
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Cologne Infernal

        

        
        
          JK Lang

        

        
          Published by JK Lang, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      COLOGNE INFERNAL

    

    
      First edition. April 21, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 JK Lang.

    

    
    
      Written by JK Lang.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Cologne Infernal

A Novel by JK Lang



Blurb

FOR CENTURIES, A DEADLY secret has lain hidden within Cologne Cathedral. 

When a cryptic medieval message is discovered during the construction of the new tower entrance, events spiral out of control — right at the start of street carnival in 2009. 

Young American symbologist Claire and her Cologne friend Gereon are thrust into a breathless chase through the old city. An ancient threat awakens, and suddenly not only the cathedral, but the entire city of Cologne stands on the brink of disaster. 

Full of local color, black humor, and historical depth — a thriller that reveals a side of Cologne you’d rather not know.
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Chapter 1
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University of Cologne, Dean’s Office

Thursday evening, February 19, 2009

Professor Magnus Berger stared in horror at the blood dripping from his fingers onto the parquet floor. He lay writhing in pain beneath his desk, only dimly aware of the heavy medieval crucifix above him — the same one his attacker had used to crush his fingertips before setting it back down. He had little time left to spare his son a similar fate and to save his life’s work. Not only were his fingers shattered — his heart was tearing him apart from the inside.

It had grown dark over Cologne, the proud cathedral city on the Rhine that had witnessed centuries of glory and misery. Yet on this particular day of the year, the city had always managed to cloak its darkest corners in a colorful, exuberant mantle. That mantle helped residents and visitors defy the gray melancholy of winter and infuse life with a joy that was often wet and cheerful. Anyone who had experienced the opening of Cologne’s street carnival at 11:11 a.m. was now celebrating boisterously in one of the countless pubs, singing through the streets with old or new friends, or already sleeping off their hangover.

One place, however, had been spared the evening revelry. In the empty main building of the venerable university, only a few lights still burned. One of them shone from a solitary desk lamp onto the heavy wooden desk in the wood-paneled dean’s office. Directly in front of it, Professor Magnus Berger sat tensely in his chair, staring at the desktop and searching for a way out of the many problems that had piled up in his life over the past few hours. Never in his sixty-three years had he found himself in such a desperate situation.

His gaze fell on the silver picture frame in front of him. What on earth had his son been thinking when he casually sent him such an important message and then became unreachable? Who was this woman he mentioned, and what exactly had happened in the last few hours? And why did his entire life’s work suddenly seem to be falling apart? As the crowning disaster, he had been feeling a stabbing pain in his chest for hours that he had tried unsuccessfully to ignore.

Perhaps it was all just a big misunderstanding or a failed student prank. Perhaps a massive catastrophe was brewing for the entire city. To prevent it, he had to reach his son immediately. Or he had to pull himself together, organize his thoughts, and examine the events of the past hours more closely.

Lost deep in thought, there was a knock at the door. Professor Berger flinched as a fresh wave of pain shot through his chest and spread through his entire body. He turned pale, his pupils contracted, and he groaned so loudly on the exhale that the sound echoed through the high room. It took several breaths before he could murmur a quick prayer that, for reasons of time, had to replace a visit to the doctor.

The knocking at the door grew louder and more urgent. Professor Berger raised his head and wondered if it could be his son. But Gereon would not knock like that. In fact, he probably wouldn’t come to his office at all. Berger turned his gaze away from the door and closed his eyes. “There’s no one here!” he barked at the intruder outside. But even speaking loudly sent another stab through his heart.

The knocking grew louder still, and a voice joined in: “Are you still there? It’s important — really urgent!” called the person while the door handle rattled up and down.

Berger hesitated and looked angrily at the door. “Didn’t you hear me? It’s closed. Come back next week!”

“Thank goodness I still caught you, colleague. It’s me — please open the door quickly!” the voice outside called again.

The dean’s face twisted. “Rottmann?” His overeager younger colleague was the last person he needed right now. “Not now! This is really not a good time!”

Professor Rottmann was undoubtedly a brilliant scholar and a popular lecturer, but also a man whose company the dean rarely sought — especially not on this late evening. He mastered his subject excellently, but personally he remained a mystery, an eccentric. Among the faculty he was considered a withdrawn oddball and a mama’s boy. It was another mystery of this crazy day that this man should appear at his door right now.

“Good thing I found you still in your office! I absolutely must speak with you! Please open the door!” Rottmann’s voice rang out again. Berger glared at the door and heard the knocking intensify. Shaking his head, he put on his large silver glasses, rose heavily from his desk, and walked with unsteady steps toward the locked door to send his colleague away.

The tall dean opened the door a crack. Blinded by the bright light from the wide, neon-lit corridor, he frowned and squinted. “Rottmann, what on earth are you doing here at this hour? You’ve come at a very bad time!” Berger had to pause briefly to catch his breath and let his eyes adjust to the brightness. “Let’s talk next week if we must. But right now I really need some peace.”

“But, dear colleague, please believe me — it’s extremely important, otherwise I wouldn’t have disturbed you,” Rottmann insisted, already pushing his way through the door. Since Berger hadn’t reacted quickly enough, he could only step aside as his colleague staggered backward into the darkness of the large office, searching for something to hold on to.

“You won’t believe what we have for you,” Professor Rottmann said eagerly, stepping forward, while at the same time noticing the pitiful sight the dean presented. While the high, wood-paneled walls adorned with old paintings of churches and Christian motifs faded into darkness above, Berger stood in his slightly worn brown suit, wretched and lost, arms hanging limply at his sides. Youthful vigor could hardly be expected from a nearly retired church historian with no sporting ambitions. But his heavy, hunched body and shaky gait struck even Rottmann in his excitement. “Is everything all right with you?”

Before Berger could answer, another voice cut in from behind him. “Enough said!” it interrupted in a harsh tone with a throaty, staccato accent and a dark Slavic lilt. “It’s already late. And there are lunatics everywhere outside! Let’s get straight to the point!” The dean flinched and swung his head around.

“Wait a moment, I’ll explain everything to you right away,” interjected Professor Rottmann, trying to defuse the situation. But before he could continue, the man with the accent had already stepped between the two professors. “We need to talk urgently, even if you were already asleep.” With a dismissive glance, the man quickly scanned the room, studied the dean, and then looked him straight in the eye.

Berger visibly struggled to compose himself. “Asleep? What do you mean...?” For a moment he had to collect his thoughts. “And who gives you the right to...? Leave immediately, both of you!” Although his voice grew louder, his breathing was just as labored as the shuffling steps with which he continued to back away. He couldn’t help but bend forward even further. The pain in his chest returned.

