as he moved. He cast a casual glance around the parking lot before closing the door and making his way towards the cemetery entrance, pressing the remote key fob to lock the vehicle. The car's headlights flashed briefly in response, casting eerie shadows on the damp ground.

Without so much as a backward glance at his now-secured car, the man disappeared into the cemetery, his steps echoing through the quiet afternoon. He navigated the convoluted paths with purpose, turning this way and that until he stood before an unremarkable grave marker. Here, he paused for just a moment – not out of reverence or sorrow, but to ensure that no prying eyes had followed him on his clandestine journey.

This was no sentimental pilgrimage; the man harbored no illusions about his true purpose here. He was a hunter, and today's hunt required caution above all else. For now, though, it seemed he was alone in this vast, silent playground of the dead.

With a swift glance at his watch, the man noted the time before turning away from the grave. His expression remained inscrutable, but for the briefest of moments, his shoulders seemed to droop ever so slightly, as if bearing the weight of some unspoken sorrow.

Wordlessly, he retraced his steps through the cemetery and exited via a discreet side gate, melting into the quietude of the adjacent park.

The solitude of this small garden was profound; not even the faintest whisper of birdsong or distant traffic intruded upon its hushed tranquility. As the man's feet crunched softly against the layer of fallen leaves, his footsteps sounded almost painfully loud in the stillness. He wandered along the muddy path with an air of studied nonchalance, eyes scanning the park as if taking in the scenery for the very first time.

It was only when he drew near to where Benjamin Hoffmann sat that the man allowed himself a small, acknowledging nod. Their greeting was brief and unassuming – little more than the polite acknowledgment shared between strangers who happen upon each other in an unexpected place.

Hoffmann nodded in response to the stranger's greeting, his expression remaining neutral but friendly. "Nice day for a walk," he offered casually, gesturing to the park around them.

The man raised an eyebrow ever so slightly at this opening gambit but played along nonetheless. "Indeed it is," he agreed, taking a seat beside Hoffmann on the bench. "I don't believe we've had the pleasure of meeting before."

"Benjamin Hoffmann," Hoffmann said, extending his hand.

The stranger hesitated for just a moment before accepting the offered handshake. "Joost Van Gastel," he replied, offering a name that was either real or a cover so deep it amounted to the same thing. "Pleasure to meet you, Benjamin."

As they released their grip, Hoffmann made a show of closing his book and setting it down on the bench beside him. This was no idle gesture; it was a carefully choreographed signal that Joost Van Gastel – or whoever he truly was – would recognize instantly. The book's title, "The Client Killer", was an innocuous enough choice, but its author and subject matter held significance for those in the know.

"So, Joost," Hoffmann began, leaning back against the bench with a relaxed air that belied the tension coiling within him, "what brings you to Aachen on such a fine day?"

Van Gastel mirrored Hoffmann's pose, one leg crossed over the other as he considered his response. "Business, mostly," he said after a pause. "But I must confess, I've always found this city rather... captivating. The way it blends history and modernity so seamlessly – it's quite inspiring, don't you think?"

Hoffmann nodded again, but his mind was already racing with the implications of Van Gastel's words. Business, indeed; but what kind? And why had they chosen to meet here, in this quiet little park nestled between a cemetery and a public garden?

As if sensing Hoffmann's growing unease, Van Gastel leaned forward slightly, lowering his voice conspiratorially. "You know, Benjamin, I've been doing some... research lately," he said, his eyes flicking briefly to the book on the bench beside them. "Some rather fascinating discoveries, actually."

And with that, Hoffmann knew it was time. He reached for his book, flipping it open to a page where he had carefully tucked a small, folded note – instructions for retrieving the package from a locker in Bremerhaven central station, their next point of contact, should they need it.

As Hoffmann handed over the folded note, he caught sight of something tucked into Van Gastel's breast pocket: a small and delicate, rectangular device, no larger than a matchbox. It took him only a moment to realize what it was – a recording device, designed to capture their conversation in exquisite detail.

Hoffmann felt a flicker of irritation at this unexpected intrusion but remained unruffled on the surface. "I wouldn't bother with that if I were you," he said casually, nodding towards Van Gastel's pocket. "These benches are old; who knows what kind of interference they might cause."

Van Gastel hesitated for a moment before reaching into his pocket and removing the device, turning it over in his hands as if contemplating Hoffmann's words. Then, with a small smile, he pressed a button on its side, deactivating it. "You're right, of course," he said, tucking the device away once more. "Better safe than sorry."

With that potential obstacle removed, Hoffmann felt more at ease. He leaned back against the bench, eyes scanning the park's perimeter as if admiring the view while subtly ensuring no prying ears were within earshot.

"Now," he began, lowering his voice to barely above a whisper, "what do you have for me?"

Van Gastel mirrored Hoffmann's stealthy posture, his gaze never wavering from his counterpart's face. "I've managed to secure some intel on the new pipeline project they're planning down south," he murmured in return. "Seems there's a disagreement among certain parties as to how best to proceed."

Hoffmann's expression remained unchanged, but inwardly, he felt a pang of unease. The pipeline project was no small matter; any discord within its ranks could spell disaster for everyone involved.

"Disagreement?" he echoed carefully. "Or something more sinister?"

Van Gastel's smile didn't quite reach his eyes. "Ah, now that would be telling, wouldn't it?" He leaned in slightly, as if sharing a secret. "Let's just say there are those who feel the current trajectory is somewhat misguided."

Hoffmann knew better than to press further on this sensitive topic, at least for now. Instead, he reached into his coat pocket and withdrew a small envelope, pressing it discreetly into Van Gastel's hand.