“But my dear colleague,” Rottmann interjected again from the side and came closer, “don’t worry. And please, just listen to him first.” Rottmann tried to approach Berger helpfully.

But Berger narrowed his eyes and fixed his colleague with a stern gaze. “Rottmann, there will be consequences for this!”

While the fellow professor immediately froze, his companion took over the conversation. “Listen. I know perfectly well that today was a difficult day for you!” Berger stared at the intruder in disbelief, without reacting. “A few things have happened. And for those things I’m only missing a few small pieces of information.” He positioned himself directly in front of the dean and looked the exhausted man straight in the eyes. His dark eyes flashed as he raised his black eyebrows. “It won’t even be to your disadvantage if you give me that information.”

Berger’s face fell. His heart felt as if it were being squeezed by a cold iron hand, and his hot blood pounded up into his throat. In horror he stared at the darkly dressed man, whose face kept blurring before his eyes. Everything was spinning. As he reached out to steady himself on the nearby desk, his foot dragged across the floor and caught on the edge of the carpet. Searching for support, he flailed his arms and knocked against the large medieval crucifix standing on the desk. Rottmann saw the valuable artwork begin to tip, recognized the danger, and screamed from a distance. While Berger clung desperately to the desk for support, the crucifix teetered and was about to fall when a gloved hand suddenly shot forward and caught it.

Magnus Berger gasped for air while his skin turned deathly pale and clammy. Bent over, eyes squeezed shut, beads of sweat on his forehead, stabbing pain in his chest, and a pounding heart, he clung to the desk. In the background Rottmann breathed a sigh of relief.

“But Professor, you really don’t look well,” the man with the heavy Slavic accent continued, carefully setting the crucifix back on the desk. “Let’s quickly talk about your old church and what happened to it today! Then I’ll leave you in peace and you can recover properly.”

Professor Berger’s pale face flushed with feverish red. In him, the devout church historian, anger — one of the seven deadly sins — began to rise. And of all moments, in the greatest confusion and vulnerability, this was the worst possible time for brazen interruptions and shameless provocations. Still, it was a commandment of his faith to endure this trial without succumbing to temptation and sinning. So Magnus took a deep breath. He closed his eyes and focused on the pain in his chest that threatened to tear him apart. This was not the time to deal with the insolent intruder. Other things were more important. It took a while before he was calm enough to speak the right words clearly and with self-control: “Listen! You will leave my office immediately! You have no right to ambush me here. I did not invite you in, and therefore I will throw you out — both of you. Get out right now!” Magnus Berger was astonished and pleased at the same time by his newly discovered resolute way of handling divine trials.

Under Rottmann’s horrified gaze, his companion now stepped slightly smiling close to Berger. With one hand he first patted Berger’s shoulder. Then he tapped him with the gloved hand on the neck and suddenly held him there firmly. Berger’s eyes widened. Paralyzed, he stared at the man, who had a dark complexion, perfectly groomed black hair, and a neatly trimmed full beard. Under a long brown wool coat he wore a perfectly fitting dark suit and a black, silky turtleneck sweater with the embroidered initials “ZZ” visible. From close range the man opened his mouth and whispered slowly into the dean’s ear with a suffering expression: “Professor, you are making a big mistake right now, because unfortunately you misjudge the situation. The fact is, you know something I absolutely need to know. Either we understand each other as good friends and you tell me everything. Or we will find a very different way to make you talk.” To conclude his short speech he released Berger’s neck, lowered his hand, and patted the professor’s shoulder.

While his ears began to burn, Berger’s satisfaction with his own handling of divine trials had long since vanished: “What gives you the right to ambush me like this and then threaten me in my own office? If you don’t leave immediately, I will ...”

While Professor Berger had to pause briefly to forget the pain and finish the sentence, the man once again reached for the crucifix, weighed it in his hand, and examined it. Berger fell silent, while Rottmann now also stared at the crucifix and began to whimper.

“But Professor, you complain of being threatened and now you are threatening me?” the man interrupted him in a mocking tone. “Do you really want me to get angry with you? I only came as a friend and merely asked you for a few pieces of information. Be so kind and give me what I want. I’m only missing a few details about today’s events. Help me fill in these gaps.”

“I definitely will not help you with anything, you ... you ...!” the enraged Berger replied. “I’m calling the police right now!”

“Let’s all sit down and calm down first, shall we? Then everything will become clear,” Rottmann interjected soothingly, coming closer. “And please put the crucifix back down — it’s very valuable!” But Rottmann’s words found no attention in the tense situation.

Instead, the man tightened his grip on the crucifix and raised it higher. “Have you finally understood, or do I have to be clearer? I want to know what happened today. I want to know what’s in that message. I want to know what you know — or your son, or that woman!”

The dean barely listened as he stared deep into the intruder’s dark, flashing devil’s eyes. The piercing gaze the man returned bored into Magnus’s brain like a wake-up call, which immediately began to free itself and disentangle the fragments of the day’s thoughts.

Slowly, like a steam locomotive starting up, his thoughts accelerated. Who was this stranger? Why was he interested in today’s events? And were they even the same events he himself was interested in? And how did he come to look for the answers specifically with him? Where did this man come from and why was he so brazen and brutal? And what did colleague Rottmann have to do with all this?

While the questions and problems of the day piled even higher, the thoughts of the old locomotive also snorted faster and faster.

Could this man perhaps be the key to the events of the past day? Could he be the missing piece of the puzzle? This man knew a lot — he knew his son ... and also the woman ... Magnus Berger froze at his own thoughts. Had the man just said “son”?

Right in the middle of the great crescendo in the dean’s head, a trombone honked, after which the imaginary musicians fell silent in a wailing discord. Magnus flinched, matching the renewed pain in his chest.

How the hell could this man know his son? In Magnus’s head everything began to spin.

Did the dean want to rise from the desktop earlier? Now he clung even tighter so as not to be dragged deeper into the abyss. “Leave my son out of this!” came surprisingly clearly from his petrified throat.

Now it was the stranger who hesitated for a tiny moment. He had come so close that Magnus Berger could see his face clearly. His narrow nose rose prominently above the stern folds of his mouth. In his features Magnus noticed a tiny twitch beneath the eyes.

“No more games, Professor!” the man snapped at him, making his accent sound harder and more rolling than before. “Tell me immediately what your son and his girlfriend found, or you will regret it.”

In the dean’s head it felt as if the locomotive driver had thrown the train into reverse at full speed. Everything creaked, snorted, and screeched horribly. The train ground sparks with locked and backward-spinning wheels across the rails, trying with all its might to push in the opposite direction. Magnus felt the tension in every fiber of his battered body.

“I’m not saying another word. I’m calling for help right now!” Magnus Berger managed to say with his last strength.

“Don’t do that, or do you want something to happen to your little one?”

“Forget it! I’m not saying anything.”

“Call him and get him here! I need to speak to him immediately!”

“Never! Only over my dead body!”

Suddenly the man picked up the heavy crucifix again, narrowed his eyes with a tense face, and then slammed it down with full force onto the desk — directly onto Professor Magnus Berger’s fingertips. A piercing scream echoed through the high room. The dean collapsed instantly and fell heavily to the floor, losing his glasses and leaving a trail of blood behind him with his shattered fingers. Rottmann also screamed in horror and wanted to help his colleague. But his companion held him back with one hand.

“So you don’t want to talk? Then I’ll have to speak to your son myself. Where can I find him? At home in his apartment?”

The dean crouched on the floor in pain. Images flashed through his head. He didn’t even want to imagine what had just happened to his fingers. They were certainly not only broken; he felt that something even worse had occurred. His heart threatened to burst. As a professor he had spent a lot of time studying tortured heretics and witches in the Middle Ages. He knew the faces of students staring at him in the lecture hall in disbelief and horror when he described the torture procedures in all their details for scientific reasons. It happened again and again that the more sensitive ones would leave the room bent over, hand over their mouths, after only a short time. And yet he explained, to the surprise of those who remained, that many of the victims were able to resist the greatest torments of hell. Legend had it that those who stubbornly refused to the bitter end to reveal secrets or make false confessions had reached a special inner state. Their spirit, it was said, had detached itself from the tortured body even while still alive and risen above it. While the torturer destroyed the body piece by piece, he could not touch the free spirit.

Magnus wondered whether the same fate would befall him in the next moments.

It was undoubtedly a biblical tragedy that this stranger had come out of nowhere, with the treacherous help of his fellow professor, to target his own son. It was almost inconceivable that Gereon should have discovered something that prompted this man to use violence against the father. And it was downright devilish irony that this man had now actually begun to torture him, here and now, in the present.

But it was too late for all thoughts and complaints. For now there was only one single goal. Calmly and clearly he suddenly saw it before him. He forgot the aching chest and the bleeding fingers. It was solely about protecting his own son from this monster. Never, under no circumstances, would he tell this man what he had recently learned from his son. Never, under any torture, would he let his son walk into a trap. Never, until his dying breath, would he do anything to further endanger his son.

Berger now knew how the spirit could detach itself from the tortured body even while still alive and rise above it. Although his blood boiled shrill and hot in his veins and ran from his fingers, he searched for a ruse. He had to find the right words to get rid of the man and at the same time protect his son. And it didn’t bother him in the slightest if a lie was necessary to lead the torturer astray.

Mary, Mother of God, forgive me!

The dean felt no pain, opened his eyes and looked at the attacker with a clear, honest gaze and a relaxed face. “You are probably right. Unfortunately I can’t tell you any more, but my son knows everything. He is waiting for me downstairs by the car. We wanted to leave earlier. Perhaps you can still catch him there if you hurry.”

The man hesitated, carefully set the crucifix back on the desk, pulled a white cloth handkerchief from his jacket and cleaned the blood splatters from his gloves. He looked Berger straight in the eyes with a serious, scrutinizing gaze and frowned briefly. “I won’t do anything to your son,” he promised the dean in an honest voice. “Believe me. All I need is information.”

Of course!

“Stay lying down,” said the man as he backed away. “When I have what I need, I’ll also call you an ambulance.” On the way out he ordered the still whimpering Rottmann to come with him.

Magnus groaned and carefully touched his chest with his uninjured hand. He knew he had won. Even if his body was about to lose.

⏳

To understand which questions tormented Professor Magnus Berger, what motive drove the two uninvited visitors and how Berger’s son and his girlfriend are involved, we now jump back almost five centuries in the story. Only the place remains the same, even if it was called something different at the time.
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Chapter 2
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Coellen, Melaten Field, 1520

Martin rubbed his face in despair, mixing his tears with the dirt of the street into a sticky, bloody mess. He writhed on the ground like a madman. From all the filth and misery, only his inflamed red eyes stood out. His fists were raw and bleeding, and his stomach felt as if it had just been impaled. Yet that was nothing compared to what his brother was enduring right now.

Martin could still remember exactly how proud and happy he had been. It was barely three years ago that he and his little brother had come here. The two of them had finally made it. They had overcome resistance from their family and brushed aside the doubts of their friends. They had put everything on one card and set out to begin a new life. A dream had come true for them that others only dared to dream. They had moved to the greatest city in the world. They had traded the old-fashioned life in the countryside for that of a pulsating metropolis. They had come to Coellen!

Apart from Rome perhaps, Coellen had grown in recent decades into the most fashionable and fastest-growing city in the world. And not only that — Coellen was also the greatest visitor magnet imaginable. In the countryside, every single traveler was an attraction who passed by and told his story. But here, not just dozens or hundreds, but thousands of people from all over the world came and went every single day. And not without reason. Nothing north of the Alps — no city, no country, no kingdom — had as much to offer as Coellen. People crowded the streets to queue for the most magnificent things the world had to offer.

Of course, this bustle also rubbed off on the people who lived here. It seemed as if the many tourists not only worshipped the treasures and relics to be admired in the countless churches, but also the people of Coellen themselves.

Whoever makes it here can make it anywhere!

Being from Cologne made everyone else who came from far away turn green with envy. The proud citizens of Coellen were citizens of the world! And Martin and Peter finally belonged.

Martin often told the story of the first time he had seen Coellen from a distance. A mighty city wall, larger than any other building he had ever known, stretched from right to left across the entire horizon. A whole sea of gates, church towers, and ornately decorated buildings spilled over the wall like boiling porridge over the rim of a pot. And it was just as wild once they had passed through the city gate. Coellen was enormous. So enormous that the incredibly large city wall enclosed not only houses but even extensive fields and meadows. It was a place of luxury and abundance. The closer they came to the center of the city, the more the pulse of this metropolis drew them into its spell.

All those people simply walking around here!

The brothers marveled at how many people seemed to have no work to do in the middle of the day — at least not the kind of work they knew. On the great road leading them toward the city center, it was as busy as an anthill.

People, errand boys, traders with horse-drawn carts, women with pots and linen cloths, and playing children hurried in every direction. And through it all, proud riders in shining garments forced their way, whistling and calling. Martin and Peter grinned at each other and could hardly believe their eyes. Here on the street there was more commotion than at the village fair back home. They were right in the middle of it. And yet no one seemed to notice them.

“I think we’re in the right place!” Peter knew their new life was beginning here and now.

Martin sighed: “I hope they still have room for us.”

Peter laughed: “Of course they do!”