"This," he said quietly, "should help facilitate some of those discussions you mentioned."

Van Gastel opened the envelope just enough to glimpse its contents – a few thousand euros in cash – before tucking it away again. He gave Hoffmann a single, curt nod of understanding.

"Excellent," Van Gastel whispered, rising from the bench and buttoning his coat against the gathering chill. "I'll be in touch soon, Benjamin."

With that, he turned on his heel and strode purposefully away, leaving Hoffmann alone once more on the bench. As Van Gastel's figure retreated into the distance, Hoffmann reached for his book, flipping it open to a fresh page upon which to await his next summons.

Chapter 2: Cognito Solutions GmbH

Benjamin Hoffmann had no pressing desire to rush back to his home in Bremen just yet. Now in his late forties, he had been married twice before - both unions casualties of the secrets he kept and the absences his work required. The experience had left him wary of permanent ties. Instead, he maintained a steady, if somewhat transient, relationship with a woman who understood and appreciated his nomadic lifestyle.

Born and raised in the small Brandenburg village of Wiesengrund, Hoffmann's childhood home was now little more than a fading memory. Once bustling with over two thousand inhabitants, the village had seen its population dwindle steadily over the years until it numbered barely more than a thousand souls. As a teenager, Hoffmann had yearned for the wider world beyond Wiesengrund's narrow streets; and upon graduating from university in Hamburg, he'd made good on that long-held desire, putting down roots in Bremen.

His professional life had followed a similarly meandering path. After graduating, Hoffmann had taken up a series of jobs, each one more tenuous than the last. First as an intern at a local newspaper, then as a freelance photographer, and finally as a low-level operative for a shadowy organization whose true purpose he'd only come to understand much later. Each position had taught him valuable lessons – about adaptability, about resilience, and above all else, about the importance of cultivating one's network.

It was during his time working freelance that Hoffmann had first encountered Michal Beneš, a sharp-witted Czech operative with whom he'd struck up an instant rapport. Under Beneš's tutelage, Hoffmann's horizons had been broadened considerably; he'd begun to see the world not merely as it appeared on the surface, but rather through the lens of power and influence, of secrets and intrigue.

And so, Hoffmann had stepped into the grey area – that murky, uncertain realm where facts blurred into fiction and truth gave way to expediency. In this new line of work, he'd discovered a calling, a sense of purpose that went far beyond merely paying his bills.

He was, in his own quiet way, a man of consequence; and though few outside his closest circle might ever realize it, Benjamin Hoffmann's influence would be felt for years to come.

As twilight descended upon the park, Hoffmann's photographer's eye noticed the light beginning to fade. He marked his page with care before closing his book, rising from the bench with an almost imperceptible sigh. His stride was measured, neither hurried nor hesitant, as he made his way towards the car parked four blocks away.

Eyes scanning the scene before him without seeming to do so, Hoffmann took in every detail of his surroundings – a habit born not merely of caution but also from years spent behind a camera lens. The rustle of leaves overhead, the soft murmur of distant traffic, even the faintest hint of movement from the corners of his vision: all were noted and cataloged in that silent, observant mind.

And yet, despite this heightened awareness, Hoffmann gave no outward sign of vigilance or concern. His expression remained placid, his shoulders loose – a picture of unhurried calm. Only when he reached his car did he allow himself the briefest flicker of tension: a quick glance around to ensure no prying eyes had followed him, before slipping behind the wheel and disappearing into the gathering dusk.

Before reaching his car, Hoffmann deliberately veered off course, taking a leisurely stroll down an adjacent alleyway. The air here was cooler, heavier, laden with the scent of damp earth. His footsteps echoed softly against the cobblestones as he walked, each step deliberate yet unhurried.

He scanned every doorway, every window, his gaze lingering on shadows and half-seen movements until he was satisfied that no threats lurked nearby. The silence pressed in around him, punctuated only by the distant rumble of a passing train and the faint chirping of unseen birds.

As he rounded the final bend towards his car, Hoffmann allowed himself a brief moment of relief – just long enough for his shoulders to relax slightly, his breath to ease from its unconsciously held tension. Then, with practiced efficiency, he unlocked the driver's door, slid behind the wheel, and brought the engine to life.

A single glance in the rearview mirror confirmed that no unseen observers had followed him, before Hoffmann put the car into gear and pulled smoothly away from the curb. He drove without haste or urgency, his eyes on the road ahead yet his mind ever-vigilant for any signs of pursuit.

It was only as he merged onto the autobahn, the city's lights falling away behind him, that Hoffmann allowed himself to truly relax. His thumb found the dial, and the hushed static of the road was replaced by the solemn, resonant lines of a Bach Cello Suite. His grip on the steering wheel eased, his shoulders dropped, and a faint smile touched the corners of his mouth. The intricate, ordered beauty of the music began to unscramble the lingering knots of tension in his mind. Another successful operation completed; another victory for caution and vigilance over carelessness and complacency.

Tucked away in the quiet while leafy neighborhood of Borgfeld, on Bremen's southern outskirts, lay Hoffmann's unassuming yet perfectly suited home office. The two-family house he'd purchased years ago was nestled amongst similarly quaint residences, buffered from the city's hubbub by a verdant park and the serene expanse of the University of Bremen campus.

Unlike many of his peers in the consulting business, Hoffmann had little need for an expensive office location in city center. His clients – a discreet clientele consisting largely of fellow freelancers, small businesses, and select corporations seeking personalized, off-the-books solutions – rarely, if ever, darkened his doorstep. Instead, they communicated with him via encrypted messaging platforms or secure video conferencing tools, benefiting from the convenience of remote communication to the fuss of an in-person meeting.
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