It wasn’t quite that simple, but with a bit of luck and the right means it took only a few months for them to feel at home in Coellen. Although he was only in his early twenties, Martin had already worked as a teacher in the village for some time and led the choir in church. He had taught himself Latin from the Bible. And he had learned to read music, even though the church had no organ and he himself had never held any instrument other than a self-made flute. Word of the prodigy spread. Even the local priest reluctantly wrote a recommendation so that no less than the territorial prince provided a letter of recommendation for Martin. The lad, everyone agreed, had to be sent to the city to study!

When a childless uncle finally decided to contribute a handsome sum as tuition, Martin seized the opportunity and tried to persuade his brother to join him in venturing out into the world. Far from the safety of home, the two could at least look after each other. And since one room was enough for both, the costs would hardly be any higher.

It took Martin half a year to convince his parents. In the hope that two clever sons would one day return and bring honor and prosperity to the family, they let the boys go.

Martin had settled in well at the university. Although he was a little older than some of his fellow students, he used his age to take on some work for the professors and thereby improve his own livelihood. Perhaps it was still a bit early, but if he was honest, he saw his future here. With hard work and a little luck, he himself might one day become a professor — preferably right here in Coellen. For the Universitas Studii Coloniensis was undoubtedly one of the greatest universities in the world. Unlike others founded by princes, kings, or bishops who wanted to stamp their own mark on the next generation, it had been founded by the proud citizens of Coellen themselves. Knowledge stood at the center. Martin was enthralled by the Coellen way of life, the pursuit of knowledge and freedom.

Peter had also landed well. Studying was out of the question for him, but he had found work that he truly loved. On a walk through the middle of Coellen, the revelation had come to him. He had already noticed that practically every shopkeeper advertised for customers with signs. In the street of the sign painters he saw with what devotion the most lavish scripts with beautiful decorations were combined into large signs. It had also not escaped him that the sign painters seemed to have a great deal of fun at their work. This work had nothing to do with the exhausting, back-breaking trades he knew from home. This was the future of work. Having fun, hatching ideas, chatting with others, and finally creating a wonderful sign at the table in the heated parlor that many people would enjoy.

But the most spectacular thing about Coellen was neither the university nor the street of the sign painters. And once you had walked through it, you quickly got used to the impressive city wall. An endless stream of visitors and pilgrims made it abundantly clear that the High Cathedral of Saint Peter — short, simple, and affectionately called the Dom — was the center of the city. It was the largest building in the world, at least once it was completed.

For more than two hundred and fifty years, people had been busily building the greatest cathedral in the world. The rear part of the church, with its very impressive crown of chapels and breathtaking windows in the upper choir, had long been finished. Now work was going on everywhere on the nave, the side aisles, and one of the two gigantic towers.

Every visitor who looked at the great construction site was left breathless. Martin and Peter often made a game of watching pilgrims on Sundays. They positioned themselves on the high old Roman road so that they saw the faces of the visitors at the exact moment they first caught sight of the building. They were greatly amused by the different grimaces. Some people laughed, some whistled. Children clapped their hands. But the most beautiful were those whose eyes grew wider and wider while their jaws dropped lower and lower.

The old, cheerful widow with whom the two had rented a chamber — as tiny as she herself — often complained about the Dom. She was sure that progress on the cathedral was too slow. The huge tower of the Dom, crowned with a wooden crane, had looked exactly the same in her childhood as it did today. Yet the activity at the construction site clearly indicated lively building work. Moreover, the Dom offered more than enough corners where elaborately decorated, multi-ton stones had to be stacked on top of each other. Building a structure of such dimensions required patience and perseverance. Given the dramatic advances in all areas of life, it was only to be expected that building activity would accelerate significantly over time. So it could not be long before the Dom stood in its completed glory.

Of course, one could see that the building came from another era. The heavy proportions and the ponderous pointed arches seemed somehow old-fashioned. And if it had been up to Peter, the building plans would have been quickly updated. Classical forms, round arches, slender columns, and rich ornaments would have been more fashionable. On the other hand, it was not a good idea to change the style of the building in the middle of construction. This church would probably still stand in its place in fifty, a hundred, or even two hundred years, even if fashion had changed in the meantime.

Besides, the stone shell was only one aspect of what drew visitors in droves. After all, the Dom had been planned in this form to serve as a worthy repository for a shrine. Martin and Peter agreed that this shrine, which contained the bones of the Three Holy Kings, was the most beautiful work of art on earth. It was a jewel of goldsmithing, a large sarcophagus covered with artfully crafted figures and precious stones. It was the most valuable container in the entire church, a treasure of immeasurable worth. From a distance it already shone at the visitors in the dark nave — only dimly lit by the colored windows of the upper choir — like a mystical, artificial sun. The completed Dom would provide the perfect setting for this shrine, which over the past centuries had already drawn incredible crowds to Coellen; over time there must have been millions, and the numbers kept growing.

Overall, the world was on the move and Coellen was leading the way. In just a few years, so much had changed completely. The horrors of the past had been overcome. Diseases like the plague had been defeated once and for all. Everything was becoming cleaner and more modern. Education and prosperity could be seen at every street corner. New ideas and new possibilities were sprouting everywhere, things people could only have dreamed of before. Some of the old people might have problems with it. For the young and for everyone the two brothers knew, the many developments and discoveries of recent years meant an awakening into a new, better world.

As if!

Martin writhed, curled up on the dusty ground of the Melaten court, and coughed. The crowd beside him roared. Many held torches and cheered on the executioners in a bloodthirsty frenzy. This was not how Martin had imagined a new, better world. There was nothing he could do for his poor brother!

NOTHING!

Martin and Peter had spent a lot of time imagining the adventures of the seafarers. With the new western route to India they had discovered completely new territories of gigantic dimensions — areas no one could have even suspected a short time ago. Even now it was hard to imagine what unimaginable possibilities these discoveries would still bring. The riches and treasures the explorers brought back from their voyages were already legendary. In the future even more would surely come from the New World.

But even within Europe the world was standing on its head. Printing, for example, had already fundamentally changed the lives of all civilized people. The changes at the university were even greater. Of course there were still old manuscripts everywhere. But Martin and Peter smiled at the absurd thought that paper had had to be written by hand just a few decades earlier. Today books were produced in such large quantities that thousands of readers had access to the same information. Never before in human history had it been easier to reach so many other people so quickly with one’s ideas.

Martin and Peter were thrilled that they were allowed to witness all these innovations and discoveries. They were glad they did not have to live far away like their parents or grandparents. Life had never been better than it was today! One could almost shout with joy at being alive here and now!!!

UNTIL SIX WEEKS AGO. To be precise, until a beautiful Sunday morning in September. The sun was shining and the first golden leaves on the trees formed a wonderful backdrop for the Dom. Martin and Peter were just about to settle down to watch new pilgrims when they noticed a crowd of people right at the cathedral square. As they drew closer, they heard a man shouting loudly. They pushed through the crowd and saw a man of the church gesticulating wildly and yelling. Blasphemy and heresy, he kept shouting. In front of him he had lit a few pieces of wood. He held up a printed book and suddenly tore out several pages. With the words that this book was treason against the church, he held the sheets over the fire. They flared up brightly. Just before the flames reached his fingers, he let the flying scraps of paper burn out. He continued with more pages from the book.

The crowd murmured. Every time he offered new pages to the flames, a loud “Aaahhh” went through the crowd. Martin noticed how the mood slowly changed. Apparently some of those who, like the brothers, had only happened upon the scene by chance now began to join in the chanting. The fire and the shouting of the churchman had their effect. The people were drawn more and more into his spell. The fire burned brighter and brighter. And the surrounding crowd grew equally excited.

Martin dared to ask a man beside him, “What book are they burning?”

The man shrugged. He had no idea, but watched the spectacle with curiosity nonetheless. The second man finally knew what it was about:

“Some monk who has different views from the church.”

Martin and Peter looked at each other questioningly.

A monk with new ideas? The brothers’ interest was piqued.

It took only a few days for Martin to learn more about this monk at the university. He even managed to borrow one of the books that had been burned at the cathedral from another student.

Martin and Peter read Luther’s theses aloud to each other by the flickering candlelight all night long.

But why had the church burned this book? The man’s views actually seemed quite reasonable. That one could not wash away sins with money made perfect sense to both of them. Why shouldn’t the church renew itself as well? And why shouldn’t this time of so many changes in the world also be the perfect moment to undertake such a renewal?

Peter became completely absorbed in what he had read. For days he discussed nothing else with his colleagues at the sign painter’s and in the evenings with his brother. Martin tried to calm him down. He promised to get new books as soon as they were available. He promised to ask his professors what they thought of the theses.

But that was not enough for Peter. The following Sunday, when the two brothers attended mass in the cathedral, the unimaginable happened: Peter turned away during the elevation of the host and muttered something about Reformation!

The priest noticed and flew into a rage. After the service he rushed to the door and grabbed Peter by the collar. Swiss guards stormed in almost silently, seized Peter, and threw him into prison.

Martin tried with angelic patience to reason with the priest. But the priest was in no mood for jokes. Peter had desecrated the cathedral with his heretical behavior and insulted the Roman Church. Martin tried to change his brother’s fate through his professors. But that too was in vain. In the end they took the same position as the church. Blasphemous behavior and heresy had to be punished.

Martin had eaten nothing for days when the verdict knocked the ground out from under his feet.

The roaring and screaming of the crowd deafened Martin. His field of vision narrowed to his brother’s feet. He recognized the shape of the toes that looked so similar to his father’s and his own. Among hundreds of bare feet he would have recognized his brother’s feet. With tears in his eyes he stared at the skin of the twitching feet that gradually grew darker. The man next to Martin gripped his upper arm more tightly to hold him. He saw the skin on the feet. It was the skin of a bird being roasted in the oven. Martin was paralyzed. The false image lasted only a moment. The next moment the skin charred and burst open.

NO! WHAT ARE THEY DOING?!

The view opened onto wet, bloody muscles. But their moisture quickly evaporated. And the red of the blood grew thicker and darker until finally the first fibers began to turn black and dry, tearing and glowing.

WHAT ARE THEY DOING TO MY BROTHER?!

Martin now let out a single, bone-chilling, deep, desperate scream that sounded in a ghostly way not human, but like a rumbling, apocalyptic primal cry.

AND I BROUGHT HIM HERE!!!

Crushed by infinite guilt, his knees finally gave way. Martin’s body fell to the ground and spared him the sight of the blazing flames. He rolled in the dust that threatened to suffocate him. No more than five meters away, the screams of his burning brother rang through the evening twilight. Screams so piercing that they did not drown in the bustle of the city. They could not drown and they would not drown.

NEVER!

⏳

In truth, Martin will never recover from this traumatic event. On the contrary, it will shape his entire future life and also influence the further fate of the city, right up to the present day. And it is to exactly this present that we now jump back in the story to observe the legacy left behind by Professor Magnus Berger.
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Professor Magnus Berger breathed quickly and shallowly, lying half under his desk in the almost dark office. Without his glasses he could barely see anything, but he knew that Rottmann and his accomplice had disappeared. He didn’t have much time. While he had pulled his bleeding hand protectively against his body, he groped for support with the other. But he didn’t get far. Every breath hurt. Every movement brought him hellish agony. His hand felt as if it would burst at any moment, just like his chest. Like a helpless, blind beetle he lay on the floor, unable to move, condemned to death.

What incredible irony of fate!

He had never imagined his life would end this way. For so many years he had carried the burden on his shoulders that was now crushing him. The secret he had guarded had shaped almost his entire life. He had kept it, without regard for himself or for those he loved and knew. He had done it willingly to protect many others — people he didn’t know and people who had no idea what he was doing. But now, after all these years, or to be precise after hundreds of years, his secret was beginning to falter. He had not seen this day coming and even now he was unable to grasp the events or avert the looming disaster. All that remained for him was to leave people in their ignorance!

Help, Lord Jesus, help!

But it wasn’t over yet. Desperately he thought of his son, who was now in the greatest danger. He had managed to send the two madmen on a wild-goose chase. Yet his lie would only hold for a few minutes.

GEREON!

He had tried several times to pass on his legacy to him. He had often wished his son could take over his inheritance. But the right opportunity had never arisen. Gereon was so different from him, with other interests and ideas about life. Again and again he had hoped that his son would reach an age where he would show more understanding for his father’s work. He could have followed in his footsteps and taken over the secret of his life. But that opportunity had never come. Not earlier, and certainly not now.

Why on earth had he never taken Gereon into his confidence?

In pain, Magnus forced himself to concentrate. He had to warn his boy. He had to protect him. And urgently. He paused. Where the hell was the telephone? Why hadn’t he thought of it earlier? He searched for the cable that had to be hanging down from the desk somewhere. But he couldn’t find it. His good old telephone was sitting on top of the desk. Out of reach.

Footsteps?

Magnus froze. A floorboard creaked out in the corridor. Or was it only his own blood roaring in his ears?

His other phone, a mobile, had also been programmed with numbers by his secretary, but at this moment it was exactly where he had last put it — in the inside pocket of his tweed jacket. And that jacket lay exactly where he had placed it earlier: next door in the secretariat.

Magnus closed his eyes. The pressure in his chest grew stronger.

Hold on just a little longer, Magnus!

It was only a matter of time before the intruder from earlier realized he had been lied to. That man was desperate to get to Gereon. But Gereon wasn’t waiting downstairs!

Gereon was in the greatest danger!

Magnus thought feverishly. Actually, his son couldn’t know much — nothing of importance, in any case. He didn’t know the real secret, only a few incidental details, perhaps. But he definitely did not possess the knowledge the brutal madman was after.

Maybe it was actually a good thing he had never taken Gereon into his confidence!

That had kept his son safe so far. A deceptive safety. Because now everything had been thrown into chaos. What was that email his son had sent him a few hours ago really about? Could what he had found possibly be true? Actually not — such coincidences were too unlikely. But what else could it be if not a coincidence? A divine sign? A devilish joke?

Why on earth hadn’t he managed to call his son today? Yet another piece of schizophrenia! Of all people, his son, who constantly walked around with his phone to his ear, had been unreachable this afternoon!

Magnus dimly made out the crucifix on the desk above him.

What kind of game are you playing with me?

He stretched out his hand to reach for the cross. Instantly, the pain in his chest shot through him like a lightning bolt. The dull pressure and sharp stabs nearly robbed him of consciousness.

The heart is giving out!

The dean closed his eyes and clenched his teeth.

Stay calm! You can do this! You have to do this! For Gereon!

At least he had managed to get rid of one madman.

Unbelievable!

But no sooner had he survived the attack than his heart was surrendering.

Just as unbelievable!

This can’t be it yet! Not now! Not yet!

If he couldn’t stand up, maybe he could move sideways? He tried to push off with one leg. His body turned a little. Now he could see under his desk. A little farther... He tried to use his arms for help. If he managed it, he might be able to hide under his desk. With his last strength he pushed his leg farther and began paddling with his uninjured hand.

These pains!

There! Was that his glasses? The stabbing pressure exploded in his chest. He grabbed them and groaned.

Why am I breathing faster and faster?

Why is my heart pounding so loudly?

Slow down! ... Just slow down! ... Slow down!

He crawled under the desk and finally spotted the metal frame of his glasses. He finally had them in his hand! He clenched his teeth as he raised his arm to bring them to his head. At least now he would be able to see again. Hopefully they were still intact.

Magnus opened his eyes and cried out. At the last second he stopped the hand holding the letter opener that was coming straight at his eye.

Not the glasses!

Lord Jesus, do you want me to stab myself?

He had been missing his old-fashioned letter opener from the desk for days. He couldn’t even remember ever having used it. But it looked good with its marble handle, made from the same marble as the stand it rested in. It had been a gift and had sat quite properly on his desk. Now the letter opener had become a weapon. A weapon Magnus had almost used against his own eye.

Holy Lucia!

Magnus took a deep breath and immediately stopped to escape the pain.

Fate had not been kind to him in the last few hours. But he had to admit that being armed was no disadvantage now. If the man came back, he could at least defend himself. Even if the thought repelled him: he would not hesitate for a second to stab. Sin or no sin...

What was that?

Did he hear a thud from far away? Magnus wasn’t sure. One thing was clear: he didn’t have much time left. He had to do something now. He had to protect his son, warn him somehow. So he had to leave a message — perhaps not only for him. But he had no phone and no pen.

The letter opener!

He carefully turned the turned marble handle in his hand until the sharp, chrome-plated blade pointed downward and his thumb braced the handle from behind.

Then he slammed the blade down onto the old wooden parquet right under his desk. The tip struck the worn floor and left a long, ugly scratch. Despite all the pain, Magnus sighed at the sight of the damage he was causing. At the end of the scratch the letter opener almost slipped from his hand, but he held on grimly.

Another scratch!

The ordeal of defacing the floor on which his feet had spent so much time was wearing him down. The pain had become unbearable. His heart screamed and threatened to explode. Nevertheless, Magnus raised the letter opener again and, with the greatest concentration, scratched more marks into the parquet. One after another.

He had thought about what message he could leave. It must not be something the intruder or his cowardly accomplice could make use of. It had to be a message clear enough to protect his son.

There was so much to say! Where should he begin?

After the fifth scratch a different idea came to him. He set about leaving his legacy. With the letter opener he worked on the floor. He took the time he still had. And he already saw every detail clearly in his mind’s eye. When he was finished, he turned with his last strength onto his side and covered the artwork with his body. Then he took a bloody finger and painted a crucifix on the floor with it — one that looked almost like the letter T.

A long breath escaped his body.

Only the distant laughter of some carnival revelers came through the window, who could not imagine how inappropriate their carefreeness was.

⏳

In complete silence we leave Magnus Berger.

We jump back several centuries to observe Martin at his difficult but helpful work as a plague doctor. After the terrible death of his brother, which now lay seven years in the past, he had left the city of Cologne and was now trying to build a new life in London.
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London, 1527

The stench was appalling. Almost unbearable!

Martin hated having to hold the swollen bulge steady with one hand while carefully positioning the knife with the other. A small cut was usually enough to make the blister burst and send the first drops of yellow pus spraying out in a high arc. He had to be careful not to get any of it on himself. Otherwise he would be the next victim.

Martin therefore cut quickly and decisively into the flesh so that the thick and thin streams of pus, together with the following blood, would drain as cleanly as possible. This moment was always the worst for him. Because the torture often awakened the last reserves of strength in patients who were otherwise miserably wasting away. Most of them could hardly distinguish between the many different pains anyway, so the lack of anesthetic made little difference. But confronted with the horror before their clouded eyes, many would suddenly rear up and flail and kick wildly.

The doctor himself was not spared this particular terror. Martin prepared for his calls as well as he could. Yet every patient visit could also be his last and seal his own fate.

Other plague doctors swore by masks for protection. The most popular were bird masks, which not only kept a distance but also instilled a paralyzing fear in both the disease and the sick. But Martin had no time for such theater. He had developed his own method that had protected him so far and that he would continue to use.

He tied a gauze bandage over his face that he had boiled shortly before and then soaked with a generous splash of schnapps. He got the schnapps from the pub on his street. The fact that the pub owner probably distilled his “special stuff,” as he called it, without a license, with strange ingredients and far too strong, suited Martin perfectly. He had no intention of drinking it. The toothless pub owner only shook his head when he heard what Martin was wasting the schnapps on. But a few coins calmed him down.

Directly beneath the plague boil he was cutting open, he placed a bucket half-filled with straw. Later he would set the straw on fire and burn out the bucket and its contents. He hated it when other doctors simply let the pus spray onto the filthy floor of the wretched hovels where children played or rats scurried about shortly afterward. That was no way to defeat this dreadful disease.

The sickness seemed to feel particularly at home in the dirty, damp alleys down by the river. Just the smell of rotting fish, the mud in the streets, and the slippery coating in the gutters were enough to remind Martin of his horrible work — a job no one envied him for.

Even today there was no sign that this plague would finally pass. First thing that morning he had been called to an area of London that was actually less miserable than the huts by the river. An entire family had apparently fallen ill — the parents and six children. The grandmother had discovered them and, in total panic, had wandered around since dawn begging for help. But neither the surgeon nor any of his assistants had been willing to come here. Martin, on the other hand, knew he could not choose his fate. He had made it this far and he would keep going.

He was on foot. Looking down at his tight woolen breeches, he saw his leather shoes and tried at least to avoid the worst puddles. He carried his doctor’s bag, which held not only the most important instruments — knives, forceps, saws, and needles — but also the bottle of schnapps. As the stench grew stronger, Martin tied the gauze bandage over his mouth and nose while still on the way. Let people think whatever they wanted.

When he arrived, he checked that his gloves were properly fitted and knocked on the door. No one answered. No one opened.

Am I at the right place?

He knocked again. He breathed deeply through his bandage and hoped he had not come too late. The fumes of the schnapps he inhaled were so strong he almost coughed.

Yes!

He pulled a scrap of paper from his bag and compared it with the carved inscription on the beam above the door. Here, at the weaver’s house — a decent brick building — he was definitely at the right address. He glanced at the note once more and put it away. The old woman had written the directions for him in remarkably beautiful, flowing letters. He had great respect for families who could not only read and write but did so with real artistry.

But now was no time for artistic writing. The whole family had supposedly fallen ill with the plague at the same time — very suddenly and very violently. Martin pushed lightly against the dark, weathered wooden door.

Was it locked? Or just stuck?

He was just about to brace his shoulder against it more firmly when the door opened a crack. Martin stumbled and fell against it. For a brief moment he glimpsed a pair of eyes inside, but they vanished instantly. All he heard was a dull thud from within.

Not this as well!

“Excuse me, I’m terribly sorry!” he called into the house. But there was no reply. Cautiously he pushed the wooden door open and saw a young woman lying on the floor behind it. He squeezed into the low, stuffy room. His eyes needed a moment to adjust to the darkness. The small windows were grimy. The morning light coming through the doorway glittered on thousands of dust particles in the air. A goose that was wandering freely around the room hobbled aside, quacking and complaining.

Martin knelt beside the woman he had knocked over. She was beautiful, with long reddish-blonde hair, a fair, even face, and a graceful figure. But she had not taken the fall well. She was breathing quickly and shallowly, her eyes closed. And, what was far worse, she was sweating so heavily all over her body that Martin had never seen anything like it before.

Martin quickly looked around. His eyes had adjusted to the darkness. And his ears told him that several other people in the room needed his help. Three children lay in the bed, soaked in sweat and eerily still. On the floor in front of it lay a hunched, sweating woman who was only twitching slightly. No more than two meters away was another pallet on which a man lay. The light reflected in his sweat as well. In his arms he held two small children with sweet, friendly faces, both drenched. Martin’s heart pounded. A terrible premonition gripped him.

Jesus Christ! Please, let this not be true! Where do I even start?

The young woman on the floor stirred slightly and seemed to be recovering a little from the fall. Martin turned to her and supported her.

“Let me help you up.”

The woman looked at him helplessly with the greenest eyes Martin had ever seen. Eyes that instantly robbed him of speech. But also infinitely sad and tired eyes.

“I was called to help you. Can you understand me?”

The woman needed a second before she nodded wearily. Martin helped her up slowly, supported her, and sat her in the most comfortable place he could see — a rocking chair. She was surprisingly light despite her height. Her wet dress must once have been pretty, decorated with beautiful ribbons.

Probably woven by herself.

Even through his soaked bandage he could smell that something was wrong with the sweat. The odor was horrific.

“What happened? Are you in pain? Can you speak?” Martin was about to ask more when he realized she had begun to answer.

In an infinitely weak and quiet whisper she said to him: “Yesterday evening ... quite suddenly ... one after the other ... this sweat ... and this thirst!”

Martin closed his eyes for a moment. He suspected his worst fears were coming true. The inferno had begun! These people did not have the plague. He would not need to lance and cauterize any boils here. Only the stupid goose, which was still dancing around in the way, looked as if it had pus-filled swellings under its wings.

He had seen enough plague victims in his young life to know that these people were suffering from something else. These people had the worst disease in the world. One against which the chances of surviving the plague seemed almost good.

They had the English sweating sickness!

Full of pity and wanting to make the end a little easier for her, he went to the table and poured the last of the water from a jug into a cup. From his doctor’s bag he took his bottle of schnapps and added a generous splash. He returned to the rocking chair and helped her drink.

“Drink this! You’ll feel better soon!”

He hated having to lie to his patients. Especially when that lie would be the last thing they heard in their lives.

While the young woman sipped greedily from the cup, Martin hurried over to the mother on the floor.

“Can you hear me?” he asked her. At the same time he felt for her carotid artery through his thin kidskin gloves. Nothing! He lifted one eyelid. The eyes remained rolled back and did not react to the light. He pinched her shoulder hard to cause pain. Not a single fiber in her body reacted.

She was still twitching a moment ago!

He rushed to the first child on the bed. No sign of life there either. The same with the second and the third child! Tears sprang to his eyes. What a lovely family with beautiful children. All dead!

He moved on to the father, who was still clutching the two children tightly in his arms. His earlier fear was confirmed here too.

I came too late!

“Jesus Christ, where are you?” he groaned aloud.

Martin took another deep breath through the bandage and immediately regretted it. He had trained himself not to breathe deeply around plague patients. The plague particles were not to be given any chance of being drawn deep into the body. And inside this house it was probably even worse. Because he had heard that there was no remedy for the sweating sickness. This disease spread like the wind. And often only a few hours lay between the first feeling of illness and a miserable death. Until now Martin had only heard of this horrible disease. Now he was right in the middle of it, surrounded by people it was carrying off.

Have I caught it? Will I survive this day?

Martin hesitated. He did not dare return to the young woman in the rocking chair.

Is she still alive? She is so beautiful! Why is life so unfair?

Martin shuddered at the thought that the entire family of the weaver had died. There had been nothing he could do. They had had no chance because there was no antidote. All that remained for him on this sad morning was to inform the undertaker and have the bodies taken away. They would probably be collected today and carted out of the city. A fate awaited them there that Martin did not even want to think about.

He had been through a lot in the last few years. After his brother’s death he had fled the same evening. Straight from the Melaten Field in Coellen he had headed west. He had taken nothing with him. He had told no one. Because he had promised to look after his brother, he would never be able to face his parents again. And he no longer wanted to show his face at the university either. After all, no one could know whether the religious fanatics there might not also target relatives of heretics.

Under no circumstances do I want to end up like Peter!

Despite the darkness and emptiness in his life he had to keep going. Despite the diseases that surrounded him every day he had to stay healthy. He had to gather his strength so that one day he could avenge his brother’s death. Someday he would return to Coellen to call the old church — the church that had so brutally resisted reform, the church that had murdered his dear little brother — to account.

Actually, things had gone quite well for him here in London — insofar as one could say that in times of plague and after everything he had experienced. Leuven, where he had first fled, had not been far enough from Coellen. He had found shelter there for a while in a student hostel. But he lacked the money for studies. He earned his living, however, by assisting a surgeon. No one else wanted to help when it came to opening corpses and studying their anatomy. But it didn’t bother Martin. After all, he had seen far worse.

This knowledge had helped him enormously here in London. The people here were certainly more progressive and open-minded. But when it came to sawing bones or lancing plague boils, many doctors’ enthusiasm had its limits. He was not a proper surgeon and the foreign language still gave him trouble. But at least he was getting by and was safe from the old church. And for the time being the church was still safe from him too.

⏳

Back in the present, Professor Berger’s death has not gone unnoticed. In Cologne the police have taken over the investigation to solve the suspected murder of this respected citizen of the city. Fate has decreed that the inquiries are being led by one of the most experienced detectives the city has to offer.
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Chief Inspector Konrad Schmitz wiped the back of his hand across his mustache and wrapped up the half-eaten liverwurst sandwich again. The police president himself was on the phone. He had asked him to hurry. He was to head straight to the university. It seemed — the president hemmed and hawed — that something had happened to the dean. Possibly murder.

Schmitz was already about to hang up quickly when he heard an “But...” on the other end.

Schmitz paused. “Yes?” he muttered and waited.

“No press! Listen, Schmitz, no press for the time being!” the president shouted into the phone. “I want you to investigate very discreetly. Without any publicity, if you know what I mean! The matter is extremely delicate.”

To avoid any misunderstanding, he had bellowed the word “extremely” even louder than the rest. Schmitz held the receiver briefly away from his ear and grunted in agreement.

“Schmitz, I know you’re on your own today. This damned carnival. But I need an overview as quickly as possible. Call me the moment you know what happened!”

Before Schmitz had a chance to temper his boss’s lofty wish, the president continued: “I’ll probably have to make a few calls myself. Nothing for you to worry about. And then we might hold a press conference afterward!”

Press conference?!?

When he heard the click on the line, Konrad Schmitz took a deep breath and looked pleadingly at the ceiling. Just the thought of a press conference made him feel queasy. Despite his many years of service he had so far been spared this dubious pleasure. He had the greatest sympathy for colleagues who had to appear on television in the evening for cases of public interest. Because press conferences were pure hell. In front of running cameras you were practically tortured into blurting out something soothing for the public in all the excitement. Statements that would be recorded mercilessly for all eternity and never forgotten. All you could do was hope that the truth or the facts wouldn’t catch up with you shortly afterward. Because every word would be weighed on gold scales or twisted in your mouth. A press conference was therefore nothing other than a publicly funded inquisition or Russian roulette. A dangerous, sticky trap that could snap shut at any moment. For decades he had successfully avoided this trap. But today the police president had neatly laid it right in front of him!

This is starting off brilliantly!

Konrad Schmitz looked down at himself and checked whether he was dressed well enough to solve the case on the one hand and stand in front of the press cameras on the other. The gray cloth trousers wouldn’t be seen behind the table anyway. The fact that the once-sharp creases had long since been ironed flat by long hours of sitting and the trousers had once sat a little looser no longer mattered. And nobody would seriously care about the once-black shoes with their comfortable rubber soles either.

Since press conferences tended to focus on the upper body, things still looked quite presentable. Schmitz gazed with satisfaction at his dark-blue double-breasted jacket with the gold buttons, which was only a few years old and now hung over the back of his chair.

That’s something at least!

And the shirt was actually still quite decent. Of course, if he had suspected the looming appointment he would have worn his white shirt — the one he otherwise saved for Christmas and the grand carnival session. But a pale-yellow one with a fine red-and-blue check pattern would do the job just as well. Combined with the dark-blue fine-knit tie he had received as a Christmas present a few years ago and had kept in a desk drawer ever since for exactly such emergencies, he at least wouldn’t have to worry about his appearance. All that was still missing now were actual investigation results.

Chief Inspector Konrad Schmitz sighed, slipped the already-tied tie over his head as a precaution, tightened it, smoothed the wavy remnants of his thinning hair, took his jacket from the chair, and set off for the university.

So something’s happened to the dean. Possibly murder!

Since the police had moved into a larger building farther out, the distances hadn’t gotten any shorter. And because even at this early hour during carnival there was no getting through, Schmitz simply commandeered a patrol car for the journey. He knew from long experience that it was rarely truly urgent when he was called to a crime scene. But for a president who demanded quick results, every available means had to be used. Accordingly, Schmitz instructed the driver to switch on the siren and get him to the university as fast as possible.

The ride was refreshing. Schmitz forgot all about the press conference and rubbed his hands with glee every time they roared through red lights and against the flow of traffic. Cars swerved onto the sidewalks and pedestrians stared wide-eyed. When he pulled up directly in front of the main entrance of the university a short while later, he climbed out feeling thoroughly satisfied.

Unfortunately, this satisfaction was not reflected in the horrified faces of the students who had watched the spectacle. He therefore looked at them thoughtfully.

No, the president had surely only meant the press when he said “discreet”! Not loitering students. No question!

Schmitz cleared his throat, smoothed his mustache, looked sheepishly at the ground, and headed toward the main entrance. There had been times when he had been fitter. Unfortunately those times lay some way back. He had played football in the presidium team. Defender, of course. Schmitz felt the position suited him and his profession perfectly.

Let the others storm forward boldly. Sooner or later he would let them all run into him.

But the years had not passed Schmitz without leaving their mark. In the old days even his diligent consumption of Cologne’s liquid staple food had never bothered him. It could therefore only be due to unknown processes in his metabolism — processes over which he consequently had no influence — that his body had learned with increasing age to make better use of the beer and store it for leaner times.

Delicious, but somehow also annoying!

Accordingly, it was quite an effort for him to follow the young woman with the tear-stained eyes who had been waiting for him at the entrance and was now leading him to the dean’s office up the wide stairs and along the corridors. Panting, Schmitz wondered why there was no elevator here, or at least a shorter route from the entrance to the executive floor.
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